8 September 2021

MN:119/21

Dr Geoff Newcombe AM
Chief Executive
AIS NSW
99 York Street
SYDNEY NSW 2000

Dear Geoff
COVID-19 AND RETURN TO SCHOOLS
I am writing concerning the current COVID-19 situation and related issues.
Mandatory vaccination
The union has been contacted by members concerned about the requirement in NSW for mandatory
vaccination of staff in schools and early childhood education and care centres that was announced by
the NSW Government on 27 August 2021. As you would be aware, no Public Health Order has been
made as yet and it is unclear whether there will be any variation or exemptions to the requirement
other than the contraindication exemption announced in August.
Some members have experienced difficulty in obtaining their recommended vaccine and others are
reluctant to make a decision to be vaccinated quickly. Many of these members are long-standing and
loyal employees of their schools and communities.
The union is seeking discussions about the options that might be available for such employees if they
fail to get vaccinated. The union of course recognises that any Public Health Order that is made will
be binding on employers, but we seek that employers exercise the maximum flexibility possible within
the terms of the Order that is made.
Safe return to school
Educational authorities and scientific experts in Australia and abroad have been examining strategies
to maximise the chances of a safe return to school in the context of the Delta variant of the COVID-19
virus.
Along with measures such as mask-wearing, enhanced cleaning, site use restrictions, staff vaccinations
and social distancing measures, improved ventilation and air filtration are important in schools to
combat COVID-19.
The Victorian government has announced that carbon dioxide monitoring, improved ventilation, and
particle filters would be part of the return to school plan in Victoria. The NSW Department of
Education in consultation with the NSW Department of Health has begun a review of the suitability of
all learning spaces, in terms of air quality, but experts have called for more air quality testing, in line
with the Victorian approach https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/calls-for-national-schoolventilation-plan-more-details-on-booster-shots-to-protect-vulnerable-20210903-p58op1.html

See also https://academic.oup.com/cid/article/71/9/2311/5867798
And a US study is here https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7021e1.htm
The union is seeking discussions with employers about the proposed measures to ensure a safe return
to school, whenever that might be.
We would appreciate a copy of any guidelines that AIS has prepared in relation to ventilation.
Access to leave
It is possible that there will be a significant number of cases of COVID-19 in schools when they
re-open. Even if staff are fully vaccinated, if there are COVID-19 cases in the workplace, staff will be
required to isolate or may also become unwell. The union would expect that staff who are unwell
would be able to access workers compensation with a top up from personal/carer’s leave to make up
any shortfall in wages and that staff who are not actually sick would be allowed to work from home
or be granted ex gratia leave in these circumstances.
Please advise whether the AIS is happy to meet on behalf of independent schools in NSW and the ACT
in relation to these issues. As you would be aware, some staff are very stressed about the return to
school arrangements, and we would like to do whatever we can to minimise their concerns.
The union looks forward to a response to our request for discussions with you about these issues
before the end of this term.
Please contact Helen Gregory on 8202 8900 or helen@ieu.asn.au in the first instance to arrange a
suitable time for a meeting.
Yours sincerely

CAROL MATTHEWS
Acting Secretary

