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Face Covering Policy v7 January 2022 

 
Durham University Guidance on Face Coverings  

We strongly recommend the use of face coverings as a key infection control measure in our 
buildings and campus, to ensure we are able to deliver a safe teaching, learning, research and 
work environment, and maximise the amount of on-campus interaction.  We strongly 
recommend all staff, students and visitors to wear face coverings if they can, particularly when 
moving around in buildings and during face-to-face teaching, except where reasonable 
adjustments are required to ensure the wellbeing and inclusion of all.  From 24th January 2022, 
we will also make higher-grade face coverings available for staff who are, or live with family 
members who are, clinically extremely vulnerable, or where a risk assessment indicates a higher 
level of risk due to others within the space or area being unable to wear face coverings. 
 
This guidance document provides details of alternative measures available to support those who 
may be impacted by others wearing face coverings, for example, those who rely on lip-reading.  
This policy will be regularly reviewed as prevalence rates and what we know about the virus 
change.  

 
1. Introduction 

1.1 Face coverings form a physical barrier which can help contain the spread of 
respiratory droplets when an infected person coughs, sneezes, or talks.  A face 
covering is not intended to protect the wearer but, by covering their mouth and nose 
with a face covering, they are less likely to transmit the virus to others if they are 
asymptomatic or have unrecognised, early COVID-19 (C-19) symptoms.  Thus, the 
University considers that wearing a face covering, if able to do so, is the socially 
responsible thing to do.  

1.2 Good ventilation, hand and respiratory hygiene, workplace cleaning and avoiding close 
proximity face-to-face working as far as is reasonably practicable, remain key to 
controlling the spread of the virus and should always be followed.  Face coverings are 
not a substitute for these measures but an additional public health measure to help 
reduce the spread of C-19 and to provide increased reassurance to our community, 
including those most vulnerable to serious illness. In addition to physical and 
behavioural measures vaccination reduces the risks from COVID-19 and the University 
recommends all those who can are vaccinated. 

2. Face coverings 

2.1 Face coverings is a term being used to mean any covering of the mouth and nose 
intended to reduce the chance of the wearer expelling droplets into the air and is an 
aid to respiratory etiquette (like sneezing into a handkerchief or covering your face 
when you cough).  Face coverings do not include medical-grade masks used for 
infection control or respirators which are designed to protect the wearer from inhaling 
hazardous material. 

2.2 Face coverings should: 

• Cover the nose and mouth while allowing the wearer to breathe comfortably 
• Fit comfortably but securely against the face 
• Be secured to the head with ties or ear loops 
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• Include at least two layers of tightly woven fabric such as cotton (the World 
Health Organisation recommends three, depending on the fabric used) 

• Not be fitted with an exhalation valve as these will allow droplets in the exhaled 
breath to escape. 

2.3 Face coverings with adjustable ear loops and nose-adjustors (wires or clips) provide a 
better fit, and are usually more comfortable for the wearer, and require less frequent 
adjustment.  A tight fit around the nose will help prevent glasses from misting up.  

2.4 Face coverings are different from surgical masks or respiratory protective face masks, 
as they are not intended to provide protection for the wearer.  Where a risk 
assessment has identified the need for an enhanced grade of face coverings due to 
the inability of a significant proportion of others to wear face coverings, or to control 
airborne hazards during work activities, the correct type of mask should be identified 
and provided (see sections 9 and 10). 

2.5 Face shields/visors are not a suitable alternative to face coverings as they are 
considered much less effective for the purpose of reducing transmission risk to others.  
There are some circumstances where face visors may be advised in addition to a face 
covering or mask, such as close-proximity work. 

3. Where should face coverings be worn? 

3.1 The wearing of face coverings is strongly recommend when moving around inside 
any University building, or in crowded areas where you may mix with people you would 
not ordinarily meet and it is not possible to maintain 1.5m distancing between 
attendees, such as: 

• When moving about within buildings, e.g. browsing or circulating in the library. 
• During queuing and collection at catering outlets. 
• In corridors and other communal areas in colleges, academic and other 

buildings, including multiple occupancy restrooms. 
• During face-to-face classroom-based teaching activities. 
• During face-to-face meetings, unless a physical barrier is in place between 

meeting participants to support interaction with someone who uses lip reading 
to communicate, or who has social communication impairments. 

