
EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: ACTION
REQUIRED BY AUGUST 31, 2020 FOR CERTAIN
RETIREMENT-RELATED CARES ACT RELIEF

An August 31, 2020 deadline applies both to individual retirement account participants who
want to repay a required minimum distribution received in 2020 and to employer plan
sponsors who wish to reduce or suspend certain 401(k) or 403(b) safe harbor employer
contributions. Details on each of these special tax relief provisions are summarized below.

Employers and individuals who wish to avail themselves of these special tax relief provisions
should take prompt action.

Deadline for Repayment of Certain Waived 2020 Required Minimum Distributions

As we’ve described previously, tax law generally requires a 401(k), 403(b), or 457(b)
retirement plan participant, or IRA owner, to take required minimum distributions (RMDs)
annually once the owner reaches age 72 (or 70 ½ under the SECURE Act).

In late March 2020, the CARES Act waived the requirement to take an RMD from a retirement
plan or IRA in 2020.  For retirement account owners who had already taken 2020 RMDs and
did not need them, the CARES Act provided a way to return them. Although RMDs are not
usually eligible for rollover treatment, the CARES Act repayment mechanism is to treat the
waived RMDs as if they are distributions eligible for rollover. Instead of actually rolling the
amount over to a different plan, however, the CARES Act permits a 2020 waived RMD amount
to be repaid only to the same account that paid it out. Any repayment, as described in the
CARES Act, was required to take place within the standard 60-day window for making a
rollover from one tax-favored account into another.

Because the CARES Act was passed in late March, the 60-day repayment period had by then
already expired for those who had taken an RMD in early January 2020. The more recent IRS
Notice 2020-51 extends the 60-day window period, so that any waived RMDs received on or
after January 1, 2020 may now be repaid, provided that such repayment occurs by August
31, 2020.

Employer plan sponsors may also wish to review whether their plan document should be
amended by the deadline to accept RMD repayments if their participant population desires to
repay previously-distributed 2020 RMDs to the plan.

Employer Deadline to Reduce or Suspend 401(k) or 403(b) Safe Harbor
Contributions
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In a separate announcement, Notice 2020-52, the IRS has provided special relief to employer
plan sponsors of 401(k) and 403(b) retirement plans who wish to make a mid-year reduction
or suspension of safe harbor nonelective employer contributions.  The ability to take such
action expires on August 31, 2020 and should be properly documented as of that date.

Background

More and more employer sponsors of workplace retirement plans, in recent years, have
chosen to adopt a “safe harbor” employer contribution feature. The key advantage of safe
harbor status for a tax-qualified retirement plan is that the plan is deemed to treat highly and
non-highly compensated employees fairly, with respect to one another. It is therefore exempt
from the otherwise applicable annual nondiscrimination testing.

In exchange for safe harbor status and the perk of avoiding complex and sometimes costly
nondiscrimination testing, a safe harbor plan must meet certain requirements, including
committing to provide a minimum employer contribution or formula, immediate vesting of
the contributions, and the provision of an informational notice regarding the contributions
before the beginning of the plan year (a safe harbor notice).

The Safe Harbor 12-Month Rule

Typically, once a safe harbor provision is adopted for a retirement plan, it must be in effect
for all 12 months of the plan year. This requirement is intended to prevent employers from
avoiding nondiscrimination testing if they do not honor the corresponding requirement to
contribute to the plan for the benefit of participants.

Generally, there are two exceptions to the 12-month rule that permit a mid-year suspension
or reduction of the safe harbor contribution:

The first applies if the employer is operating at an economic loss for the plan year.1.
The second applies if the safe harbor notice explicitly reserves to the employer the right2.
to amend, reduce, or suspend the safe harbor contribution during the year.

Under either exception, an additional notice of amendment, reduction, or suspension must be
provided to all participants at least 30 days in advance of the effective date of such action.
As a result of any mid-year change to a safe harbor contribution, a plan is required to pass
nondiscrimination testing in lieu of relying on the safe harbor testing exemption for the year.

Temporary Relief Related to Mid-Year Safe Harbor Nonelective Contribution
Changes and Notices

IRS Notice 2020-52 provides special relief under which employers may make a prospective
mid-year suspension or reduction of safe harbor nonelective contributions to 401(k) and



403(b) plans after March 13, 2020, for the balance of the year, regardless of whether the
employer has satisfied either the requirement of incurring an economic loss or of previously
providing a safe harbor notice reserving the right to change contributions.

Additionally, for safe harbor nonelective contribution plans, rather than providing the revised
safe harbor notice at least 30 days before the effective date of the suspension or reduction,
the notice must be provided by August 31, 2020.

