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Memorandum 

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, 

Following the announcement by the NSW Government of Thursday 28 May 2020 of a further easing in COVID-19 
related restrictions as they relate to the re-opening of church buildings, the NSW Minister for Health and Medical 
Research gazetted the Public Health (COVID-19 Restrictions on Gathering and Movement) Order (No 3) 2020 (‘the 
Order’) late last night. 

The gazetting of the Order gives legal effect to the easing of restrictions and remains in force until 31 August 2020 
unless revoked before that date. I think it is safe to say from experience to date that the Order won’t see out its 
normal lifespan. As with previous Public Health Orders, a copy of the new Order can be found on the NSW 
Legislation website (www.legislation.nsw.gov.au). If you have any difficulty obtaining a copy of the Order, I am more 
than happy to email a copy to you directly. 

As always, we need to remember the context in which the Order is made. COVID-19 remains present in the 
community and is highly infectious. While the numbers in Australia have been and remain very small, particularly 
when compared with other parts of the world, it is essential that we observe the latest public health advice and take 
all reasonable precautions to protect the health of everyone. The continuing trend towards an easing of COVID-19 
related restrictions, particularly on the cusp of winter, may result in an increase in a number diagnosed COVID-19 
cases. General precautions regarding hygiene and physical distancing, therefore, are important as part of our 
ongoing vigilance. 

The new Order makes the following provisions with effect from Monday 1 June 2020. Where necessary, decisions 
made by the Bishop for the Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle are noted. 

Restricted Use of Certain Premises 

Generally, a church building can only be open for a wedding, a funeral, a memorial or other religious service, or for 
the purposes of private prayer. They must be closed at all other times. 
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The limit on the number of people who can be in the church building for a wedding, funeral, memorial or other 
religious service is outlined in the section on ‘Gatherings’ below. 

The framework for the use of our church buildings for private prayer has changed under the new Order. The limit 
on the number of people who can be in the church building for private prayer is determined under the provisions of 
clause 5(1)(a). The determination will be different for each church building within the Diocese and is dependent on 
the space available. 

The number of people in a church building for private prayer is to be the lesser of 

 50 persons, or 
 The total number of persons calculated by allowing 4 square metres of space for each person in the 

building. 

Clause 5(1)(b) directs that a person cannot be in a church building as part of a group of more than 10 persons. 

Clause 5(2)(a) excludes any person engaging in work in a church building from the limits indicated above. 

The Order no longer requires the collection of contact details of those attending the church building for the purposes 
of private prayer. 

When the easing of restrictions was announced, it was thought there would be a requirement for church buildings 
to have a COVID-19 safety plan prepared prior to re-opening but there is no requirement for this under the Order.  

The Bishop has determined, however, that all church buildings are to develop a COVID-19 Safety Plan 
developed by NSW Health (see attached) and are to lodge a copy by email with the Office of the Bishop. 
Additional resources that might be helpful for parishes, including downloadable posters, can be found on 
the NSW Government website (www.nsw.gov.au/covid-19/industry-guidelines-places-of-worship). 

Gatherings 

Clause 10(1) of the Order continues the direction of the Minister that public gatherings of more than ten persons 
are prohibited. A reminder once again that all of our church buildings are considered public places under NSW 
legislation. 

Exceptions to this general restriction are made for a number of reasons by clauses 10(2) and 10(3). Of relevance 
to parish life, clause 10(2)(a) permits a gathering without limit of those persons engaged in work. As previously 
advised, this may permit a slow and gradual return to meetings of councils and committees with appropriate 
consideration for the general principles of good hygiene and physical distancing. 

Clause 10(3)(a) makes an exception to the general limit of ten persons for church buildings as already outlined 
above. 

Clause 10(3)(c) makes an exception for weddings, funerals, memorial or religious services, or a gathering 
immediately after any of those, replacing the general limit with a greater number of participants depending on use: 

Weddings: Clause 11(1)(a) allows a wedding (or a gathering immediately after a wedding) to have up to 20 
persons present, which number excludes the persons being married, those persons necessary to conduct 
the wedding (including the celebrant), one photographer, and one videographer. 

Funerals & Memorial Services: Clause 11(1)(b) allows a funeral or memorial service (or a gathering 
immediately afterwards) to have up to 50 persons present, which number excludes those person necessary 
for the conduct of the service, such as the celebrant and funeral directors. 



