
EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: THE BIDEN
ADMINISTRATION TACKLES WAGE AND HOUR
ISSUES

In this installment of our series discussing the new workplace initiatives under the Biden
Administration, we will discuss wage and hour issues that employers should prepare for,
including an increased federal minimum wage, updated enforcement priorities, and the
proposed Paycheck Fairness Act.

Minimum Wage

The federal minimum wage was last increased in 2009. Since then, multiple states and
municipalities have increased their minimum wages. However, the federal minimum wage, as
well as the minimum wage in Wisconsin, has remained at $7.25. Organizers and activists
have supported the “Fight for $15,” particularly in industries like fast food, and the
Democratic Party has included support for a $15 minimum wage in its party platform since
2016. President Biden made his support of a $15 minimum wage even more clear when he
signed a January 22, 2021, Executive Order directing the Office of Personnel Management to
develop recommendations to pay federal employees at least $15 per hour and directing his
administration to start the work that would allow him to issue an Executive Order within the
first 100 days that requires federal contractors to pay a $15 minimum wage.

The Raise the Wage Act proposes a gradual increase, such that the federal minimum wage
would increase in increments on a yearly basis between now and 2025 until it reaches $15
per hour. Thereafter, the minimum wage would index to median wages. The first increase, in
2021, would be to $9.50 per hour. Additionally, the Raise the Wage Act would, by 2027,
eliminate the “tipped wage,” the “youth wage,” and the 14(c) wage, which can be paid to
disabled individuals in certain positions. These changes would affect approximately 27 million
workers, and the Congressional Budget Office has projected that it would increase the federal
deficit and cost 1.4 million jobs as a result of employers scaling back due to increased costs.

However, increasing the federal minimum wage is no simple task. President Biden included a
$15 minimum wage in his stimulus proposal, and the House of Representatives has included
a $15 minimum wage in its most recent version of the coronavirus-relief package. However,
once the bill reaches the Senate, passing an increased minimum wage will become
significantly more challenging. Typically, a bill needs the votes of 60 Senators to make it to
the floor, and the increase of the federal minimum wage does not currently have that
support.

The coronavirus-relief package, including the increased minimum wage, could, however, be
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passed through a process known as budget reconciliation, which requires only a simple
majority of Senators, with ties broken by the Vice President. In order to be considered part of
the budget reconciliation process, the Senate Parliamentarian would have to agree that
raising the minimum wage has a direct impact on the federal budget. If she does not, Vice
President Harris could overrule her. If it gets past these steps, at least 50 Senators would
need to vote in favor of it. At this point, it’s not clear that 50 Senators would vote “yes” to
increasing the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour, even if gradually. Additionally,
President Biden has admitted that passing an increased minimum wage as part of the
coronavirus-relief package is unlikely at this point.

Acknowledging the challenge of getting a minimum wage hike included in the coronavirus-
relief package, President Biden has said that he is prepared to engage in separate
negotiations on the matter, and other politicians have discussed their potential support of a
lower amount, such as $12 per hour. So, while a $15 minimum wage may not be right on
employers’ doorsteps, this is not an issue that is likely to go away. Employers should begin
evaluating the effect that a minimum wage increase would have not only on the wages of
their workers who fall between the current minimum wage and a potential new minimum
wage, but also on their ability to retain workers who, while now comfortably over the
minimum wage, may end up below, at, or only slightly above it if there is a mandated
increase.

Wage and Hour Enforcement Priorities

One of President Biden’s campaign promises was to “ensure workers are paid fairly for the
long hours they work and get the overtime they have earned.” This will assuredly lead to an
enforcement push at the Department of Labor (“DOL”). Moreover, the DOL is likely to strictly
enforce penalties for non-payment of overtime wages. This new stance can already be seen
by the fact that the Biden Administration eliminated the Payroll Audit Independent
Determination (“PAID”) program. The PAID program was a 2018 initiative that allowed
employers to self-report FLSA wage and hour violations, including unpaid or miscalculated
overtime. While the PAID program required employers to pay workers 100% of the wages
owed, it did not assess the 100% liquidated damages penalty. However, on Friday, January
29, 2021, the DOL announced the immediate end of the PAID program, stating that the
program “deprived workers of their rights and put employers that play by the rules at a
disadvantage.” The DOL added that it “will rigorously enforce the law, and . . . use all the
enforcement tools we have available.” Employers must make sure that their wage and hour
policies and practices comply with the law and should consider performing audits to ensure
there are no potential violations. Failure to take these proactive measures could land
employers on the wrong side of a time-consuming and costly DOL investigation.

