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03. Can an employee be suspended during a
workplace investigation? Are there any conditions on
suspension (eg, pay, duration)? 
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Workplace suspensions in Ireland are a contentious issue and can result in an employer defending
injunction proceedings in the High Court before an investigation has started.

In the case of Governor and Company of the Bank of Ireland v Reilly, the judge stated: “The suspension of
an employee, whether paid or unpaid, is an extremely serious measure which can cause irreparable
damage to his or her reputation and standing."

In the 2023 case of O’Sullivan v HSE, the Supreme Court held that the Health Service Executive acted fairly
and reasonably as an employer in suspending a consultant doctor after he had performed experiments on
patients without their consent. This ruling overturned the Court of Appeal's earlier decision that previously
found the suspension to be unlawful, as the consultant did not represent an immediate threat to the health
of patients.

The Supreme Court considered whether the employer's decision to place the consultant on administrative
leave met the test set out in the English case of Braganza v BP Shipping Limited & Anor. In that case, the
court held that the decisionmaker's discretion would be limited "by concepts of good faith, honesty and
genuineness and the need for absence of arbitrariness, capriciousness, perversity and irrationality."

In relying on the principles set out in the Braganza case, the Irish courts have reinforced the right of a
decision-maker in an employment context to have discretionary power when implementing a suspension
and that any decision to do so must be made honestly and in good faith. Employers should obtain legal
advice when considering whether to suspend an employee in any circumstance.
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It is possible to suspend an employee during a workplace investigation.[1] While there are no limits on
duration, the employee will remain entitled to full pay during this time.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 181.
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Article 128 of the 2019 Labor Code explicitly states that an employer has the right to temporarily suspend
an employee who is being investigated for committing an alleged act of misconduct in breach of the labour
rules, if the following conditions are met:

the misconduct committed is complex in nature, and any further work carried out by the employee
may jeopardise the ongoing investigation. The law does not clearly define “complex nature”; it may be
open to various interpretations by the employer. In practice and from our experience, allegations of
sexual harassment may be considered complex misconduct and, therefore, can be a ground for
suspension;
the employer has consulted with (and effectively obtained the approval of) the grassroots-level
representative organisation of the employee. No formal process is stipulated under the law for such
consultation with this organisation. From our experience, the consultation can be in the form of a
meeting between the management of the employer and the executive committee of the organisation.
However, the organisation should require the employee to acknowledge their consent in writing by
signing the meeting minutes;
the period of suspension cannot exceed 15 days or 90 days in “special circumstances”. The law does
not define what falls under “special circumstances”. In our view, this will be subject to the
interpretation and discretion of the employer after consulting with the grassroots-level representative
organisation of the employee; and
the employee must be paid 50% of his or her wage that would be due during the period of the
temporary suspension in advance. When the temporary suspension ends, if no disciplinary measure is
imposed on the employee, the employer must pay the full wage for the period of the suspension by
paying the remaining 50%.
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