 

 

General Religious Services: Clause 11(1)(c) allows a religious service to take place with up to 50 persons 
present, which number excludes those necessary to conduct the service. 

This last category would include the celebration of Baptisms and the celebration of the Sacrament of Penance in 
the First Rite at advertised times. Previous advice on the way these celebrations should be conducted remain 
relevant and in place. 

The last category of ‘General Religious Services’ also includes the public celebration of Mass. The Bishop has 
determined that the public celebration of Masses within the Diocese may recommence subject to parishes 
being able to meet the conditions laid down at the end of this memo. Compliance with these requirements 
is mandatory. 

Because of the limit in the number of people who may be able to attend any particular Mass, all members 
of the Church of the Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle, except priests, continue to be dispensed from the 
obligation to attend Sunday Mass. Those who are unable to attend Sunday Mass are encouraged to keep 
Sunday holy through the use of the resources previously made available (and which are still available on 
the Diocese website – www.mn.catholic.org.au/news-events/covid-19-update). 

Nothing in the Order precludes the continuation of live streaming of Masses, and the continuation of this practice is 
encouraged wherever it is possible. Those who are required to be in the church to enable the production of a live 
stream would generally not be included in the number of attendees permitted to be in the church building. 

Collection of Contact Details 

Clauses 11(2)(a) and 11(2)(b) requires that the contact details (name, telephone number and/or email address) of 
any person attending a wedding, funeral, memorial or religious service – or a gathering immediately after such an 
event – to be provided to the relevant person for the service. For the purposes of any event taking place in or around 
a church building, the relevant person is the owner of premises, represented by the Parish Priest, their equivalent, 
or a delegate thereof. No other party has a lawful reason under the Order to collect this information. 

The contact details are to be kept for a period of 4 weeks (see clause (12(a)) and be provided to the NSW Chief 
Health Officer if requested or directed. 

The providing of contact details and their collection by the Parish is a mandatory requirement and must be observed 
in all circumstances. The provision of contact details is a condition for entry into a church building for the purposes 
outlined above, and anyone who refuses to provide the information must lawfully be denied entry. 

The reason for a person being in a church building should not be recorded under any circumstances. 

Requirements for Resumption of Public Masses 

In order to resume the celebration of Public Masses, parishes should observe the following requirements: 

 Prepare a COVID-19 Safety Plan (using the attached form) for each church or other building that you may 
wish to use, and lodge copies with the Bishop’s Office. Once developed, the requirements identified in the 
Safety Plan should be adhered to in all circumstances, without exception. 

 Determine a method of ensuring fair and equitable access to Mass for parishioners where necessary, 
including the use of ‘lottery’ systems or rationing or some other suitable format. Care should be taken to 
avoid any hint of favouritism or elitism in this process. 

 Ensure appropriate resources for collecting and story the contact details of those attending are available at 
all times. NB: No record should be kept of the reason for the being present. 

 Consider the need for physical distancing within the church building, and how best this can be 
accommodated given the limit on the number of people who can attend. If necessary, parishes should 



 

 

consider whether it is possible to have the available limit in their particular church building, and consider 
the appropriateness of adopting a lower limit than strictly permitted (i.e. voluntarily adopting the 4 square 
metre requirement in smaller churches, or not using smaller churches, etc.). 

 Identify and train staff or volunteers to assist parishioners in the complying with the requirements of the 
Public Health Order and the developed Safety Plan. 

 Encouraging parishioners who are particularly at risk – the elderly, those with compromised health, or those 
who are sick, etc. – to refrain from attending Mass at this point in time. 

 Communion from the Chalice is restricted to the priest celebrant(s) until further notice, and Communion is 
only to be given in the hand. Communion ministers should take care to avoid or minimise contact with the 
hands of the communicants. 

 Please consider making appropriate modifications to the way Mass is celebrated to minimise the need for 
multiple handling of items or the erosion of appropriate physical distancing requirements. Additionally, the 
passing of commonly used items (hymn books, Mass cards, bulletins, etc.) is to be avoided. 

 Develop and implement other means to facilitate collections. 
 Minimise the time(s) where people are gathered together unnecessarily. 
 Continue to develop means to remain connected to the broader community – especially including the 

isolated and the elderly – including the use of live-streaming, online technologies, websites, e-bulletins, 
etc., in addition to non-technological methods. 