Paycheck Fairness Act



Finally, President Biden supports the Paycheck Fairness Act, which was originally passed in
the House of Representatives in 2019 and was recently reintroduced in February 2021. If
passed, the Paycheck Fairness Act would expand the equal pay provisions contained in the
FLSA and require that any pay differential between sexes be based on “a bona fide factor
other than sex, such as education, training, or experience.” Currently, federal law requires
that any pay disparity between employees of different sexes performing the same job be
based on a “factor other than sex.” The use of a bona fide factor would significantly narrow
employers’ flexibility in justifying any pay differences. The Paycheck Fairness Act also
prohibits employers from restricting employees’ discussions of wage information, requires
additional employer reporting regarding compensation, and makes it easier for employees to
pursue individual and class and collective actions alleging wage discrimination.

As always, O’Neil Cannon is here for you. We encourage you to reach out to our labor and
employment law team with any questions, concerns, or legal issues you may have regarding
wage and hour concerns or new policies or legislation under the Biden Administration.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: WHAT’S A
BIDEN PRESIDENCY GOING TO MEAN FOR
EMPLOYERS? AN OVERVIEW

The labor and employment law policies and enforcement goals of the federal government
rely largely on which party’s administration occupies the White House. When inaugurated in
January, President Joseph R. Biden made some immediate and significant changes that will
affect employers. Also, based on President Biden’s statements made during his campaign
and the stated goals of others in the Democratic Party, decidedly pro-employee policies,
enforcement goals, and legislation are very likely on the way. These changes are all but
certain, now, with a Democratically controlled Congress. Over the next five weeks, the
OCHDL employment law team will examine five labor and employment areas that employers
should know and understand in order to navigate through the new and significant changes
that the Biden Administration will likely make in the coming months and years. In the
following weeks, we will cover:

OSHA: On January 21, 2021, President Biden signed an Executive Order requiring OSHA
to provide guidance to employers on workplace safety during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In response, on January 29, 2021, OSHA issued guidance related to COVID-19. This
guidance, as well as OSHA’s enforcement policies regarding COVID-19, will likely
continue to evolve under the new administration.
Wage and Hour: This blog series will also cover potential wage and hour changes such
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as an updated federal minimum wage and the proposed Paycheck Fairness Act, which
would expand the equal pay provisions contained in the FLSA and require that any pay
differential between sexes be passed on “a bona fide factor other than sex, such as
education, training, or experience.”
Labor Law: We’ll discuss the future of the NLRB and labor law under a Biden
Administration. Significant changes, including the roll back of certain enforcement
guidance and the ousting of the General Counsel, have already occurred, and if
campaign promises are to be believed, we could have significant additional changes,
including the passing of the Protecting the Right to Organize (PRO) Act, which would be
a sweeping overhaul of federal labor law including prohibiting the use of class action
waivers in arbitration agreements, making it easier for workers to form unions, limiting
the impact of right-to-work laws, and codifying an expanded definition of what
constitutes a joint employer.
Discrimination: Then, we’ll cover the Biden Administration’s potential impact on
issues of discrimination, including the Bringing an End to Harassment by Enhancing
Accountability and Rejecting Discrimination in the Workplace (BE HEARD) Act, which
would require most businesses to provide anti-harassment policies and training and
would codify the prohibition of discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, gender
identity, pregnancy, childbirth, a medical condition related to pregnancy or childbirth,
and a sex stereotype under Title VII.
DOL: Finally, this blog series will wrap up with potential changes that could come
through the Department of Labor, including changes to the independent contractor test,
changes to the joint employer test, and expansions of the FMLA.

As always, O’Neil Cannon is here for you. We look forward to expounding on these topics over
the next five weeks and providing you with timely and relevant information over the years to
come. We encourage you to reach out with any questions, concerns, or legal issues you may
have regarding the anticipated labor and employment law changes under the new Biden
Administration.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: EMPLOYERS
MUST IMMEDIATELY DECIDE WHETHER TO
IMPLEMENT SEPTEMBER 1, 2020 PAYROLL TAX
DEFERRAL

On August 8, 2020, President Trump issued an Executive Memorandum directing the
Secretary of the Treasury to defer the withholding, deposit, and payment of the employee
portion of the Social Security tax (6.2% of wages) for the period beginning on September 1
and ending on December 31, 2020. The deferral applies for employees whose pre-tax bi-
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weekly wages or compensation is less than $4,000. On an annualized basis, this equates to a
salary not exceeding $104,000.