This relief is time-limited, however. To take advantage of these special rules, a plan
amendment  suspending or reducing the safe harbor contribution must be adopted by August
31, 2020.

Note that the relief provided in IRS Notice 2020-52 does not apply to a mid-year reduction of
401(k) safe harbor matching contributions. This is because of the IRS’s view that matching
contribution levels as communicated to employees directly affect employee decisions
regarding elective contributions and should therefore not be changed.

Note also that this article does not address the implications of certain SECURE Act changes to
the safe harbor notice requirement, of the impact of IRS Notice 2020-52 thereon.

Conclusion

The temporary relief provided in IRS Notices 2020-51 and 2020-52 will respectively assist
individual taxpayers seeking to avoid taking RMDs in 2020, and employer plan sponsors
seeking 2020 cost reductions. In either case, action to take advantage of the relief must be
taken by August 31, 2020.

The attorneys of the Labor and Employment Group of O’Neil Cannon are actively monitoring
COVID-19 developments and are available to assist employers with related employment law
and employee benefit plan compliance matters. Please contact us if you need assistance in
amending your employer-sponsored retirement plan to accommodate mid-year safe harbor
changes or the return of 2020 RMDs.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: REVIEW YOUR
COMPANY’S “TOP-HAT FILING” STATUS NOW
TO AVOID INCREASED FORM 5500 PENALTIES

Companies that have entered into arrangements (1) to pay deferred compensation to key
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employees (including owners), or (2) to provide employee benefits specifically for apprentices
or trainees should immediately determine whether a “top-hat filing”  is required, and, if so,
whether it has been properly filed with the Department of Labor. Two very recent legal
developments—increased penalties and a new filing search tool—indicate that enforcement
activity on top-hat filing compliance is increasing. Penalties for not filing can be extremely
costly, and the penalties have been increased, effective January 15, 2020. Fortunately, a low-
cost correction option is available for corrections made prior to a DOL assessment of
penalties.

Top-Hat Overview

A top-hat filing is a short informational submission to the DOL that describes the company’s
contact information and the nature of the sponsored plan. It is legally required to be
submitted with respect to any compensation arrangement for key management and owner
employees (or employee benefit plans provided only to apprentices or trainees) that
constitutes a top-hat plan. So  named in apparent reference to gentility as evoked by Lincoln-
era fashion standards, a top-hat plan is an agreement or plan maintained by an employer
primarily for the purpose of providing deferred compensation to a select group of key
employees, apprentices, or trainees.

The term “select group of management or highly compensated employees” is not clearly
defined, but must, instead, be determined in the context of the particular facts and
circumstances that apply to the employer. Neither the IRS definition of “highly-compensated
employee” or of “key employee” applies in determining whether a compensation
arrangement is a top-hat plan. Instead, relevant factors include the duties and responsibilities
of the employee and the level of the employee’s compensation as compared to the
compensation of the employer’s work force, in general.

Top-Hat Filing – Required within 120 Days of Plan Effective Date

In general, all employer-provided benefits are subject to ERISA’s requirements, unless an
exception applies. In the case of top-hat payment arrangements, DOL guidance has
expressed that “certain individuals, by virtue of their position or compensation level, have
the ability to affect or substantially influence, through negotiation or otherwise, the design
and operation of their deferred compensation plan, taking into consideration any risks
attendant thereto, and therefore would not need [all of] the substantive rights and
protections of” ERISA. The DOL also permits this lower-protection status for arrangements
that provide employee benefits (including health benefits) only to apprentices or trainees, or
both.

In light of the reduced need for ERISA protections for these plans, the DOL authorizes an
exemption from the otherwise-applicable ERISA mandates regarding participation, vesting,



funding, and fiduciary rules. Importantly, an additional exemption from ERISA’s reporting and
disclosure rules is also available, but only if a “top-hat filing” is submitted to the DOL within
120 days of the initial effective date of such plan.

Because ERISA’s reporting and disclosure rules include the requirement to file an annual
Form 5500 to the DOL, this annual Form 5500 filing requirement continues to apply to a top-
hat plan unless a top-hat filing has been timely submitted. Alternately, an initial failure to
submit a top-hat filing can generally be corrected, retroactively, for a relatively small
compliance fee.

Form 5500 Penalties at an All-Time High

An employer that fails to timely file a Form 5500 may be subject to a DOL penalty of $2,233
per day (as adjusted annually for inflation). This new penalty amount of $2,233 per day is
effective January 15, 2020. (For the prior year, the penalty amount had been $2,194 per day).
This is not a typographical error. The law applies these penalty amounts per day for each day
past the required filing date(s). The penalties are cumulative and become exponentially large
for failures stretching over multiple years. While an aggregate penalty assessment could
likely be negotiated downward by experienced ERISA legal counsel, an assessed DOL penalty
for a late Form 5500 is guaranteed to be large.

