
COVID-19 Guidance: Information for NI
Businesses & Employers

To help businesses and employers understand what the measures announced by
the Chancellor mean for you, please use this page to navigate the latest
guidance for people in Northern Ireland.

Guidance for employees
Read all the latest guidance and frequently asked questions for employees
including details about statutory sick pay and Universal Credit.

Guidance for self-employed workers
The UK Government has launched a Self-Employment Income Support Scheme
(SEISS) which will support self-employed individuals (including members of
partnerships) who have lost income due to coronavirus (COVID-19). Details on
how to apply can be found here.

Sickness and disability benefits
Face-to-face assessments for all sickness and disability benefits will be
temporarily suspended for the next 3 months from Tuesday 17 March. No further
action is required by any claimant as a result of this change. They will be
contacted with advice on next steps.

Travel
Find out all the latest travel advice and sign up for travel alerts via the
Foreign and Commonwealth (FCO) website.

Businesses

General guidance for employers

The UK Government has published extensive guidance for employers, including
details on how to prevent the spread of COVID-19 and what to do if someone is
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suspected or confirmed to have the virus.

UK Government support for businesses

The UK Government has set out a package of measures to protect public
services, people and businesses through this period of disruption caused by
COVID-19. Businesses in Northern Ireland can access the following schemes and
announcements:

Businesses can receive government grants worth up to 80% of wages to
keep workers in jobs. The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme will pay up
to £2,500 per worker. From 1 July, employers can bring employees back to
work that have previously been furloughed for any amount of time and any
shift pattern, while still being able to claim the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme grant for their normal hours not worked. From August,
the level of government grant provided through the scheme will be slowly
tapered until the scheme ends in October.

Support for businesses through the Business Interruption Loan Scheme,
which will provide loans of up to £5m, with no interest due for 12
months. This scheme will be delivered through the British Business Bank.

For larger businesses the Coronavirus Large Business Interruption Loan
Scheme (CLBILS), will provide a Government guarantee of 80% to enable
loans of up to £25 million for firms with an annual turnover of between
£45 million and £500 million.

For innovative companies facing financing difficulties due to the
Coronavirus outbreak, the Future Fund will provide government loans to
UK-based companies ranging from £125,000 to £5 million, subject to at
least equal match funding from private investors.

The Bounce Back Loan scheme will ensure that the smallest businesses can
access 100% government backed loans of up to £50,000, with no interest
or repayment obligations for the first 12 months.

Trade Credit Insurance: The UK government will guarantee up to £10bn of
business-to-business transactions by protecting against customer
defaults or payment delays. The scheme is available on a temporary basis
for nine months, backdated to 1 April 2020.

Support for businesses who are paying sick pay to employees.

Support for businesses paying tax.
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VAT payments for the next quarter will be deferred, so no business will
pay any VAT for the next three months.

Commercial tenants who cannot pay their rent because of COVID-19 will be
protected from eviction.

Coronavirus (COVID-19) support is available to employers and the self-
employed. You may be eligible for loans, tax relief and cash grants. Use
this business support finder to see what support is available for you
and your business.

Northern Ireland Executive support for businesses

Businesses in Northern Ireland can access the following NI Executive schemes
and support:

COVID Small Business Grant – A small business grant of £10,000 for all
businesses with a rateable value up to £15,000. Rental properties with a
sole tenant that meet the eligibility criteria may also apply.
Registration for this scheme closed on Wednesday 20 May 2020.

Hospitality, Tourism and Retail Sectors Grant Scheme – A grant of
£25,000 will be provided to companies in these sectors with a rateable
value from £15,001 up to £51,000. Registration for this scheme closed on
Wednesday 20 May 2020.

NI Micro-business Hardship Fund: businesses with fewer than 10 employees
that are not eligible for either of the above grant schemes may be able
to apply for emergency funding for immediate cash-flow difficulties.
This scheme is administered by Invest Northern Ireland on behalf of the
Department for the Economy. The deadline for applications is Friday 12
June 2020 at 6 pm.

Business rates relief: A package of measures including a three months
rates holiday to all businesses in Northern Ireland and an effective 18%
reduction in the Stormont determined portion of business rates compared
to 2019-20.

Fishing Industry: The Executive is supporting the fishing industry
through a direct grant scheme for eligible vessels.