The IRS recently issued limited guidance on the implementation of the deferral. Open issues
and takeaways are summarized below.

Additional Detail

In addition to calling for the deferral of the payroll tax, the Memorandum directs the
Secretary to explore avenues for eliminating the taxpayers’ obligation to repay the deferred
taxes in the future. It should be noted that only Congress, not the Secretary, has the
authority to waive taxes.

The Memorandum does not provide detail on how the payroll tax deferral will be
implemented. In related interviews, the Secretary commented that, while he hoped that
many companies would participate, he couldn’t force employers to stop collecting and
remitting payroll taxes. In other words, he suggested that the payroll tax deferral would be
voluntary—a proposition not included in the Executive Memorandum.

Requests for Clarification

Uncertainty surrounding how to implement the payroll tax deferral resulted in requests from
multiple trade groups for clarification, including an August 18 letter signed by 33 trade
groups, including the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. The letter, submitted to the Secretary and
to the respective leader of the U.S. Senate and of the U.S. House of Representatives, notes
that under current law, the Memorandum creates a substantial tax liability for employees at
the end of the deferral period.

While the stated purpose of the Memorandum was to provide wage earners with additional
available spending money, unless Congress later acts to forgive liability for the deferred
payroll tax, the affected earners will owe an increased tax bill next year. As the U.S. Chamber
of Commerce letter maintains, the deferral “threatens to impose hardship on employees who
will face a tax bill” in an amount of double the usual payroll deduction for Social Security
(amounting to 12.4% of employee wages) in the first four months of 2021.

The following chart illustrates the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s assessment of the magnitude
of the potential tax bill for employees compared to the immediate benefit of the deferral:

Annual
Income Bi-Weekly Pay Increase in Take-Home

Pay by Pay Period
Tax Bill Due in 2021
(based on 9 pay
periods)

$35,000 $1,346.15 $83.46 $751.15
$50,000 $1,923.08 $119.23 $1,073.08
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$75,000 $2,884.62 $178.85 $1,609.62
$104,000 $4,000 $248.00 $2,232.00

 

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce letter further states that many of its employer members
would likely decline to implement the deferral, choosing instead to continue to withhold and
remit to the government the payroll taxes required by law.

IRS Notice 2020-65

Late in the afternoon on August 28, 2020, the IRS issued Notice 2020-65 to provide guidance
regarding the payroll tax deferral. The Notice clarifies that any deferred amounts must be
recouped by being collected from employee wages and repaid during the period between
January 1, 2021 and April 30, 2021. Interest and penalties begin to accrue May 1, 2021 on
any unpaid amounts. While the Notice is silent on the issue, it is presumed, because of the
normal operation of payroll tax law, that employers would be responsible for paying any
interest and penalties that accrue, in addition to paying any underlying deferred amounts
that cannot be collected from employees.

Some questions about how to implement the deferral remain unanswered by the IRS
guidance. Specifically, the guidance addresses neither self-employed individuals nor the
method for reporting the deferral of taxes on IRS Forms 941 or W2. The guidance is also
silent on how to collect deferred tax for an individual who is no longer employed for all or part
of the 2021 repayment period. Staffing agencies, in particular, are concerned about employer
exposure to the repayment cost in the event that employees for whom taxes were deferred
are no longer employed during the repayment period. It is not clear that deducting the
amount owed from an employee’s final paycheck would be specifically permitted under either
federal or state law, or any applicable bargaining agreements.

Decisions, Decisions

While some employers may welcome the ability to offer the payroll tax deferral to employees
as a current relief measure, others may view with some reluctance the prospect of exposure
to additional payroll tax costs coupled with the need to re-code payroll software effective
September 1, 2020, January 1, 2021, and May 1, 2021. Implementing the current deferral and
future double collection would also require careful and accurate communication to
employees.