The second step in easing of COVID-19 related restrictions cannot simply be a return to the status quo ante. COVID-
19 remains, and will remain, a part of our reality until a vaccine is developed and made available. We have a moral 
obligation, well apart from legal requirements, to be vigilant for the health and safety of each other and the broader 
community. The easing of restrictions that take effect from 1 June 2020 still come with some strict conditions 
attached. I urge you to give due attention to them and to the advice from public health authorities. 

Further communications will be made as they become necessary because of further changes to requirements. I will 
be available to local leadership via my mobile phone if you need to talk through the implications of anything 
contained above or wish to seek clarification. 

Thank you for your continued commitment to your ministry during this time of pandemic. 

Regards, 

 

 

(Fr) Andrew Doohan VG 



COVID-19 Safety Plan – Places of worship 1
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COVID-19 Safety Plan
Places of worship   
We’ve developed this COVID-19 Safety Plan to help you create and maintain a safe  
environment for you, your workers and your congregants.

Complete this plan in consultation with your workers, then share it with them. This will help slow the spread of COVID-19 and reassure
your congregants that they can safely visit your business. You may need to update the plan in the future, as restrictions or advice changes.
 
Businesses must follow the current COVID-19 Public Health Orders, and also manage risks to staff and other people in accordance with Work Health 
and Safety laws. For more information and specific advice for your industry go to nsw.gov.au  

BUSINESS DETAILS

Business name:

Plan completed by:

Approved by:

> REQUIREMENTS FOR BUSINESS
Requirements for your workplace and the actions you will put in place to keep your congregants and workers safe 

REQUIREMENTS ACTIONS

Wellbeing of staff and congregants

Exclude staff and congregants who are unwell from the premises.

Provide staff with information and training on COVID-19, including when  
to get tested, physical distancing and cleaning.

Make staff aware of their leave entitlements if they are sick or required  
to self-isolate.

Display conditions of entry (website, social media, venue entry).

Consider offering online services or alternative arrangements for people 
in high-risk categories (e.g. over 70 years).
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REQUIREMENTS ACTIONS

Physical distancing

Capacity must not exceed 50 visitors for a religious service, 50 guests 
for a funeral service (excluding the persons involved in conducting the 
service), 20 guests for a wedding service (excluding the couple, the 
persons involved in conducting the service and the photographer and the 
videographer), or 50 visitors for private worship, to a maximum of one 
person per 4 square metres. 
Use signage to communicate the maximum safe capacity.

Move or remove tables and seating as required.

Reduce crowding wherever possible and promote physical distancing.

Where reasonably practical, ensure staff maintain 1.5 metres physical 
distancing at all times (including at meal breaks.)

Use telephone or video for essential meetings where practical.

Review regular deliveries and request contactless delivery and invoicing 
where practical.

Have strategies in place to manage gatherings that may occur 
immediately outside the premises.

Coordinate with public transport, where reasonably practical, around 
strategies to minimise COVID-19 risks associated with transportation 
to and from the venue.

Take measures to ensure drivers of courtesy vehicles minimise close 
contact with passengers.

Avoid group singing or chanting and wind instruments (such as flute, 
oboe or clarinet). Solo singers should maintain at least 3 metres 
physical distance from other people.
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REQUIREMENTS ACTIONS

Hygiene and cleaning

Adopt good hand hygiene practices.

Ensure bathrooms are well stocked with hand soap and paper towels.

Consider modifying religious rites or rituals to avoid direct contact where 
practical. Where this is not practical, ensure hands are washed before 
and after each interaction with soap and water or hand sanitiser.

Reduce objects that may be passed around such as books and collection 
plates. Also consider putting barriers around frequently touched objects 
of worship, such as shrines, relics or fonts, to prevent people frequently 
touching these.

Clean frequently used areas (including children’s play areas) at least 
daily with detergent or disinfectant. Clean frequently touched areas 
and surfaces several times per day.

Disinfectant solutions need to be maintained at an appropriate strength 
and used in accordance with the manufacturers’ instructions.

Staff are to wear gloves when cleaning and wash hands thoroughly 
before and after with soap and water.

REQUIREMENTS ACTIONS

Record keeping

Keep a record of name and a mobile number or email address for all staff, 
volunteers, visitors and contractors for a period of at least 28 days. 
Ensure records are used only for the purposes of tracing COVID-19 
infections and are stored confidentially and securely.

Make your staff aware of the COVIDSafe app and its benefits to support 
contact tracing if required.
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