Creative Support Fund: A £1.5 million package to support creative
projects. This has two strands. Under the Artists Emergency Fund,
artists whose work has been impacted may apply for grants of up to
£5,000. This strand of funding is currently closed until further notice.
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Under the Organisations Emergency Programme small and medium sized
organisations will be able to apply for maximum funding of £25,000 to
help them develop new projects or programmes. The deadlines for funding
under this strand is Friday 12 June 2020 at 4 pm.

Sports Hardship Fund: a £2,000 grant scheme for any organisation
delivering sport and physical recreation experiencing short-term
financial hardship due to coronavirus. Registration for this scheme
closed on Wednesday 20 May 2020. New applications are currently
suspended.

Further detail on these NI Executive business support measures is available
at NI Business Info, an online service provided by Invest NI.

Business support helplines

HMRC tax helpline

HMRC has set up a helpline for businesses and self-employed people who are
concerned about paying their tax due to COVID-19. The updated helpline number
to support customers impacted by coronavirus is 0800 024 1222 and is open
from 8am to 4pm Monday to Friday. HMRC have introduced this number to ensure
extra capacity on their network so customers can get through to us more
quickly. Calls to the old helpline number will be redirected.

Invest NI helpline

Get help with your business online, or by calling the Invest NI helpline.
Telephone: 0800 181 4422
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PM call with the UN Secretary-General:
20 March 2020

The Prime Minister spoke to UN Secretary-General António Guterres this
evening to discuss international efforts to combat the coronavirus pandemic.

They agreed on the need for a global response to this global challenge, and
for countries to coordinate in order to stop the spread of the virus and
limit the economic impact on our citizens.

They underlined the importance of continued funding for the development of a
vaccine and to support the resilience of healthcare systems in developing
countries.

The Prime Minister said that the UK had already committed £241 million to the
international response and would continue to look at what further support was
necessary.

Chancellor announces workers’ support
package

The Chancellor has today outlined an unprecedented package of measures to
protect millions of people’s jobs and incomes as part of the national effort
in response to coronavirus. This comes as Government instructs entertainment
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and hospitality premises, like bars and restaurants, to close from tonight to
limit spread of coronavirus.

A new Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme will be set up to help pay people’s
wages. Employers will be able to contact HMRC for a grant to cover most of
the wages of their workforce who remain on payroll but are temporarily not
working during the coronavirus outbreak. Any employer in the country- small
or large, charitable or non-profit will be eligible for the scheme.

Universal Credit and tax credits will also be increased as part of an almost
£7 billion welfare boost, as he outlined one of the most generous business
and welfare packages by any government so far in response to Covid-19.

To ease cash flow pressures for UK VAT registered businesses, VAT bills from
now until the end of June, will be deferred until the end of the tax year.

The Chancellor’s workers’ support package means:

UK workers of any employer who is placed on the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme can keep their job, with the government paying up to
80% of a worker’s wages, up to a total of £2,500 per worker each month.
These will be backdated to 1st March and will be initially open for 3
months, to be extended if necessary.
VAT payments due between now and the end of June will be deferred. No
VAT registered business will have to make a VAT payment normally due
with their VAT return to HMRC in that period. Income tax payments due in
July 2020 under the Self Assessment system will be deferred to January
2021, benefitting up to 5.7m self-employed businesses.
Additionally, the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme,
launched at Budget, will now be interest free for twelve months.
The standard rate in Universal credit and Tax Credits will be increased
by £20 a week for one year from April 6th, meaning claimants will be up
to £1040 better off.
Nearly £1bn of additional support for renters, through increases in the
generosity of housing benefit and Universal Credit. From April, Local
Housing Allowance rates will pay for at least 30% of market rents in
each area.

HMRC are working night and day to get the unprecedented Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme up and running and we expect the first grants to be paid
within weeks.

Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak said:

We continue to do everything possible to protect the public from
coronavirus. We have been working round the clock so that we can
today confirm an unprecedented package of support to protect
people’s jobs and wages. And we’re strengthening our safety net at
the same time.

I said we would help individuals, businesses and the most
vulnerable through this outbreak and I meant it. We will do



whatever it takes in the weeks and months ahead.

Work and Pensions Secretary Therese Coffey said:

We will do whatever it takes to protect the most vulnerable and get
them through these unprecedented times, and the changes we are
making to Universal Credit will help millions of people in most
need.

We are standing by those who rely on the welfare safety net as we
work towards turning the tide on this disease and moving on
together.