The IRS guidance leaves the door open for employers to avoid, rather than to implement the
deferral, and to proceed, instead, to process payroll according the normal procedures. In the
language of the guidance, an employer may, “if  necessary, . . . make arrangements to
otherwise collect the total Applicable Taxes from the employee.”
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O’Neil, Cannon, Hollman, DeJong and Laing remains open and ready to assist you. To discuss
how the Memorandum, IRS guidance, and practical considerations relevant to the payroll tax
deferral may apply to your business objectives and circumstances, please speak to your
regular OCHDL contact.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: NEW YEAR –
NEW LABOR AND EMPLOYMENT LAW
DEVELOPMENTS EVERY EMPLOYER SHOULD
KNOW

In 2019, several federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Labor, Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, and the National Labor Relations Board have either issued new
regulations, new guidelines, or employer-friendly decisions that every employer should be
aware of as we begin our journey into this 2020 election year. Most of the changes coming at
the federal level are the result of the Trump administration’s agenda to level the playing field
for employers by tilting back for employers the shift that occurred in the legal landscape
during the Obama administration. Here are the latest labor and employment law
developments every employer should know as we venture into 2020.

U.S. Department of Labor (DOL)

New Overtime Regulations Go into Effect January 1, 2020

Effective January 1, 2020, the salary threshold necessary to exempt executive, administrative
and professional employees from the Fair Labor Standard Act’s minimum wage and overtime
pay requirements increases from $23,660 (or $455 per week) to $35,568 (or $684 per week).
The DOL’s new rule is the product of the Trump administration’s efforts to reset the Obama
administration’s 2016 final rule that established the salary threshold at $47,476 per year or
$913 per week. Now is the perfect time for employers to audit their payroll data to make sure
that every employee who is being treated as an exempt executive, administrative or
professional employee is being paid at least the salary threshold amount of $35,568 (or $684
per week). Employees who do not meet this new minimum salary threshold should be treated
as non-exempt and employers should begin to pay these newly minted non-exempt
employees overtime compensation (1.5 times their regular rate) if they work over 40 hours in
a workweek.

DOL Issues Final Rule Clarifying the Regular Rate of Pay
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In December, the DOL announced a final rule clarifying for employers what “perks” and
benefits must be included in the regular rate of pay when calculating overtime compensation.
The “regular rate” is the hourly rate that is paid to employees and must not only include an
employee’s hourly wage rate, but it must also include in its calculation other forms of
compensation received in a workweek, including bonuses, commissions, and other forms of
compensation, subject to eight specified exclusions. Perplexing to employers, and exposing
employers to additional risk for overtime liability, was the uncertainty as to whether certain
kinds of “perks,” benefits, or other miscellaneous payments must be included in the regular
rate. The DOL attempted to eliminate this uncertainty in its final rule by confirming what
employers may offer to employees through the following non-exhaustive list of “perks” and
benefits without the risk of additional overtime liability:

The cost of providing certain parking benefits, wellness programs, onsite specialist
treatment, gym access and fitness classes, employee discounts on retail goods and
services, certain tuition benefits (whether paid to an employee, an education provider,
or a student-loan program), and adoption assistance;
Payments for unused paid leave, including paid sick leave or paid time off;EEOC, EE
Payments of certain penalties required under state and local scheduling laws;
Reimbursed expenses including cellphone plans, credentialing exam fees, organization
membership dues, and travel, even if not incurred solely for the employer’s benefit; the
DOL also clarified that reimbursements that do not exceed the maximum travel
reimbursement under the Federal Travel Regulation System or the optional IRS
substantiation amounts for travel expenses are per se “reasonable payments”;
Certain sign-on bonuses and certain longevity bonuses;
The cost of office coffee and snacks to employees as gifts;
Discretionary bonuses, by clarifying that the label given a bonus does not determine
whether it is discretionary and providing additional examples; and
Contributions to benefit plans for accident, unemployment, legal services, or other
events that could cause future financial hardship or expense.

The DOL’s final rule becomes effective on January 15, 2020.

National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)

