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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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09. What additional considerations apply when the
investigation involves whistleblowing?
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Most whistleblowing policies will include a section that provides for an initial assessment of the complaint
as to whether it meets the definition of a protected disclosure. This assessment, which ought to be carried
out by a designated person who has been appointed to deal with disclosures, is a useful tool as some
matters which may be labelled as whistleblowing may fall under the grievance procedure.

Where there are grounds, an investigation will be commenced. Under the Protected Disclosures
(Amendment) Act 2022, whistleblowers are protected from penalisation for having made a protected
disclosure, under the Act.

Penalisation may include; suspension, lay-off or dismissal; demotion, loss of opportunity for promotion or
withholding of promotion; transfer of duties, change of location or place of work; reduction in wages or
change in working hours; the imposition or administering of any discipline, reprimand or other penalty
(including a financial penalty); coercion, intimidation, harassment or ostracism; or discrimination,
disadvantage or unfair treatment.

If an employee (which includes trainees, volunteers, and job applicants) alleges that they have suffered
penalisation as a result of making a protected disclosure, they may apply to the Circuit Court for interim
relief within 21 days of the date of the last act of penalisation by the employer.

A claim for penalisation may also be brought before the WRC within six months of the alleged act of
penalisation. If an employee alleges that they were dismissed for having made a protected disclosure, the
potential award that the WRC can make increases from the usual unfair dismissal cap of two years’ pay to
up to five years’ gross pay, based on actual loss.

Where a complaint of whistleblowing is made, employers should ensure that they appoint investigators
with the appropriate knowledge and expertise to deal with such a matter and comply with the time limits
set by legislation.
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If an employee complains to his or her superiors about grievances or misconduct in the workplace and is
subsequently dismissed, this may constitute an unlawful termination (article 336, Swiss Code of
Obligations). However, the prerequisite for this is that the employee behaves in good faith, which is not the
case if he or she is (partly) responsible for the grievance.
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