The IRS imposes separate penalties for the failure to timely file a Form 5500, unless a
showing of reasonable cause is made. Until recently, the IRS penalty was $25 for each day of
the failure up to a maximum penalty of $15,000 per year. Under the Setting Every
Community Up for Retirement  Enhancement (SECURE Act) enacted on December 20, 2019,
however, the IRS penalties for a late Form 5500 have increased tenfold to $250 per day, up
to an annual maximum of $150,000. These increased IRS penalties apply for any Form 5500
due to be filed on and after January 1, 2020.

New DOL Top-Hat Filing Search Tool

Earlier this week, the DOL published a new online search tool to enable the public to search
for top-hat filings. The search tool is available here. Results can be printed or downloaded to
Excel.

Prior to the DOL making the search tool available, generally only benefits professionals and
practitioners ever searched for top-hat filings, and then only via a website maintained by a
private company that regularly obtained the information from the DOL through Freedom of
Information Act Requests.

The issuance of the public DOL search tool is a positive development that will assist
employers in confirming their top-hat filing compliance status. Of course, this increased
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access likely also signals increased DOL interest in enforcing late Form 5500 penalties for
those employers that have not timely filed a top-hat statement. In light of the ease of
searching, it will now be harder for employers to reasonably contend that they were unaware
that a top-hat filing had not been submitted. Similarly, it is conceivable that plaintiffs’
attorneys or disgruntled employees could use the tool themselves to determine whether a
company is likely out of compliance with the top-hat filing, and therefore, the Form 5500
filing, rules. If this knowledge were used to inform the DOL, which, in turn, could trigger a
penalty assessment, the penalty amounts could be devastating.

Correction Option

If you determine or suspect that your company has inadvertently failed to submit a top-hat
filing for a covered top-hat plan, take steps right away to amend this oversight by submitting
a delinquent filer voluntary compliance application. If you catch the error before the DOL has
assessed a penalty, then you can retroactively correct the issue for a fee of only $750 for a
single year (or a maximum of $1,500 for multiple years). The IRS generally accepts this same
correction method as sufficient to avoid the separate IRS Form 5500 penalties, as well.
Indeed, this DOL correction method often works to abate the IRS penalties after these have
already been assessed.

Conclusion

It is common for companies that implement deferred compensation arrangements to consider
the tax implications of such arrangement, including, for example, the application of Internal
Revenue Code Section 409A. Equally important, however, is consideration of the other
federal law that may govern such arrangements—ERISA. It is simply not true that all
compensation agreements for key employees are exempt from ERISA’s requirements. Failure
to anticipate this reality—and to submit a top-hat filing when required—exposes the
employer to significant Form 5500 penalties.

To avoid these penalties, check on your company’s top-hat filing compliance now. The
attorneys of the OCDHL Employment Law Team can assist you with assessing whether your
company’s key employee compensation agreements constitute top-hat plans within the
meaning of ERISA, or whether an exemption may apply. If you maintain a top-hat plan for
which no top-hat filing was ever submitted, we can assist in correcting the inadvertently
missed prior filings, thereby potentially eliminating the existing exposure to thousands of
dollars.



EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: IRS ISSUES A
SECOND SET OF APRIL 2019 CHANGES TO
RETIREMENT PLAN CORRECTION PROGRAM

The IRS Employee Plans division on Friday, April 19, released an updated version of its
comprehensive retirement plan correction protocol.  Although touted as a “limited update” to
the Employee Plan Compliance Resolution System, or EPCRS, the changes contained in this
new Revenue Procedure 2019-19 nonetheless offer substantial savings opportunities for
certain employer sponsors of 401(k), 403(b), and profit-sharing plans, and employee stock
ownership plans (ESOPs).

The update is effective immediately, and is notable for being the second change in the EPCRS
rules to take effect in April 2019.  Under a previously-issued update to the program, a new
online-only submission requirement took effect on April 1, 2019.  As of that date, plan
sponsors are no longer permitted to submit EPCRS correction applications or payments by
mail.

Bottom Line

The effect of the April 19 update is to expand the circumstances under which a plan sponsor
is permitted to correct a self-identified error under the self-correction program (SCP), rather
than having to submit a formal application, and accompanying fee, to the IRS.

This expansion of the opportunities for self-correction is a welcome opportunity for plan
sponsors who become aware of certain plan compliance failures involving the language of the
plan document as well as particular types of errors in the operation of participant loan
programs.  Correction of the specified errors may now be made on a less formal basis.
Provided that the proper correction protocol is followed and documented, a correction can
now be completed without having to pay the usual IRS submission fee, which ranges from
$1,500 to $3,500.

