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NPHET 14th May 2020 

Use of Barrier Masks/Face Coverings by the General Public 

 

Matter for Decision 

That NPHET recommend that  
 
Members of the public take precautions by wearing a barrier mask or face covering in certain 
circumstances where social distancing is not possible, such as when using public transport or when 
in other indoor public areas such as shops, other commercial facilities as appropriate or places of 
religious worship.   
 

 

1. Introduction 

On 1 May,  NPHET recommended to the Government that the use of face coverings in the community 

be implemented as part of the reduction of public health social distancing measures and stated that 

work would be progressed to ensure that supplies are available, bearing in mind the need to ensure 

availability of medical-grade masks for use by healthcare workers.  It was also stated that guidance 

would be developed in relation to the correct and appropriate use of such face coverings and further 

recommendations on this matter will be considered by NPHET.   

At its last meeting on 12th May, NPHET was updated on regulatory and supply considerations.  The 

Chair of the Expert Advisory Group is expected to update NPHET at the 14 May meeting on the 

outcome of the Group’s consideration of this issue.  It has already been agreed by NPHET that the 

wearing of masks should not be mandatory.   

The intention of this note is to help guide the finalisation of a recommendation by NPHET to the 

Government on the use of barrier masks or face coverings by the general public and on the 

communications messaging that should issue in support of any recommendation.  

 

2. International Approaches  

The science around the use of barrier masks by the general public to impede Covid-19 transmission is 

incomplete and that interpretation of available evidence can differ.  This is reflected in the different 

recommendations of international public health bodies on the topic.   

The US Centre for Disease Control (CDC) recommends “wearing cloth face coverings in public settings 

where other social distancing measures are difficult to maintain,”   while the European Centre for 

Disease Control (ECDC) advises that “facial coverings could be considered but that evidence is lacking,” 

and the World Health Organization (WHO) advises that “there is no current evidence to make 

recommendation for or against the use of cloth masks”. 

Nonetheless, despite this uncertainty, the global nature of this challenge does present an opportunity 

for Ireland to learn from the experience and approaches of other nations.  In respect of the use of 

barrier masks by the general public, many countries (or regions thereof) have now moved to 
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recommend (or even make compulsory) the wearing of barrier masks in certain circumstances.  This 

includes a number of EU countries (most recently France), the U.S.A and numerous other countries 

across the globe.  

In the past two days, the British Government has issued advise that “…people should aim to wear a 

face-covering in enclosed spaces where social distancing is not always possible and they come into 

contact with others that they do not normally meet, for example on public transport or in some 

shops." 

 

3. Principle of Effectiveness vs the Precautionary Principle  

In light of the incomplete and sometimes conflicting evidence, the question of producing a 

recommendation to the Government and wider public on whether and when to wear barrier masks is 

not straightforward.  

In effect, there exists a tension between what can be termed the principle of effectiveness and the 

precautionary principle.  When adhering to the principle of effectiveness, public health professionals 

only recommend an intervention that they know to be effective.  By not recommending the general 

use of barrier masks by for healthy members of the public, the WHO are adhering to this principle. It  

acknowledges that information is incomplete and is especially cognisant of the fact that the wearing 

of barrier masks may cause harm if people do not wear and care for their mask correctly or if 

individuals become over-confident and do not adhere to social distancing or reduce adherence to 

other hygiene measures.  

An alternative approach is to apply the precautionary principle which suggests that where there is a 

possible threat to human health, we should take steps to manage that threat, even partially.  Under 

this approach interventions can be recommended where scientifically plausible but still uncertain. It 

acknowledges there is limited evidence of efficacy but accepts that, in the circumstances, doing 

something might be better than doing nothing.  In relation to Covid, it is important to note that 

seemingly modest benefits may have significant benefits in the aggregate due to the exponential 

character of the transmission process. 

Both of these viewpoints are valid, and the challenge is to incorporate, as far as possible, both ethical 

perspectives in a recommendation that can guide and inform the Government’s response to the 

management of Covid-19.  

 

4. Proposed Recommendation  

It is proposed that NPHET recommend that  

members of the public take precautions by wearing a barrier mask or face covering in certain 

circumstances where social distancing is not possible, such as when using public transport or when 

in other indoor public areas such as shops, other commercial facilities as appropriate or places of 

religious worship.   

