
Director’s Briefing

Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) Use  
during Covid-19 in a Non-healthcare and Non-social  
Care Setting
What is RPE?

RPE refers to a type of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) which is designed to protect the wearer 

from exposure to a variety of airborne hazards. These can include non-biological contaminants in 

the form of dusts, mists, gases or fumes (for example welding fume). They can include biological 

materials (such as viruses). RPE is also used where work is carried out in areas where oxygen levels 

are low, for example air fed breathing apparatus for entry into confined spaces.

RPE can be divided into two types:

• tight-fitting face pieces (often referred to as masks) which rely on having a good seal with the 
wearer’s face

• loose-fitting face pieces which rely on enough clean air being provided to the wearer to prevent contaminant leaking in.

Reducing Covid-19 transmission by using Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE)

When someone with Covid-19 coughs or exhales they release droplets of infected fluid. If someone is standing within one metre of a person 

with Covid-19 and they breath in these droplets they can become infected. As such, RPE does have a role to play in protecting people in certain 

circumstances, for example healthcare workers who cannot keep a safe distance away from a patient.

However, it is also important to remember that these droplets can fall onto nearby surfaces or objects. Other people can then be infected with 

Covid-19 by touching these contaminated surfaces or objects and then touching their eyes, nose or mouth. This is why good hygiene practices are 

also vital.

What about face masks?

Face masks (including surgical and general masks) are intended to help prevent droplets of infected fluid from being expelled by the wearer into 

the immediate environment. As such, masks are not designed to seal tightly to the face and are not designed to protect the wearer from exposure 

to airborne particles or contaminants. Face masks are therefore not classed as RPE under the Personal Protective Equipment at Work Regulations 

1992.

So do I need to issue my employees with RPE or face masks?

There are currently no relevant examples in case law relating to the use of RPE in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Sections 2 and 3 of the Health and Safety at Work, etc Act 1974 (HSWA) place a general duty of care on employers for ensuring the safety of their 

employees and others and this extends to issues relating to the Covid-19 pandemic. As such, employers must be able to demonstrate that they 

have taken reasonable steps to protect their health and safety and to provide a safe place and system of work.

Regulation 3 of the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 also requires employers to conduct suitable and sufficient risk 

assessments covering risks to employees who are at work and also risks to non-employees arising from their operations; and to make and give 

effect to appropriate arrangements for planning, organisation, control, monitoring and review.

However, the UK Government has currently aligned itself with the advice from the World Health Organisation (WHO). The WHO have stated that 

the only two groups of people who should wear protective masks are those showing symptoms of Covid-19, who would need surgical type face 

masks to reduce the risk to others, and those caring for people who are suspected to have the coronavirus who would need RPE to protect them-

selves. The HSE have also confirmed that their focus is on employers who are not taking appropriate action to socially distance or ensure workers 

in the shielded category can follow the NHS advice to self-isolate.

April 2020



Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) Use  
during Covid-19 in a Non-healthcare and Non-social  
Care Setting
So do I need to issue my employees with RPE or face masks? (cont.)

It is also worth noting that, in the HSE’s guidance on the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH) states that “whilst 

the general duties of COSHH apply to incidental exposure to, and deliberate work with, biological agents … COSHH does not cover a situation 

where, for example, one employee catches a respiratory infection from another”.

In the light of the Covid-19 pandemic, the HSE have also clarified their expectations in terms of reporting Covid-19 related incidents under the 

Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and Dangerous Occurrences Regulations 2013 (RIDDOR) stating that such reports only need to be made in the 

following three circumstances:

• an unintended incident at work has led to someone’s possible or actual exposure to coronavirus (this must be reported as a dangerous 

occurrence)

• a worker has been diagnosed as having Covid-19 and there is reasonable evidence that it was caused by exposure at work (this must be 

reported as a case of occupational disease)

• a worker dies as a result of occupational exposure to coronavirus.

What do I need to do if I decide to introduce RPE or face masks for my employees?

If face masks are used such as surgical masks, it needs to be clear that this is only effective to protect others from the wearer. There also may be 

an increase in risk due to increased touching of the face due to adjusting the mask and the mask becoming contaminated and wet. In addition the 

widespread use of face masks such as surgical masks is likely to cause shortages where they are really needed in healthcare settings. For these 

reasons outside the care settings above these are not currently recommended.

With regard to RPE the principal legislation is the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH) and the Personal 

Protective Equipment at Work Regulations 1992 (PPE).

Regulation 6 of the COSHH regulations requires employers to carry out risk assessments and identify control measures, i.e. using RPE.

Regulation 4 of the PPE regulations requires employers to justify why RPE has been selected in place of other control measures.

The PPE regulations also outline the process for introducing new RPE into the workplace, including: ensuring the compatibility of RPE (Regulation 

5); assessing the suitability of RPE (Regulation 6); details for the maintenance and replacement of RPE (Regulation 7); the provision of accom-

modation for RPE (Regulation 8); the provision of information, instruction and training (Regulation 9); and the proper use of personal protective 

equipment (Regulation 10).

Face fit testing

The performance of tight fitting RPE relies on achieving a good seal between the wearer’s skin and the RPE. As every type of tight fitting RPE is 

slightly different, the only way to ensure that it will protect the user is to conduct a face fit test every time a new type of RPE is issued to employees. 

Unless face fit testing is undertaken the protection offered by tight fitting RPE (as opposed to an air fed hood which does not rely on a face seal) is 

likely to be limited.

Face fit testing is a requirement under the COSHH regulations and must be conducted by a competent person. In addition to the introduction of new 

RPE, face fit testing must also be carried out if there is a change in the user’s circumstances, i.e. facial hair, weight loss or gain, and/or change to 

the face structure.

The HSE have issued specific guidance for conducting face fit testing whilst adhering to social distancing guidelines during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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