EPCRS Background

The purpose of the IRS EPCRS program, generally, is to provide a system of correction
programs and procedures for sponsors of tax-qualified retirement plans that have fallen
outside of the qualification requirements either because of errors in the language of the plan
document or because of mistakes in how the plan is operated.  The EPCRS correction
program permits plan sponsors to correct these errors and thereby to continue to offer
retirement benefits to their employees on a tax-favored basis.

Depending on the nature and severity of a retirement plan compliance error, three different
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EPCRS programs exist, each with slightly different rules:

SCP. For the least significant errors, the Self Correction Program (SCP) permits a plan
sponsor to self-correct the error without paying any fee or sanction and without
submitting any documentation to the IRS.  Even though no documents are submitted to
the IRS under the SCP program, it is important that the proper self-correction protocols
described by the IRS are followed.  An improper or undocumented self-correction
provides no future IRS audit protection.  A proper retirement plan self-correction,
however, will protect a plan sponsor from future fees or penalties related to the
properly-corrected error.

 

VCP.  For more significant compliance failures, or for failures not corrected within a
specified time period, the only way to receive approval of a correction is to participate
in the Voluntary Compliance Program (VCP).  This program requires that a description of
the error, and of its correction, be submitted to the IRS for formal approval.  To use this
program, a plan sponsor must pay a fee to the IRS.  Under the recently-amended fee
structure, the amount of the fee depends solely on the amount of plan assets and
ranges from $1,500 (for plans with less than $500,000 in assets) to $3,500 (for plans
with more than $10,000,000 in assets).

 

Audit CAP.  If it is the IRS, rather than the plan sponsor, who identifies a compliance
error, then the only permitted correction program is the more expensive Audit CAP
program.  Errors can be corrected under Audit CAP if the IRS identifies an error during
an audit. Under Audit CAP, the penalties imposed in order to retain the retirement
plan’s tax-qualification will be larger than under the VCP program, and will vary, based
upon the nature and extent of the compliance error, the severity of the error.

Potential Opportunity to Make Key Corrections at a Lower Cost

The Treasury Department and IRS expect to continue to update the EPCRS program, in whole
or in part, from time to time. Given the ever-changing and highly fact-specific nature of the
IRS correction program, the severely adverse threat of plan tax-disqualification, and the need
to determine the most effective correction strategy, plan sponsors who suspect or know that
a retirement plan has a compliance error are advised to work confidentially with legal counsel
specifically experienced in this area of practice.  Because an error cannot be corrected under
either the SCP or VCP programs after an IRS audit has begun, it is always best to respond to a
compliance error quickly and proactively.

Now that the opportunities for self-correction have been expanded, there is no time like the
present for plan sponsors to review their tax-qualified plan documentation and operations.
Because more types of compliance errors can now be self-corrected, the cost of bringing an
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employer-sponsored retirement plan back into good standing may now be reduced.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: RECENT
LEGISLATION IMPACTS QUALIFIED RETIREMENT
PLAN HARDSHIP WITHDRAWAL AND PLAN
ROLLOVER RULES

The two-year budget agreement passed by Congress on Friday, February 9th, and signed by
President Trump later that day, includes tax policy changes that affect qualified retirement
plans. Specifically, qualified retirement plan hardship withdrawal operations will be impacted
by the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018 (the Budget Act) as follows:

Removal of the six-month prohibition on deferrals following a hardship
withdrawal. Section 41113 of the Budget Act directs the IRS to issue updated
guidance to permit 401(k) and 403(b) plan participants who have taken a hardship
distribution from a retirement plan to continue contributing to the plan, even
immediately following the hardship distribution. Under current rules, once a participant
elects to take a hardship distribution, no elective deferrals are permitted to be made
until six months have passed from the date of the distribution. The revised rule will take
effect on January 1, 2019 for plans that have a calendar-year plan year.
Inclusion of QNECs, QMACs, and profit-sharing contributions in hardship
withdrawals. Under current regulations, a plan sponsor may specify the sources of a
participant’s plan assets eligible for a hardship withdrawal, but such assets may in no
event include certain employer contributions. Beginning on January 1, 2019 (for
calendar-year plans), the Budget Act rules will permit a participant’s 401(k) or 403(b)
plan assets deriving from employer profit-sharing contributions, as well as from
employer corrective contributions known as Qualified Nonelective Employer
Contributions (QNECs) and Qualified Matching Contributions (QMACs), to be included in
sources from which a hardship withdrawal may be taken. The earnings on such
contributions will also be included among the assets available for withdrawal. Section
41114 of the Budget Act not only expands the potential sources of a hardship
withdrawal, but also eliminates the requirement (previously elected by some
employers) that a participant must have taken a plan loan before qualifying to take a
hardship withdrawal.  