• When having conversational meetings in multi-occupancy offices 
• In the University chapels and prayer rooms when there is multiple occupancy. 
• During taught laboratory classes, unless a risk assessment has identified face 

coverings would represent an additional hazard.  
• During wider student experience activities, unless their use interferes with the 

activities being carried out or where national governing body guidance does not 
recommend their use, e.g. performers, sports etc. 

• In multi-occupancy University vehicles. 
 
3.2 The wearing of face coverings will also be strongly recommend for close proximity 

activities, where individuals are working face-to-face at less than 1m or in very close 
proximity side to side, including during: 

• Human participant studies requiring close contact (blood taking, placement of 
probes, laying hands on individuals, etc.) 

• Two-person manual handling operations or similar tasks.  

• Some hands-on training scenarios, which cannot be safely undertaken at 
distance. 
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3.3 See section 9 for specific information on type of face covering expected in some of 
these scenarios. 

3.4 In the event of a local outbreak, as defined by either the University Outbreak 
Response Plan or as required by Public Health, additional requirements for wearing of 
face coverings within University buildings may be introduced at short notice prior to the 
policy being formally updated. 

4. When are face coverings not recommended to be worn:  

4.1 Face coverings are not necessary: 

• When working alone in a room. 
• When working in an office, research laboratory, catering or other type of staff or 

postgraduate research workstation, where there is sufficient segregation 
between people (1.5m face-to-face).  

• Note typically, desks are around 800mm deep, and lab benches 750mm, 
therefore where two such workstations are opposite each other this distance is 
achieved.  Workstations in these locations are typically used for extended 
durations in comparison to meetings and teaching environments. 

• During interviews or viva voce examinations, subject to ventilation and minimum 
face-to-face distancing (1.5m) requirements. 

• Whilst eating or drinking. 
• When working behind a physical barrier, as these provide protection from 

droplets, for example in receptions or behind movable screens provided in 
centrally bookable rooms. 

• When students are in in their domestic dwellings, in College, e.g. kitchens and 
bathrooms. 

• When exercising indoors in gyms or sports halls. 
• In outdoor locations across the University site. 
• When requested to remove a face covering to support lip-reading (see section 

6) or for security identification purposes. 

5. Outside University premises 

5.1 Face coverings are also strongly recommended in certain public areas, outside of 
the University, where individuals are in crowded and enclosed spaces, and could come 
into contact with people they do not normally meet, such as public transport, shops, 
etc..  The University asks all our community to act in a socially responsible manner to 
protect others and provide visible reassurance to our wider City community. 

6. Individuals who may not be able to wear a face covering 

6.1 The University accepts that not all individuals can wear face coverings.  In line with the 
exemptions defined by Government guidelines, this includes:  

• Not being able to put on, wear, or remove a face covering because of a physical 
or mental illness or impairment, or disability, for example: 
o Breathing difficulties and other respiratory conditions 
o Impairments which would make it difficult to put on or take off a face 

covering safely, without pain 
o Mental health conditions such as anxiety or panic disorders 
o Other non-visible disabilities such as autism. 

• If putting on, wearing, or removing a face covering will cause severe distress. 
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• When interacting with someone who uses lip reading to communicate, or who 
has social communication impairments. 

• Children aged under 11 years in our museums, visitor attractions and events. 

6.2 There is no requirement for individuals to provide evidence that they are unable to 
wear a face covering.  Some individuals may choose to display something that 
indicates they cannot wear a face covering, such as an exemption card, badge or 
lanyard.  The University will make Sunflower lanyards and badges available; this is 
part of a nationally recognised scheme to support persons with hidden disabilities and 
will be available upon request, via the C-19 store, for individuals who wish to wear one. 

