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By Email only 

15th April 2020 
 
 
Dr Tony Holohan, 
Chief Medical Officer, 
Department of Health, 
Block 1, Miesian Plaza, 50-58 Lower Baggot Street, 
Dublin 2.  
 
 
RE: NPHET Decision - 14th April 2020 - Use of Masks by Healthcare Workers (HCWs) 

 
Dear Tony, 

 

I refer to the NPHET meeting on 14th April.  A decision was made to endorse a recommendation 

from the Expert Advisory Group that surgical masks should be used by all healthcare workers for 

all patient care encounters and for all encounters with other healthcare workers in the 

workplace where a distance of 2 metres cannot be maintained.  

 

The current guidance recommends that surgical masks are worn by healthcare workers when 

caring for patients with suspected or confirmed COVID-19 or other viral respiratory tract 

infections. Surgical masks are also offered to those patients with COVID-19 or viral respiratory 

tract infections if they can tolerate wearing the mask.  

 

The HSE currently is managing significant challenges in relation to meeting the associated 

demand for surgical masks. The challenges Ireland faces in sourcing PPE, included surgical 

masks, in a volatile and competitive global market continues to be unprecedented.  While we 

have been successful in securing substantial supplies of masks significant challenges remain.  

Existing demand now incorporates the need to provide surgical masks to a much wider range of 

healthcare settings, including long-term residential care facilities where there are outbreaks of 

COVID-19.  These healthcare settings serve vulnerable populations and are at particular risk in 

terms of transmission.  

 

An immediate substantial increase in use of masks for relatively low risk situations may result in 

a difficulty with supplying masks for high risk situations in the near future.  I am also mindful of 

the level of concern among healthcare workers many of whom feel safer if they have access to 

surgical masks in situations where their own assessment is that they are at risk.  
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Based on this consideration I propose, in the first instance, to implement a more limited 

approach to broader surgical mask use. This is similar to that adopted by Public Health England 

in guidance dated April 7th 2020.  Key elements of the approach I propose are: 

  

1. Healthcare workers should wear surgical masks to protect patients from infection when 

caring for extremely vulnerable patients.  

2. Individual service providers (for example hospitals) may advise healthcare workers to 

wear surgical masks to protect themselves in other patient care encounters based on an 

institutional risk assessment taking account of the incidence in the patient population 

they serve.  For example an Emergency Department seeing a very high proportion of 

COVID-19 patients presenting might advise use of surgical masks for all patient care 

encounters. 

3. Individual healthcare workers may wear surgical masks to protect themselves in any 

patient care encounter if they consider that the encounter represents a particular risk to 

them.  

 

The HSE will continue to emphasise that broader use of surgical masks is not a substitute for 

other measures.  We will also continue to stress that masks must be used appropriately.   

 

I will arrange to have relevant HPSC guidance updated according to reflect the above approach. I 

will keep this under review over the coming weeks in relation to demand for masks, the 

changing supply situation and emerging evidence in this area.    

 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 
 
 
____________________ 

Dr Colm Henry 
Chief Clinical Officer 
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