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 (the Tax Act), signed into law by President Trump on
December 22, 2017, affects certain plan loan distributions. Specifically, for all tax-qualified
retirement plans that offer loans, including 401(k), 401(a), 403(b), and governmental 457(b)
plans, the Tax Act provides for an:
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Extended Deadline for Rolling Over Certain Plan Loan Offsets.
Background and prior law: A plan loan “offset” occurs when an individual owes an
outstanding loan to a qualified retirement plan, but then experiences a distribution
event that is either (1) a termination of employment; or (2) the termination of the
plan. If the plan, in such situation, permits a participant’s account balance to be
paid out in full, minus the loan amount, then a plan loan offset occurs. A Form
1099-R is issued, indicating that the offset amount is an actual distribution. If a
participant receiving a loan offset takes no action, the offset loan amount is
considered or “deemed” to be a distribution, and is subject to taxation. Under
these facts, taxation of the offset amount can be avoided if: (1) the distribution is
otherwise eligible to be rolled over; and (2) the participant rolls the full amount of
the distribution, including the amount of the offset, into an IRA. To include the
offset amount in the rollover, the participant will need to contribute personal (or
borrowed) funds to the rollover amount. Previously, offset loans could only avoid
taxation if such a rollover occurred within the 60-day period beginning on the date
offset distribution.
New law, effective for plan years beginning on and after January 1, 2018: The Tax
Act expressly extends the time period for avoid taxation by rolling over an offset
loan until the participant’s deadline for filing a federal income tax return (taking
any extensions into account). This change means that in many cases, a participant
will have more time in which to effect a tax-free rollover of a loan offset occurring
following termination of employment.

Caution: No Change to Basic Tax Rules

Although recent legislation is trending toward easing the rules relating to hardship
withdrawals and plan loans, it is important to remember that nothing about the fundamental
tax treatment of these distributions have changed.

A common misconception (especially among participants) is that if a participant qualifies for
a hardship distribution, then the distribution from the plan is tax-free.
A hardship distribution is subject to the same taxation rules as other plan distributions.
Satisfying the standards for a hardship distribution simply entitles the participant to receive
an in-service distribution of elective deferrals (and other contributions) from the plan, but
the hardship distribution is subject to income taxes applicable to plan distributions. A
hardship distribution is also generally subject to a 10% early distribution penalty, unless the
participant has reached age 59-1/2. A hardship distribution is never eligible to be rolled over
into an IRA.

Similarly, once a plan loan has been deemed distributed (either due to a plan loan repayment
default, because a plan does not provide for an offset option upon distribution, or because an
offset is not timely rolled into an IRA), the deemed distribution of a plan loan is taxed in the
same manner as a regular plan distribution for purposes of determining the tax, including any
early distribution penalty. A deemed distribution may never be rolled over into an IRA.



Plan Sponsor Action Items

With respect to plan hardship distributions, employer sponsors of 401(k) and 403(b) plans
should prepare for the 2019 plan year by:

Considering whether it is desirable to add a hardship distribution option to the plan (if
not already permitted). If hardship distributions will be added, amend the plan and
communicate the availability of the option to participants by preparation and
distribution of a Summary of Material Modification (SMM) (or other appropriate form of
communication in the event of a non-ERISA plan).
Plan documents that already provide for hardship distributions should be amended,
effective for the first day of the 2019 plan year, to eliminate the 6-month restriction on
elective deferrals following a hardship distribution and to expand the permitted
accounts from which hardship distributions may be taken. These details should be
communicated to participants in the form of an SMM.

With respect to plan loans, plan sponsors of plans that permit loans should:

Review the plan loan policy and plan loan provisions to determine if either should be
updated to reflect this rule, or consider whether to modify the loan policy to take
advantage of this rule. For example, if the plan currently permits continued loan
repayments following termination of employment consider whether this option should
be continued or eliminated. Consider also whether a loan note should be allowed to be
rolled over to a successor plan upon plan termination or if the new extended rollover
period provides sufficient flexibility to participants absent a rolled over loan note.
Consider whether plan participant communications should be revised to alert
participants to the greater flexibility now allowable for rollover of loan offset amounts.
As applicable, confer with any third-party administrator for the plan to avoid
inadvertently deeming a participant’s loan a deemed (taxable) distribution.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: INTERNAL
REVENUE CODE SECTION 409A SURVIVES
REPEAL-AND-REPLACE ATTEMPT

Employer sponsors of nonqualified deferred compensation (NQDC) plans, as well as the
executives and other service providers, who benefit from them, can breathe a sigh of relief.
The ability to reward and retain key employees with incentive and compensation plans that
provide a current opportunity to earn a payment to be provided (and taxed) in the future, will
continue to be available, as it has been under American tax law for more than 80 years. 
Since late 2004, NQDC agreements have been regulated primarily by Internal Revenue Code
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(Code) Section 409A.