Employers Can Cut-Off Union Dues Upon CBA Expiration

In a 3-1 ruling, the NLRB overturned an Obama-era decision (Lincoln Lutheran of Racine, 362
NLRB 1655 (2015)) requiring employers to continue to honor the dues checkoff provision in
an expired labor contract. In Lincoln Lutheran of Racine, the NLRB held that an employer’s
statutory obligation to check off union dues continues to be enforceable under Section 8(a)(5)
of the National Labor Relation Act after expiration of a collective bargaining agreement that
establishes the checkoff arrangement. The Obama-era Board reasoned that the “dues
checkoff” provision could not just dissipate once a contract expired, but instead could be
ignored only if all parties to the contract agreed. On December 16, 2019, the NLRB reversed



course in Valley Hospital Medical Center, 368 NLRB No. 39 (2019), holding that while dues
checkoff provisions are mandatory subjects of bargaining, they also fall into a special “limited
category” of unique union rights that are contractual in nature and do not necessarily relate
to wages, pensions, welfare benefits, and other terms and conditions of employment. Given
its special category, a dues-checkoff provision remains enforceable only during the term of
the agreement in which those contractual obligations were created by the parties.
Consequently, the Board held that there is no independent statutory obligation to check off
and remit dues after expiration of a collective-bargaining agreement containing a checkoff
provision, just as no such statutory obligation exists before parties enter into such an
agreement. The Board’s ruling brings more balance to the bargaining table and provides the
employer some leverage when contract negotiations may extend beyond the expiration of
the labor agreement. It also incentivizes the union to reach an agreement before expiration
of the labor agreement to avoid loss of union dues. Of course, the right to cut-off union dues
under the Board’s Valley Hospital decision does not exist when the employer and the union
agree to extend the labor agreement during the pendency of negotiations.

NLRB Provides Employers, Once Again, the Power to Control Company-Owned
Email

On December 17, 2019, in Caesars Entertainment (368 NLRB No. 143) the NLRB overturned
its 2014 controversial Purple Communications decision (361 NLRB No. 126) which had held
that employees have the right to use their employers’ email systems for non-business
purposes, including communicating about union organizing. The NLRB’s Purple
Communications’ decision overturned its 2007 Register Guard decision (351 NLRB No. 70)
where the Board recognized the long-standing precedent that the NLRA generally does not
restrict an employer’s right to control the use of its equipment, which applies to company-
owned email systems, and held that while union-related communications cannot be banned
because they are union-related, facially neutral policies regarding the permissible use of
employers’ email systems are not rendered unlawful simply because they have the
“incidental” effect of limiting the use of those systems for union-related communications.
The Purple Communications decision upset this precedent and held, for the first time in the
history of the Board, that employees do have the right to use company-owned equipment for
non-work purposes. The Board’s decision in Caesars Entertainment basically restored the
standard set forth in the Register Guard decision before the Purple Communications decision
stripped employers of an important property right with the only exception being those rare
cases where an employer’s email system provides the only reasonable means for employees
to communicate with one another. Now, under the Caesars Entertainment decision,
employers may prohibit employees from using company-owned email systems for non-work-
related purposes, including communications concerning union organizing activities.
Employers, however, are permitted to implement such a prohibition only if the employer’s
rules or policies are not applied discriminatorily by singling out union-related activities or
communications.



NLRB Restores Employers’ Right to Impose Confidentiality in Workplace
Investigations

On December 16,2019, in a 3-1 decision, the NLRB overruled a 2015 NLRB precedent (Banner
Estrella Medical Center, 362 NLRB 1108) that required a case-by-case determination of
whether an employer may lawfully require confidentiality in specific workplace investigations.
The Board had ruled that employees have a Section 7 right to discuss discipline and ongoing
investigations involving themselves and other co-workers. In Apogee Retail, 368 NLRB No.
144 (2019), however, the NLRB returned to its previous standard, and now allows employers
to implement blanket nondisclosure rules requiring confidentiality in all workplace
investigations. The NLRB’s ruling aligns itself with the EEOC’s position against the backdrop
of the #MeToo movement where confidentiality rules imposed during a workplace sexual
harassment investigation encourage victims and witnesses to come forward. The standard
set forth by the Board in Apogee Retail only applies to open and-on-going investigations and
only to those employees directly involved in the investigation. Obviously, on the other hand,
any confidentiality order or rule imposed by the employer cannot be imposed on employees
not involved in the investigation or to an investigation that has concluded. The Board’s
decision in Apogee Retail provides employers an important tool to maintain the integrity of its
internal investigations without fear that imposing the safeguards of confidentiality
requirements during the pendency of an investigation violates Section 7 rights.

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)

EEOC Rescinds Policy Against Binding Arbitration

The EEOC voted 2-1 to rescind its 1997 Policy Statement on Mandatory Binding Arbitration
where the EEOC had stated its position that mandatory arbitration agreements that keep
workers’ discrimination claims out of court clash with the civil rights laws the agency
enforces.