Business Secretary, Alok Sharma, said:

We have committed to doing whatever it takes to support businesses
and households through these unprecedented times, and today shows
just how far we are willing to go.

This intervention is unheard of in peacetime, but it is crucial we
stand behind our businesses and those that rely on them for work
and income.

All measures announced today across the business and welfare package are UK-
wide.

In order to help delay the spread of Coronavirus, the Government has
instructed entertainment and hospitality businesses including pubs, bars and
restaurants to close from tonight.

This follows expert advice that more needs to be done in order tackle the
spread of infection – following the call to action to isolate or socially
distance. The measure, set to be reviewed on a monthly basis, will not affect
supermarkets or retailers that supply fuel, medicines and other vital goods,
which will continue to be open as normal for the public.   
The following businesses have been asked to close:

Food and drink venues for consumption on-site, such as restaurants and
cafes.
Drinking establishments, including pubs, bars, nightclubs.
Entertainment venues, including cinemas, theatres, concert halls, and
bingo halls.
Museums and galleries.
Spas, wellness centres and massage parlours.
Casinos and betting shops.
All indoor leisure and sports facilities, including gyms.

This measure will not impact the relaxation of planning rules announced



earlier this week which will allow pubs and restaurants to operate as hot
food takeaways during the coronavirus outbreak.

The decision on closures will be reviewed on a monthly basis, and are being
implemented across the whole of the UK in agreement with the devolved
administrations. If needed, the government will enforce these measures by
law.

Communities Secretary Rt Hon Robert Jenrick MP said: 

We will do whatever it takes to protect people across this country
as we tackle the coronavirus outbreak. 

While people have responded well to calls for social distancing and
self-isolation, we must go further if we are to be able to stop the
spread of the virus and protect the most vulnerable people in our
society, and our NHS.

That is why we are now telling entertainment and hospitality
premises to close temporarily, and people to only travel if
absolutely essential, to help protect each other from the further
spread of the virus.

We stand behind businesses and their employees and are offering an
unprecedented range of support as we tackle this huge challenge
together.

More information about the measures announced for businesses by the
Chancellor can be found here.

ACOBA is operating as usual – but
working remotely

ACOBA is operating as usual but working remotely in line with Government
advice on COVID-19. We are contactable via our usual channels.  

However, please note that post is not being sent or received regularly and
the best way to contact us and stay in touch is electronically on
acoba@acoba.gov.uk.

Applicants should also be aware of the current demand being placed on
departmental resources, which is likely to increase the time taken for
government departments to deal with Business Appointment Rules related
queries.
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Driving tests and MOTs for heavy
vehicles suspended for up to 3 months
to help tackle spread of coronavirus

The Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency (DVSA) is suspending driving tests in
England, Scotland and Wales for up to 3 months from 21 March 2020.

The decision has been made to help prevent the spread of coronavirus as tests
lead to extended contact between candidates and examiners in vehicles.

Motorcycle tests are also being suspended.

DVSA has put in place plans to provide tests for critical workers.

Protecting the public
Transport Secretary Grant Shapps said:

We are having to take big decisions to protect the public in our
national battle against COVID-19. Regrettably, we have had to
suspend driver testing for up to 3 months to help tackle the spread
of the virus.

It is vital that those who need a test can get one so DVSA is
offering tests to those who have a critical need, such as the NHS
and drivers delivering goods across the UK.

Those who have tests cancelled will have priority when testing
resumes.

The tests being suspended include:

car driving tests
motorcycle tests
lorry, coach and bus driving tests
approve driving instructor (ADI) tests and checks

DVSA will contact everyone with a test booked during this time to let them
know their test has been cancelled and that it will automatically re-book for
them.

The decision will be kept under review. The latest information about driving
tests and COVID-19 is on GOV.UK.
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MOTs for lorries, buses and trailers
DVSA has suspended MOTs (annual tests) for all heavy goods vehicles (HGVs)
and public service vehicles (PSVs) for up to 3 months from 21 March 2020.

All HGV and PSV vehicles with an MOT will be issued with a 3-month
certificate of temporary exemption (CTE) until further notice.

Vehicles must be maintained, kept safe to drive (roadworthy) and operate
within the terms of operators’ licence conditions.

Check what you need to do to exempt your vehicle.

MOTs for cars, motorcycles and light vans
The Department for Transport continues to keep MOT testing under review and
will provide an update in due course.

More information
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