The House Tax Bill

The ongoing viability of NQDC came under direct threat in the initial draft of the Tax Cuts and
Jobs Creation Act (TCJA) as proposed by the U.S. House of Representatives Ways and Means
Committee on November 2, 2017 (the House Tax Bill). Section 3801 of the House Tax Bill,
which was proposed in substantially similar form to the Section 409A repeal-and-replace
proposal introduced in a proposed Tax Reform Act of 2014, would have drastically reduced
the ability of employers to reward key employees with deferred compensation arrangements.

As drafted, the House Tax Bill would have eliminated Section 409A and supplanted it with a
new Section 409B. These changes, intended to be effective for services performed on and
after January 1, 2018, would have meant, as of the New Year, that all NQDC arrangements
would become fully taxable upon vesting, with only very limited opportunity to defer taxation
until a future year. The proposed law would have applied not only to the common elective,
nonelective, incentive payment, and phantom stock forms of NQDC, but would have also
expressly included the (currently) sometimes-exempt equity-based compensation forms such
as stock options, restricted stock units, and stock and stock appreciation rights.

The Joint Tax Committee had estimated that the proposed change would increase revenues
by $16.2 billion between 2018 and 2027.

2017 Senate Tax Bill

The language that would repeal section 409A and replace it with a new Section 409B was
removed from the final version of the House Ways and Means Committee’s Tax House Bill, as
issued on November 9, 2017. The Chairman’s Mark of the Senate tax reform proposal issued
on the same day, however, resurrected the proposals. As unveiled on November 9, 2017 by
Senator Orrin Hatch, Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, the initial Senate version of
the TCJA (the Senate Tax Bill) contained the identical Section 409A repeal-and-replace
provisions.

Senate Finance Committee Mark Up

Finally, upon the successful amendment offered by Senator Rob Portman, the Section 409A
repeal-and-replace proposal was stricken in its entirety from the legislation. This action
preserves the current, well-established system, which would have been rendered virtually
extinct by the repeal-and-replace proposal. The proposal’s demise became known concurrent
with the Joint Committee on Taxation’s issuance of the Chairman’s Modification to the
Chairman’s Mark of the TCJA late in the day on November 14, 2017.

Impact



The retention of the existing system of taxation for NQDC arrangements is great news for
employers and key employees, who can now continue to offer (and benefit from)
compensation packages as appropriate to reward and retain top talent. It is also good policy,
in that it does not impose limitations on the ability to earn and save for retirement at a time
when the general retirement savings rates of Americans across nearly all income levels are
widely reported to be insufficient.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: IRS
ANNOUNCES 2018 FSA, TRANSPORTATION, AND
EMPLOYEE BENEFIT PLAN LIMITS

The Internal Revenue Service has released the cost-of-living adjustments to the dollar limits
under various employer-sponsored benefit plans for 2018. Several key limits (indicated in

bold, below) have been increased for 2018.

Employer-sponsors of benefit plans should update payroll and plan administration systems
for the 2018 limits and ensure that any new limits are incorporated into relevant participant
communications, enrollment materials and summary plan descriptions, as applicable.

Health FSA Employee Contribution and Transportation Plan Limits
For 2018, the maximum dollar limit on employee contribution to health flexible
spending arrangements (FSAs) will increase to $2,650 from the prior limit of $2,600. An
Employer is not required to adopt the new Health Care FSA increase, but may do so as
long as the Health FSA Plan document is expressly amended for this purpose.
The maximum pre-tax value of a qualified transportation plan for employee parking or
transit passes will increase by $5 to $260 per employee, per month in 2018.

2018 Qualified Retirement Plan Limits

For retirement plans beginning on and after January 1, 2018, the following dollar limitations
apply for tax-qualified retirement plans:

The elective deferral limit under Section 402(g) or the Internal Revenue Code (Code)
will increase from $18,000 to $18,500 for employees who participate in:

Code Section 401(k) plans;
Code Section 403(b) plans; and
Most Code Section 457 plans.