The EEOC based its decision to rescind its policy regarding binding arbitration based on the
fact that its policy statement did not reflect current law, especially given the Supreme Court’s
numerous and consistent decisions since 1997 that favor agreements to arbitrate
employment-related disputes as being enforceable under the Federal Arbitration Act (FAA).
The EEOC found that its 1997 policy conflicted with the arbitration-related decisions of the
Supreme Court where the Court rejected the EEOC’s previously enunciated concerns with
using the arbitral forum – both within and outside the context of employment discrimination
claims. It should be noted by employers, however, that the EEOC’s decision to rescind its
1997 policy statement on mandatory arbitration should not be construed to mean that
employees cannot file charges of discrimination with the agency if they signed an agreement
to arbitrate or that the EEOC is prohibited from investigating such charges. Moreover, the
EEOC makes clear that its rescission of its 1997 policy should not be interpreted as limiting



the EEOC’s ability, or that of the employee, to challenge the enforceability of any agreement
to arbitrate. This change in the EEOC’s policy position regarding mandatory arbitration of
employment disputes is not surprising given the long-line of Supreme Court decisions
favoring arbitration in employment disputes. Given the positive change in the EEOC’s position
on mandatory arbitration agreements in employment, along with strong precedent-setting
federal court decisions favoring arbitration, employers should consider revisiting whether
they should be utilizing agreements with their employees for mandatory arbitration of
employment disputes.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: HAPPY
HOLIDAYS! HERE’S A LAWSUIT!

The holiday celebration season is in full swing and everyone is ready to celebrate! And while
that hopefully means reflecting on successes of the past year and bonding with coworkers,
employers need to be aware of their exposure to potential liability arising from holiday
celebrations and what they need to do to reduce or avoid such potential liability. While not to
drive the joy out of the holidays, here are some common concerns employers should be
aware of during the holiday season and tips on how to reduce employers’ risk:

Is That Mistletoe?: Prevent Sexual Harassment. In light of the continued focus on the1.
#MeToo movement, employers should stay focused on preventing sexual harassment
during the holiday season, which includes any holiday party where coworkers
congregate or socialize together. Ensure that your employees are aware of your anti-
harassment policy and that they understand that harassment involving any employee
at any time, including at a holiday party, will not be tolerated. Remind your employees
that, while they are encouraged to have a good time at the holiday party, it is a
company-sponsored event where all of your employment policies and rules apply. If you
become aware of inappropriate conduct that occurs at the holiday party, you must deal
with it appropriately in the same manner as you would address such an incident had it
occurred in the workplace. Additionally, if you receive complaints post-party about
activities that may have occurred at the holiday party, you must document the incident,
do a proper investigation to deal with those issues, and take prompt corrective action, if
necessary.
Hey, What’s in This Drink?: Reduce the Risk of Alcohol-Related Incidents. Employers2.
may be subject to liability for injuries caused by employees who consume alcohol at
employer-sponsored events. To avoid potential liability, employers should promote
responsible drinking and monitor alcohol consumption appropriately. Employers may
want to consider either not serving alcohol or hosting their holiday parties at a
restaurant or other off-site location where alcohol is served by professional bartenders
who know how to recognize and respond to guests who are visibly intoxicated.
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Employers may also consider providing information regarding or paying for a ride-
sharing service such as Uber or Lyft to promote responsible behavior.
It’s Icy Outside!: Minimize the Risk of Workers’ Compensation Liability. Workers’3.
compensation benefits may be available to employees who suffer a work-related injury
or illness arising from an employer-sponsored holiday party. To avoid this liability
employers should make it clear that there is no business purpose to the event, that
attendance is completely voluntary, and that they are not being compensated for their
attendance at the event. Illnesses caused by contaminants found in food or beverages
may create legal exposure if the providers are not properly licensed, so employers
should use licensed third-party vendors who have their own insurance coverage to
provide food and beverages.
Am I Required to Be Here?: Prevent Wage and Hour Claims. Non-exempt employees4.
must be paid for all work-related events that they are required to attend. Therefore, to
ensure that the time spent at a holiday party is not considered compensable under
state or federal wage and hour law, employers should make it clear that attendance is
completely voluntary, hold the party outside of normal working hours, ensure that no
work is performed during the party, and make sure that employees are not under the
impression that they are performing work.
Happy Non-Denominational Holiday Celebration!: Avoiding Religious5.
Discrimination Claims. An employer’s holiday party or year-end celebration should be
about the people who work there and the accomplishments of the organization, not a
particular set of religious beliefs unless, of course, you are a religious organization.
Employees of all religious and ethnic backgrounds need to feel invited and welcome to
attend. Additionally, if employees do not want to attend based on their particular beliefs
or practices, an employer may not discriminate or retaliate against the employee for
that choice.

