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Prepare your workplace for Covid-19
Martin Smith (CEng, BEng Mechanical), Technical Director - Buildings, Aurecon (rebranding as Zutari)

4 May 2020: The Covid-19 global pandemic has triggered unprecedented disruption, impacting organisations across the world. We are acutely aware of the gravity of the situation we find ourselves in as a result. Our workplaces enable us to be productive and economically active, but now pose profound risks to the health and safety of our employees and our continuous business operation.
We realised some time ago that occupants’ health and wellness will become a critical component in commercial buildings. Therefore we made an investment to upskill our teams to achieve the first WELL-rated building on the African continent, namely the flagship Exxaro head office in Centurion for building owner Growthpoint Properties. With the latest Covid-19 crisis on hand, there will be an increased emphasis on the design and operation of buildings for occupant health and well-being.
So how can property owners respond to this challenge and best prepare their workplaces under such circumstances? We take an in-depth look at what property owners can do to prepare themselves and protect their employees:
Understand your business occupancy needs 
Full occupancy is unlikely to be possible in the short term and possibly even beyond that. Given the tough economic time we look to be facing, some businesses will scale down on space and increase working from home. For some, their business continuity will depend on saving costs, whilst having a productive workforce, even if that means from home. Your employees would have been ‘shocked’ into new ways of working, and that changes what is possible going forward. For landlords, this scenario may change the space needs of occupants and require a change in building management technology and practices. 
Diagnose your building’s infection routes
The virus is understood to spread through multiple infection routes, including surface contact, macro droplets, micro droplets and other contamination spreaders in your building such as your sewer systems. To get to grips with the risks within your building, a comprehensive diagnostic is needed of staff behaviours, organisational processes and the building itself. The physical operations are as important as the technology, including ventilation, air-conditioning, control systems, water and sewerage systems. All these components contribute to the functioning of the building and serve as infection routes. 
Prepare immediate, medium- and long-term response plans that align
The aim is to try and find practical solutions that close the gap between your business needs and the risk of infection. These include operational processes and controls and building physical and technological improvements, along with emergency procedures and awareness. The challenge here is not to have a knee-jerk response with short-term actions, but to systematically reduce risk in a manner that is affordable and makes sense in the short and long term. 
Aurecon’s Building Health Assessment Tool is a comprehensive diagnostic of the key operational and physical factors that helps property owners put in place plans to mitigate workplace risks and assists them with resuming business and increasing health and productivity. We use a gap analysis to prepare a short-, medium- and long-term plan that meets your business needs.
To help you respond to Covid-19 risks and prepare your buildings for resumed operations, we have drawn from our extensive multi-disciplinary experience to develop a customised building health assessment tool. The tool assists property owners to demonstrate to their shareholders, management, employees and clients that a systematic, balanced approach has been taken to find an optimal solution to minimise the health risk.
With over 75 Green Star certified Green Star projects, and delivering the first WELL-rated building in Africa, where our team assessed and/or designed the buildings and indoor spaces, we understand the dynamics of your building and the impact on the health of your people.
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