The catch-up contribution limit for those age 50 and over under will remain unchanged
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at $6,000 for all plans other than SIMPLE 401(k) and SIMPLE IRAs. (For these SIMPLE
plans, the catch-up contribution limit for those age 50 and over under will remain
unchanged at $3,000).
The limitation on the annual benefit for a defined benefit plan will increase from
$215,000 to $220,000.
The limitation on annual additions (meaning total employee plus employer
contributions) to a participant’s defined contribution plan will increase from $54,000 to
$55,000.
The limit on the amount of annual compensation taken into account under a tax-
qualified retirement plan will increase from $270,000 to $275,000.
The limitation used in the definition of a highly compensated employee (HCE) under
Code Section 414(q) will remain unchanged at $120,000.
The limitation used in the definition of a key employee in a top-heavy plan under Code
Section 416 will remain unchanged at $175,000.
The dollar amount under Code Section 409(o) for determining the maximum account
balance in an employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) subject to a five-year distribution
period will increase from $1,080,000 to $1,105,000.
The dollar amount used to determine the lengthening of the five-year distribution period
will increase from $215,000 to $220,000.

Prior Guidance on Additional 2018 Limits

Social Security Taxable Wage Base

As announced in mid-October (and adjusted in November), the Social Security Administration
announced that the Social Security wage base for 2018 will increase slightly (from $127,000)
to $128,400. This is the maximum wage base subject to the FICA tax and is also the
maximum “integration level” for retirement plans using “permitted disparity.”  (The 2018
increase is about 1% higher than the 2017 wage base.  In contrast, the 2017 wage base
increase was more than 7% higher than the 2016 amount).

2018 Health Savings Account Limits

In May of this year, the IRS announced that combined annual contributions to a Health
Savings Account (HSA) in 2018 must not exceed the maximum annual deductible HSA
contribution, which will be $3,450 for single coverage and $6,900 for family coverage. 
These limits reflect a $50 and $150 increase over the 2017 maximums, respectively.  The
catch-up contribution for eligible individuals who will attain age 55 or older by year end
remains at $1,000.



EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: IT’S TIME TO
AMEND 403(B) RETIREMENT PLAN
DOCUMENTS!

If your organization is a public school or university, a tax-exempt charter school or hospital, a
church, church-affiliated entity, or other tax-exempt organization, it is eligible to sponsor a
403(b) retirement plan.

For any eligible sponsor of a 403(b) plan, it is critical, to ensure the ongoing tax-compliance
of the plan, to conform your document to the form of an IRS pre-approved 403(b) document
(available for use since March 2017) no later than March 31, 2020. This date is the IRS-
announced end of the “special remedial amendment period” that permits correction of plan
language defects retroactive to January 1, 2010, provided that plans are operated in the
meantime according to the regulatory requirements.

This means that if your last 403(b) plan amendment and restatement pre-dates March 2017,
or is not otherwise in the form of a 2017 IRS-approved document, an amendment and
restatement must occur by the deadline to ensure proper compliance. The IRS will not honor,
or issue, any letters as to the qualified status of an individual 403(b) plan. This is why all
403(b) plan sponsors must adopt a 2017 pre-approved document. Pre-approved documents
are available through a number of plan service providers, third-party administrators, and
employee benefits attorneys.

Any employer who, for whatever reason, never complied with the final 403(b) regulations
(and ERISA, if applicable), and operated 403(b) program subsequent to December 31, 2009
without adopting a written 403(b) plan document, may make use of an IRS correction
program. Under the IRS’s Employee Plan Compliance Resolution System, a properly
documented correction and application, together with a fee, can be submitted to obtain
administrative relief for the failure to previously document the plan. It is likely that the ability
to correct a failure to have a plan document will become significantly more restricted (and
expensive) if not addressed prior to March 31, 2020.

In our experience, the IRS has been active, in recent years, in auditing the operations of
403(b) plans of Wisconsin entities and organizations. It should be anticipated that 403(b) plan
audits on and after April 1, 2020 will review not only operational, but also documentational,
compliance with the 403(b) plan rules.

While the March 31, 2020 deadline is still two and a half years away, it can take some time
for 403(b) plan changes to be fully considered and approved by the required bodies
(retirement plan committees, and or boards of education or boards of directors) that are
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common within the organizations of eligible employers.

The existence of the deadline also presents an opportunity for 403(b) plan sponsors to revisit
the extent to which current plan design features are functioning to support human resources
objectives (on both a recruitment, retention, and costs basis), and whether any design
amendments should be considered in conjunction with the required amendment and
restatement.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: EXECUTIVE
ORDER HALTS IMPLEMENTATION OF DOL
FIDUCIARY RULE

Early this afternoon (Friday, February 03, 2017), President Trump signed an Executive Order
directing the Department of Labor (DOL) to halt implementation of final regulations relating
to “investment advice fiduciaries,” as defined under ERISA and the Internal Revenue Code.