So, for this 2019 holiday season, we hope that you spread the joy of the season, have fun, be
safe, appreciate the hard work of your employees, and avoid the employment law pitfalls that
can come with the holidays!

The Labor and Employment Law Practice Group, O’Neil Cannon  

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: BREAKING
NEWS: DOL SETS OVERTIME SALARY
EXEMPTION THRESHOLD AT $35,568

On September 24, 2019, the U.S. Department of Labor announced a final rule to increase the
salary threshold necessary to exempt executive, administrative and professional employees
from the Fair Labor Standard Act’s (FLSA) minimum wage and overtime pay requirements.
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The final rule raises the annual salary threshold from $23,660 (or $455 per week) to $35,568
(or $684 per week). The FLSA requires covered employers to pay employees a minimum
wage and, for employees who work more than 40 hours in a week, overtime premium pay of
at least 1.5 times the regular rate of pay. Section 13(a)(1) of the FLSA, commonly referred to
as the “white collar” or “EAP” exemption, exempts from these minimum wage and overtime
pay requirements “any employee employed in a bona fide executive, administrative, or
professional capacity.” Now for an employee to qualify for one of the EAP exemptions,
generally, that employee has to be paid on a salary basis and earn at least $35,568 per year
or $684 per week. The final rule becomes effective January 1, 2020.

The final rule also allows employers to use non-discretionary bonuses and incentive
payments (including commissions) to satisfy up to ten percent of the standard salary level as
long as such payments are paid annually or on a more frequent basis. In addition, if an
employee does not earn enough in nondiscretionary bonus or incentive payments in a given
year (52-week period) to retain his or her exempt status, the employer may make a “catch-
up” payment up to ten percent of the total salary level for the preceding 52-week period. This
“catch-up” payment must be paid within one pay period following the end of the 52-week
period. In plain terms, each pay period an employer must pay the EAP employee on a salary
basis at least 90 percent of the standard salary level and, if at the end of the 52-week period
the sum of the salary paid plus the nondiscretionary bonuses and incentive payments
(including commissions) paid does not equal the standard salary level for the 52-week period,
the employer has one pay period to make up for the shortfall (up to 10 percent of the
required salary level). Any such catch-up payment will count only toward the previous 52-
week period’s salary amount and not toward the salary amount in the 52-week period in
which it was paid.

Today’s final rule is the product of the Trump administration’s efforts to reset the Obama
administration’s 2016 final rule that had established the salary threshold at $47,476 per year
or $913 per week. The Obama administration’s controversial final rule was struck down on
November 22, 2016 by a federal district court in Texas because it “makes overtime status
depend predominately on a minimum salary level, thereby supplanting an analysis of an
employee’s job duties.” An appeal of that decision is still pending before the United States
Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit. However, given the release of today’s final rule, the DOL
will rescind the Obama administration’s 2016 final rule making the pending appeal moot.

The final rule also raises the total annual compensation requirement for “highly compensated
employees” (HCE) from the currently enforced level of $100,000 per year to $107,432 per
year. The HCE salary level of $107,432 is set at the 80th percentile of full-time salaried
workers nationally using updated 2018/2019 salary data. However, Wisconsin employers
should note that Wisconsin law does not recognize the HCE exemption, and, as a result,
Wisconsin employers should not rely or utilize this exemption when classifying employees for
wage and hour purposes.



Finally, the DOL’s proposed rule published on March 7, 2019 rejected the Obama
administration’s 2016 rule that provided for automatic adjusting every three years of the
salary threshold for the EAP exemptions. Instead, the DOL’s March, 2019 proposed rule
rejected automatic adjusting and favored that the Secretary of Labor review the salary
threshold every four years preceded by a period of public comment. The DOL’s final rule,
however, reaffirmed the DOL’s intent to update the standard salary level and HCE total
annual compensation threshold more regularly in the future using notice and comment
rulemaking, but declined to make a commitment to do so every four years believing that
prevailing economic conditions, rather than fixed timelines, should drive future updates.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: THE EEOC
HAS STARTED COLLECTING REQUIRED PAY
DATA: DO YOU NEED TO REPORT AND ARE YOU
READY?

