
 
 

 

24.04.2020 

 

KEY ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 

Transport Secretary Grant Shapps led this afternoon’s government briefing, 

his first, during which he announced a new package of measures to ensure 

transport boosts to aid the UK’s national response to COVID-19. 

 

Mr Shapps was joined by the deputy chief medical officer, Dr Jenny Harries, who 

answered various questions on testing and the prevalence of the virus. 

 

The main announcements this evening were: 

 

• The UK government has secured a trilateral agreement along with French 

and Irish governments which commits the three nations to keeping freight 

routes open throughout the crisis for the transportation of medicines, food 

and essential goods. 

• Ferry routes between Great Britain and Northern Ireland are to be 

provided with £17m in government funding. 

• Other services around the UK will also receive support, including £10.5m 

for services to/from the Isle of White and the Scilly Isles. 

• Various ferry and air routes between Northern Ireland and Great Britain 

will be safeguarded by way of Mr Shapps’ package of transport measures. 

• The greenlight has been given to trials of drones to deliver medical 

supplies, with the first to begin near Newport on the Isle of Wight. 

• Funding is being made available today to keep trams and light railways 

open to ensure key workers can get to work during the crisis. 

• Testing capacity continues to increase and the government is on track for 

100,000 tests per day by the end of the month, as Mr Shapps announces 

that Highways England will also provide support for mobile testing. 



 
Elsewhere in COVID-19 news…. 
 

The government is reportedly considering further changes to its Coronavirus 

Business Interruption Loan Scheme for micro businesses, who have found it 

difficult to access loans quickly given the credit checks lenders often impose. 

 

The government’s online portal allowing employers to arrange COVID-19 tests for 

employees that are deemed essential workers is now online. However, employers 

and employees are reminded the test is only for those who suspect they currently 

have COVID-19, to inform decisions about whether they can return to work. The 

test cannot tell people if they have previously had the virus. 

 

 

LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

BUSINESS 

 

1. The government is considering guaranteeing 100% of some loans 

given to smaller businesses. 

 

The government has been coming under increasing pressure in recent 

weeks to provide 100% backing for loans to businesses under the 

Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme (“CBILS”). Under the 

present scheme, the government has committed to providing an 80% 

guarantee of the loans provided. However, this has led to arguments, most 

notably made by Mr Andrew Bailey, the Governor of the Bank of England, 

that the government should provide a 100% guarantee to ensure that loans 

are administered as soon as possible. Many businesses have found it 

difficult to access loans quickly due to the fact that lenders are still carrying 

out their usual credit checks to ensure that borrowers can repay at least 

20% of the loan.  

 

The Chancellor, Rishi Sunak, has up until now continued to state that the 

government would back only 80% of the loans provided under the scheme. 

The Chancellor has reiterated, to support this stance, that it is the 

taxpayer’s money that is being put at risk. There is certainly the significant 

risk that if 100% of loans are backed by the government, lenders will not 

carry out sufficient credit checks on the businesses they are lending to. 

Should those businesses be unable to repay their loan the government 

would have to step in, which could come at a huge cost to the taxpayer.  

 



However, it has today been reported that the Treasury is considering 

providing 100% backing to loans for “micro businesses” up to £25,000. 

This would make it easier for smaller businesses to access much needed 

cash quicker than they currently can under the scheme. The Treasury has 

not as yet made any formal announcement and therefore it is unknown 

what the eligibility criteria will be for such a loan, such as the maximum 

level of turnover or the number of employees that a business has to have. 

These reports though will come as welcome news for small business 

owners who need cash desperately, but time will tell what long-term 

impact it has for the economy and the taxpayer. 

 

2. Can I insist my employee takes a Coronavirus test? 

 

Employers of essential workers may be experiencing staffing shortages 

owing to employees self-isolating where those employees either have 

COVID-19 symptoms or live with people who do. 

 

While employers of essential workers may want self-isolating employees 

to get tested for COVID-19 to facilitate their return to work, employers are 

very unlikely to have a right to insist upon this, save if an exceptional 

obligation is imposed by an employee’s employment contract. For example, 

where the employee works in a very specialised role that reasonably 

demands that he or she submits to certain medical tests. 

 

While an employee’s employment contract may include provisions that 

require them to provide a ‘sick note’ for their absence due to illness, it is 

very unlikely that an Employment Tribunal, if matters came to a head, 

would construe a demand that an employee takes a COVID-19 test as 

comparable to getting a sick note for at least the following reasons. 

 

First, while employers can ask employees for proof of their sickness once 

they have been off work for seven days, they may not be self-isolating 

because of their own symptoms but because of those of someone they live 

with. An employee’s employment contract cannot mandate the behaviour 

of other members of that employee’s household; therefore, those other 

individuals cannot be forced to submit to a test. Moreover, the government 

has provided a procedure for people to obtain an isolation note from NHS 

111 for their employer as proof that they are self-isolating, whether they 

are doing so for their own symptoms or those of another. This note should 

be accepted by employers as proof, where it is provided. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-getting-tested
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/statutory-sick-pay-employee-fitness-to-work


Second, the government’s privacy policy for its coronavirus priority virus 

testing programme for essential workers states the test is completely 

voluntary and that ‘you [the employee] do not have to take it’. 

 

Dismissal or the threat thereof for refusing to consent to a COVID-19 test is 

very likely to be actionable as unfair dismissal (as long as the employee has 

the requisite two years of continuous employment) or as constructive 

dismissal if the employee resigns in response. However, an employee’s 

refusal to provide proof of their sickness (or of their household’s self-

isolation) by means of the isolation note above may be held otherwise, 

provided the requirement for a fair reason for dismissal under the 

Employment Rights Act 1996 is more generally met. 

 

Many employees may want to return to work quickly, as Mr Shapps 

indicated some frontline staff are, so they can help out their colleagues. 

However, some employees may not view testing as appropriate in their 

circumstances. Employers are therefore advised to proceed with caution if 

asking employees to take a COVID-19 test, unless and until the government 

provides further guidance on return-to-work procedures. 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

 

 

The above is not intended to be legal advice. Specialist advice should be sought 

for individual cases where necessary. 
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