6.3 Staff and students are recommended to talk to their GP or other medical practitioner if 
they have concerns about wearing face coverings. 

7. Enforcement 

7.1 We have a responsibility to look after our own health and safety and that of those 
around us, which includes wearing a face covering when in our University buildings.  
We understand there are legitimate reasons for people not to wear face coverings and, 
as a collegiate community, we will trust others to follow our shared rules and values, 
where possible.  

7.2 Therefore, the University is not aiming to unnecessarily enforce the wearing of face 
coverings and we will emphasise personal and shared responsibility, to ensure we are 
keeping each other healthy and safe.  No individuals will be excluded from education 
or the workplace on the grounds of not being able to wear a face covering due to a 
physical or mental impairment, or disability, with the exception of when close proximity 
work is required which cannot be achieved another way. 

7.3 Departments and Colleges should send periodic reminders to members about the 
strong recommend to wearing of face coverings, and appropriate use should be 
included in induction information for new and returning staff, students and visitors.  
However, it is important that such communications always acknowledge there may be 
people who have a legitimate reason not to wear a face covering. 

8. Reducing the impact on individuals with disabilities 

8.1 Face coverings that cover the face and nose can impact the ability for individuals to 
communicate with others, including those who are hard of hearing, or who lip read.  
Increasing face-to-face separation, use of physical screens (barriers), face coverings 
with clear panels and speech to text apps should be considered as reasonable 
adjustments to support those with a disability where this would be beneficial.  
Additional information on potential adjustments is available from a range of reputable 
sources, including the NDCS. 

8.2 Reusable coverings with clear panels can be difficult to source commercially and can 
be easily damaged by washing, where required, disposable versions will be made 
available.  Alternative mitigation measures include the use of physical barriers or the 
use of speech to text apps.  Portable screens have been provided in centrally 
bookable teaching rooms to enable seminar leads to deliver the session without the 
need for a face covering and to assist those who rely on facial gestures or lip reading. 

https://www.ndcs.org.uk/blog/face-masks-and-communication-coronavirus-info-for-families-of-deaf-children/
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9. Risk Assessments for use of face covering.  

9.1 There are some situations where wearing face coverings may pose a risk to safety, for 
example: 

• Where they could become caught or snagged in equipment. 
• Working with open flames or other heat sources, pyrophoric or flammable 

chemicals. 
• Where they could risk the health of individuals, e.g. because of thermal 

exposure or where they could absorb or become contaminated with chemical or 
biological hazards used in activities. 

• Where they may impair safety critical communication. 

9.2 Risk assessments should also take into account the number of individuals using the 
space, layout, duration of work activity and whether access is restricted to fixed groups 
or other factors likely to affect the expectation for individuals to wear face coverings for 
that activity. 

9.3 In some circumstances, disposable face coverings may provide an acceptable 
alternative to reusable face coverings.  In these cases, disposable face coverings will 
be provided by the University. 

9.4 Higher grade face coverings made from fabric with improved particulate filtering and 
provide some additional level of protection compared to disposable or reusable fabric 
face coverings, are available for staff who are, or live with someone who is, clinically 
vulnerable.  If required, staff can request these masks from their line manager who can 
place orders with the central COVID-stores. 

9.5 Higher grade face coverings are also available where risk assessment indicates a 
higher level of risk, due to others within the space or area being unable to wear face 
coverings, e.g., conducting a choir, table service at events, cleaning or supervising in 
operational gyms, research activities that require a test subject to conduct physical 
activity and the researcher to be in close proximity for limited periods of time, and first 
aid response.  This should not include in-person teaching or meetings, where the 
University strongly recommends those who can, to wear face coverings if 1.5m 
distancing cannot be maintained and wider mitigation measures such as ventilation are 
in place.  Before deciding to utilise higher grade face coverings the risk assessment 
must consider what other mitigations could be provided or are already in place, 
including but not limited to physical distancing, task set-up (time conducted, location 
positioning etc.) and screens. 