The Order directs the DOL to reevaluate the regulations and to report back to the President.
The regulations, collectively known as the “Fiduciary Rule,” had been set to take initial effect
on April 10, 2017.  The Fiduciary Rule’s effective date is now expected to be at least delayed,
if not also altered or withdrawn.

The purpose of the Fiduciary Rule, which has been over six years in the making, is to impose
a fiduciary standard on individuals and companies receiving compensation for retirement
investment advice, including brokers and insurance agents who are currently held to a lesser
standard dating to 1975.

The rule would also have required brokers to clearly and prominently disclose any conflicts of
interest, like hidden fees or other undisclosed commission payments often buried in the fine
print.

A 2015 government study concluded that retirement plan savers lose $17 billion, in the
aggregate, each year due to receiving conflicted investment advice that reduces the value of
their retirement accounts.

The Trump Administration, on the other hand, takes the view that the DOL rule is
unnecessary. The White House Press Secretary called the DOL Fiduciary Rule “a solution in
search of a problem,” and as protecting consumers “from something they don’t need
protection from.” This view reflects the perspective of those who regard the Fiduciary Rule as
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an unneeded limit upon investor options and its implementation as a burden upon asset
management firms.

Industry spokespersons, as well as politicians with competing views are certain to continue to
engage in lively debate regarding the future of the Fiduciary Rule.

While such a discussion has been ongoing over recent years, financial advisors and brokers
have steadily worked to update their compensation methods to provide greater transparency
to retirement plan savers. For this reason, it is not clear that even the elimination of the
Fiduciary Rule would reverse the market trend of providing greater clarity regarding the fees
and costs of investing.

We will continue to monitor relevant developments.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: IRS
ANNOUNCES 2017 EMPLOYEE BENEFIT PLAN
LIMITS

The Internal Revenue Service recently published the cost-of-living adjustments to the dollar
limits under various employer-sponsored retirement and health plans for 2017. The majority
of the dollar limits are either unchanged or will increase only slightly.

Employer-sponsors of benefit plans should update payroll and plan administration systems
for the 2017 limits and ensure that any new limits are incorporated into relevant participant
communications, enrollment materials and summary plan descriptions, as applicable.

Health FSA Employee Contribution Limit Increasing to $2,600

For 2017, the maximum dollar limitation on employee salary reductions for contribution to
health flexible spending arrangements (health FSAs) will increase to $2,600 from the prior
limit of $2,550.

2017 Qualified Retirement Plan Limits

For retirement plans beginning on and after January 1, 2017, the following dollar limitations
apply for tax-qualified retirement plans:

The elective deferral limit under Section 402(g) or the Internal Revenue Code (Code)
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will remain unchanged at $18,000 for employees who participate in:
Code Section 401(k) plans;
Code Section 403(b) plans; and
Most Code Section 457 plans.

The catch-up contribution limit for those age 50 and over under will remain unchanged
at $6,000 for all plans other than SIMPLE 401(k) and SIMPLE IRAs. (For these SIMPLE
plans, the catch-up contribution limit for those age 50 and over under will remain
unchanged at $3,000).
The limitation on the annual benefit for a defined benefit plan will increase from
$210,000 to $215,000.
The limitation on annual additions (meaning total employee plus employer
contributions) to a participant’s defined contribution plan will increase from $53,000 to
$54,000.
The limit on the amount of annual compensation taken into account under a tax-
qualified retirement plan will increase from $265,000 to $270,000.
The limitation used in the definition of a highly compensated employee (HCE) under
Code Section 414(q) will remain unchanged at $120,000.
The limitation used in the definition of a key employee in a top-heavy plan under Code
Section 416 will increase from $170,000 to $175,000.
The dollar amount under Code Section 409(o) for determining the maximum account
balance in an employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) subject to a five-year distribution
period will increase from $1,070,000 to $1,080,000. The dollar amount used to
determine the lengthening of the five-year distribution period will increase from
$210,000 to $215,000.

Prior Guidance on Additional 2017 Limits

Social Security Taxable Wage Base

On October 18, the Social Security Administration announced that the Social Security wage
base for 2017 will increase significantly (from $118,500) to $127,200. This is the maximum
wage base subject to the FICA tax and is also the maximum “integration level” for plans
using “permitted disparity.”

2017 Health Savings Account Limits

The combined annual contributions to an HSA must not exceed the maximum annual
deductible HSA contribution, which for 2017, is $3,400 for single coverage and $6,750 for
family coverage. The catch-up contribution for eligible individuals age 55 or older by year end
remains at $1,000.