In acknowledging the precautionary principle underpinning this recommendation, it is important that 

people are not inadvertently misled into overestimating the importance of using a barrier mask or 

other face covering.    
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It is therefore further recommended that attendant public communications make clear that  

• this is advice and not prescription.  The wearing of masks is not compulsory and should not be 

a requirement for an individual to access a premises or service.  

• not everyone can wear a mask – young children or people with respiratory problems in 

particular should not wear mask, and we as a community must be understanding of that.   

• where social distancing can be effected, mask-wearing is not advised.  This can include public 

transport where passenger loads are light. 

• we do not know for sure that masks will work, but we think they might help.  They can 

complement but not replace established preventive measures that we know do work, such as 

social distancing, good hand hygiene, respiratory etiquette and so on.   

• wearing a barrier mask is not intended to protect the individual wearer but to stop 

transmission of the virus to others on the principle that “my mask protects you; your mask 

protects me.”  

• there are different types of specialist masks that protect the wearer, but these are needed by 

our frontline healthcare workers in hospitals and nursing and care homes. They should not be 

used by anyone else until we are assured of sufficient supplies for frontline health care 

workers. 

• people need to be careful and use masks properly as the evidence is clear that if facemasks 

aren’t used properly, they can have the effect of increasing the risk of Covid transmission.  

As well as communicating these underlying principles, it will be essential to provide advice and 

guidance to the public on how barrier masks or other face coverings should be safely worn, cared for 

and disposed of.   It will also be important to ensure that people can access simple instructions to 

enable them to easily make their own mask if they cannot or do not wish to purchase one. 

It is also important to note that this proposed recommendation is intended for the general public in 

transient situations and is not applicable to the workplace.  

 

5. Timing  

A further issue arises in respect of the timing of the recommendation and associated expectations of 

public adherence to the advice. Notwithstanding the fact that people can make their own mask, it is 

essential that any public advice does not give rise to undue concern among members of the public. It 

may therefore be advisable to make clear that it is only as society returns to normal with more people 

engaging in business and leisure activities that the wearing of a barrier mask becomes important as 

social distancing becomes more difficult.  Advice in these matters can evolve as we learn more about 

the virus and if practical implementation aspects need further consideration. 

In this regard, the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport has advised that, for Phase 1 of the 

relaxation of measures, the National Transport Authority's assessment is that the public transport 

system can cope with expected passenger demand without a need to relax current social distancing 

arrangements.  For Phase 2 (projected as 8 June), they do not anticipate significant issues either and 

the reinstatement of Monday-Friday schedules would add capacity at peak times if required. 

Therefore, policy on the wearing of masks on public transport, while needing to anticipate that social 

distancing may over time become difficult to achieve as passenger demand returns, should not be 

such as to switch on an immediate recommendation for wholesale use where existing social distancing 

measures remain in effect. 
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6. Standards & Supply of Barrier Masks 

It has been established that the retail sector will need three to five weeks to have significant supplies 

of barrier masks available for sale.  It is also understood that in general they are awaiting a clear 

statement of policy from Government before committing to the acquisition of such stocks, which it is 

assumed will include both reusable and disposable masks.   

Therefore, the nature of the NPHET recommendation and associated communications by Government 

should be such as to allow this practical consideration to be taken into account – and as far as possible 

not to stimulate an immediate spike in demand. The fact that there is not expected to be very strong 

customer demand for public transport in the coming few weeks should mean that the social distancing 

measures in place in that sector will not require revisiting in the immediate term. 

The expected finalisation by NSAI this week of standards for domestic manufacture should provide 

certainty to business (as well as reassurance to consumers) which will both encourage retail supply 

assist in the promotion of indigenous production.   

Enterprise Ireland has been exploring the potential for domestic production, although options in this 

regard are still generally at the preliminary stage with the exception of Azzurri Sport which is currently 

supplying local businesses with approximately 30,000 masks per week.    

 

7. Guidance and Advice  

As noted above, it will be important to provide advice and guidance to the public on how barrier masks 

or other face coverings should be safely worn, cared for and disposed of.    

Work is already underway in preparing materials for the public and there has been coordination 

between different health and consumer regulation bodies (DoH, HSE, HSPC, NSAI, CPCC) to develop 

as coordinated a response as possible.  