9.6 Higher grade face masks are also available for international travel under the auspices 
of the University, where the travel provider or destination have requirements in place 
for such face masks.  All other travel-based requests should be subject to risk 
assessment as outlined above.  

10. Activities where additional protection may be required 

In some instances, face coverings, as described in this policy, will not provide sufficient 

mitigation from the potential risk of C-19.  This statement does not relate to activities that, 

pre-C-19, already required enhanced respiratory protective equipment, such as: 

• In certain higher-risk circumstances, an FFP3 respiratory protective face mask 
may be required, e.g., carrying out essential activities (emergency maintenance, 
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cleaning, etc.) in an area where people are self-isolating or areas occupied by 
someone who has tested positive for C-19.  In these cases, face masks will be 
provided, subject to face fit testing, where applicable. 

• When administering first aid (see first aid guidance). 

10.1 For more information on respiratory protective equipment is available on the HSS 
webpage. 

11. Will face coverings be provided? 

11.1 Reusable fabric face coverings are available for staff and PhD students to support their 
use in University buildings.  Departments can order these for distribution from the 
COVID store.  The face coverings provided are 3 layered with adjustable straps and 
nose wire and are available in standard and small sizes. 

11.2 Disposable face coverings with clear vision panels will be available to staff/students, 
where required as a reasonable adjustment. 

11.3 Members of staff whose role includes significant periods of work in circulation areas 
will be provided with additional face coverings for their use. 

11.4 Disposable face coverings are to be made available at receptions, to support 
individuals who do not have a face covering available to them at their point of entry. 

12. Information and instruction 

12.1 Information will be provided to support the use of face coverings, including: 

• Summary of this policy at point of 
local induction. 

• How to put on and remove safely. 
• How to wear correctly. 
• How to store and wash. 

12.2 Material to support the use of face 
coverings will be available on the face 
coverings webpage and posters will be 
displayed in University buildings.  

12.3 The guidance in this Policy is based upon minutes from and reports to the Government 
Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies. 

  

https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/local/ppe/rpe/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/local/covid19/facecovering/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/local/covid19/facecovering/


 

 
7 

Document Control 

Document Name  Durham University Policy on Face Coverings  

Version  v8 

Date of Issue  17 February 2022 

Written by Health and Safety Service 

Approved by University Executive Committee 

Review due As required, in line with scientific and government advice  

Contact Email  Health.safety@durham.ac.uk 

Revision Date Amendment(s) Amended 
By (Initials) 

v2 2 Sept Change in requirement from recommended to 
mandatory. 
Change in locations they are required to be worn 

H&SS 

v3 4 Nov Change in locations they are required to be worn 
during national lockdown to include using all study 
areas (including libraries and household study areas), 
multi-occupancy offices, laboratories and workshops 
providing that they do not represent an additional 
safety hazard. 
Clarification on not requiring face coverings during in 
person meetings when a physical screen separates 
meeting participants for the purposes of supporting 
individuals who uses lip reading to communicate, or 
who has social communication impairments 

H&SS 

v4 4 Jan 2021 Recommencement of the requirement to wear face 
coverings indoors in all communal locations.  
Additional recommendation to wear in busy/crowded 
outdoor areas.  
Clarification that not wearing a face covering when 
behind a screen is limited to individuals working alone.  

H&SS 

v5 8 Sep 2021 Change in locations/activities where face coverings 
are required, change in locations/activities where face 
coverings are expected and encouraged.  
Update to provision of face coverings for staff/student 
including those with clear panels.  

H&SS 

v6 15 Sept 
2021 

Change in wording from expected and encouraged to 
required. 
Minor clarifications to locations where face coverings 
are required/optional.  

H&SS 

v7 25 Jan 2022 Inclusion of provision of higher grade face coverings 
for higher risk individuals and activities where 
requested. Adjustment from required to expected to 
reflect Government guidelines.  

H&SS 

V8 22 Feb 2022 Adjustment from expected to strongly recommended 
and addition of 1.5m distancing following UEC 
decision of 15/02/22. Change of status of the 
document from policy to guidance.  

 

 


