
Employment

Veterinary Nursing Journal • VOL 34 • May 2019 • Page 119© 2019 British Veterinary Nursing Association (BVNA)

My maternity leave is 
coming to an end
Nicky Ackerley   BA(Hons)

Your life has changed, you have a new 
baby, perhaps your first. It’s time to think 
about going back to work. It’s a big 
upheaval.

You may have to organise child care, you 
might not have thought about work for 
a long time, or you may have done some 
‘keeping in touch’ days. Your routine is 
about to change again. You may be look-
ing forward to returning to work or you 
may have some mixed feelings about it. It 
is quite normal to be apprehensive.

Have you told your employer when you 
would like to return? If you want to 
change your mind about the date you 
should give your employer eight weeks 
notice. If you decide not to return to work, 
your contract will tell you what notice to 
give. If there’s nothing in your contract, 
you need to give at least one week notice.

If you get contractual maternity pay you 
might only keep your full amount if you 
return to work (you do not have to repay 
Statutory Maternity Pay). Your contract or 
employee handbook will tell you how long 
you need to spend back at work to keep 
your full contractual maternity pay.

If you have been away for 26 weeks or less, 
you are entitled to return to the same job 
with the same terms and conditions, or at 
least a similar job with conditions that are 
at least as good as your original role. If you 
have been away for more than 26 weeks 
you are entitled to a job that has equiva-
lent terms and conditions.

You continue to accrue holiday when you 
are on maternity leave, and you might 
want to add this to your maternity leave. If 
your job received a pay rise while you have 
been away, you are entitled to this too.

Very often mums returning to work after 
maternity leave wish to work shorter 
hours. You will need to make a flexible 
working request, it is not an automatic 
right to work part time when you go 
back to work. Think carefully about your 
request, you only have the right to make a 

working request once every twelve months 
and it is usually a permanent change. Your 
employer should meet with you, give you 
a decision within 3 months and include 
their reasons if they refuse, you can appeal 
if they don’t follow a process or give 
acceptable reasons.

A word about Parental Leave – this is not 
for unforeseen emergencies, but is unpaid 
leave for other family reasons. It is usually 
taken in one week blocks and you have to 
have worked for your employer for at least 
one year. You are entitled to take eighteen 
weeks for each child up to their eighteenth 
birthday, you can usually take four weeks 
a year.

Maternity discrimination means being 
discriminated against because you are 
pregnant, breastfeeding or if you have 
recently given birth, and it is unlawful. 
You are treated unfavourably if you are 
worse off because of the discrimination. 
If you think you might be being discrimi-
nated against take some advice about this.

If you are breastfeeding when you return to 
work, it is good practice for your employer 
to have a risk assessment in place. There 
should be somewhere you can rest, express 
and store milk. A temporary change to 
facilities whilst the mum is breastfeeding 
can bring benefits for everybody and allow 
the mum to return to work. The Health 
and Safety Executive lists some particular 
risks that need to be controlled if you are 
breastfeeding, these include ionising radi-
ation, lead, mercury and certain biological 
agents and risk of infection when dealing 
with animals or animal products.

Hopefully with good planning and 
communication with your employer, your 
return to work after maternity leave can be 
a smooth transition.
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For further support with this or any other 
HR issue, BVNA members can call the BVNA 
Advisory Service Helpline on 01822 870270 
or email 
nickyackerley@hrsupportconsultancy.co.uk
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