The informed views of these various organisations as well as the EAG and NPHET will be reflected in 

the guidance to be produced, the latest draft of which is attached at Appendix 1.   
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Appendix 1  

 
 

Draft Guidance on Wearing a Barrier Mask or Face Covering 
 

 
Wearing a face covering or face mask 
Wearing a 'face mask' or 'cloth face covering' reduces the spread of COVID-19 from the 
person wearing it. It does this by catching droplets of sneezes or coughs.  
A face mask could help people who are unaware they have COVID-19 from spreading it to 
others. 
If you have COVID-19 or have symptoms of COVID-19, you must self-isolate. Do this even if 
you wear a face mask or cloth face covering. 
If you wear a mask or face covering, you should still wash your hands frequently and 
continue to follow the advice on how to protect yourself and others. 
 
Medical face masks 
Medical masks (surgical and respirator) are for healthcare workers. They are vital supplies 
and not intended for use by the public within the community. 
Wearing a medical mask is unlikely to be of any benefit if you are not sick. 
 
Cloth face coverings 
A cloth face covering is a material you wear that covers the nose and mouth. 
Wearing one in the community is an extra measure healthy people can take in certain 
situations, for example: 

• when staying 2 metres apart from people is difficult - for example, in supermarkets 
or public transport  

• in an enclosed space 
 
What they are made from 
Cloth face covering are made from materials such as cotton, silk, or linen. 
You can buy them or make them at home using items such as scarfs, t-shirts, sweatshirts, or 
towels. 
 
Who should not wear one 
Cloth face coverings are not suitable for young children under 2 and anyone who: 

• has trouble breathing  
• is unconscious or incapacitated  
• is unable to remove it without help 

 
Cloth face covering and children 
Children under the age of 2 years should not wear cloth face coverings. 
Children over 2 can wear one in places where it's hard to avoid stay 2 metres away from 
other people. 
 
Children do not need to wear a cloth face covering: 

• at home - if they have not been in close contact with someone with coronavirus  

https://www2.hse.ie/conditions/coronavirus/protect-yourself.html
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• outside - as long as they can stay at least 2 metres away from other people and can 
avoid touching surfaces. 

 
It's OK to take a walk as long as your children stay 2 metres away from others and do not 
touch surfaces. For example, tables, playground equipment or surfaces that infected people 
might have touched. 
 
How to wear one 
Cloth face coverings should: 

• fit snugly but comfortably against the side of the face  
• be secured with ties or ear loops  
• include multiple layers of fabric  
• allow for breathing without restriction 

 
How to wash one 
It should be able to be washed and machine dried without damage or change to shape. 
You do not need to sterilise cloth face coverings.  
Wash it in a washing machine or by hand as you would any other item of clothing. 
It should be regularly washed depending on how often you use it. 
 
How to make one 
To make a cloth face covering at home: 

1. Cut two rectangles of tightly-woven cotton about 25cm x 15cm.  
2. Fold and stitch the top and bottom edges.  
3. Fold and stitch the side edges, leaving a gap big enough to thread elastic through.  
4. Thread two 15cm lengths of elastic through the side edges and tie tight. Hair ties or 

string, cut longer and tied behind the head, will work.  
5. Tuck elastic knots inside the edges of the mask and stitch in place for a neater finish. 

 
When to throw it out 
You should throw out a cloth face covering when it: 

• no longer cover the nose and mouth  
• has stretched out or damaged ties or straps  
• cannot stay on the face  
• have holes or tears in the fabric 

 
How to use a cloth face covering or mask properly 
Do 

• Clean your hands properly before you put it on.  
• Cover your mouth and nose with it and make sure there are no gaps between your 

face and the mask.  
• Tie it securely. 

Don't 
• Do not touch a mask or face covering while wearing it - if you do, clean your hands 

properly.  
• Do not use a damp or wet mask  
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Taking off a cloth face covering or mask 
 To take it off properly: 

• remove it from behind - do not touch the front of the mask  
• do not touch your eyes, nose, and mouth 
• clean your hands properly  
• Put disposable masks in a bin straight away. 
• Wash cloth masks Wash it in a washing machine or by hand as you would any other 

item of clothing. 
 

 

 