On July 15, 2019, after a protracted legal battle, the EEOC began collecting employers’ EEO-1
2017 and 2018 payroll data, which may be referred to as Component 2 data. The reporting
requirement was originally announced by the Obama administration in 2016, but in 2017, the
Trump administration stayed the collection of Component 2 data, citing the burden it
imposed on employers. However, in March 2019, the U.S. District Court for the District of
Columbia issued an order reinstating the requirement.

Therefore, between now and the deadline of September 30, 2019, all employers with 100 or
more employees (both full-time and part-time) must submit the requisite information from
calendar years 2017 and 2018 for all employees employed during the relevant “workforce
snapshot period,” which is an employer-selected payroll period between October 1 and
December 31 of the reporting year. Employers, including federal contractors, that have less
than 100 employees are not subject to these reporting requirements. Subject employers
must provide the EEOC with the following data for employees in the workforce snapshot
period: the employees’ race/ethnicity and sex; the employee’s EEO-1 job classification; the
actual hours worked by non-exempt employees; actual hours worked by or proxy hours
worked (e.g., 40 hours per week for full-time employees) for exempt employees; and Form
W-2 payroll information. Such information does not have to be submitted for each individual
employee but can be submitted by identifying, based on race/ethnicity and sex, the number
of employees in each EEO-1 job category that fall into each of 12 EEO-1 compensation bands
and the aggregate number of hours worked by all employees in each EEO-1 compensation
band. The EEOC’s stated purpose for collecting such information is to identify and remediate
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unlawful pay disparities in pay that are based on race/ethnicity and/or sex. Therefore,
providing complete and accurate information in all categories is essential.

Employers subject to this requirement should have received correspondence via the U.S. mail
and an email from NORC, the research group that is conducting the survey on behalf of the
EEOC, notifying them of this obligation. Reminders are also scheduled to be sent in August
and September. The EEOC has provided resources for filers at https://eeoccomp2.norc.org.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: CREATION OF
NEW TASK FORCE SIGNALS INCREASED STATE
SCRUTINY OF WISCONSIN WORKER
CLASSIFICATION

April 15, 2019 marked not only the end of the 2018 personal income tax season, but also the
beginning of a new era of enforcement of Wisconsin employment practices. On that date,
Governor Tony Evers issued an Executive Order creating a Joint Task Force on Payroll Fraud
and Worker Misclassification (the “Task Force”). This Task Force will focus on workers who
should be classified as employees but are misclassified as independent contractors.

The Task Force will be chaired by the Secretary of the Department of Workforce Development
(“DWD”) and will be staffed by representatives from the DWD, including its Worker’s
Compensation and Unemployment Insurance divisions, the Department of Revenue, and the
offices of the Attorney General and the Commissioner of Insurance.

Background
Similar task forces have been implemented in recent years in Connecticut and Massachusetts
(2008), New York (2016), Colorado, New Jersey, Tennessee, and Virginia (2018), and Michigan
(2019).

One of the catalysts for the Wisconsin Task Force creation was the finding, under DWD audits
from January 2016 through April 2019, of 5,841 misclassified employees and the related
under-reporting of nearly $70 million in gross wages and $1.8 million in unemployment
insurance taxes. Misclassification of employees also results in the underpayment of Social
Security and Medicare-related employment law taxes.

Another impetus for the new interagency coordination is the concern that employers who
misclassify workers as independent contractors gain an unlawful competitive advantage that
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allows them to under-bid or out-compete law-abiding employers.

Prior reviews of employer practices reported by the National Employment Law Project posit
that audits of Wisconsin employers have typically revealed worker misclassification in 44% of
investigated cases.

Task Force Mandates
The new Task Force is required to report annually to the Governor by March to describe its
accomplishments and recommendation for the prior year. Specifically, the Task Force report
must include the amount of wages, premiums, taxes, and other payments or penalties
collected as a result of coordinated agency activities, as well as the number of employers
cited for misclassification and the approximate number of affected workers. The Task Force
must also identify administrative or legal barriers impeding more effective agency
coordination. After consultation with representatives of business, organized labor, members
of the legislature, and other agencies, the Task Force will also propose changes to
administrative practices, laws, or regulations appropriate to:

reduce agency coordination barriers;
prevent worker misclassification from occurring;
investigate potential violations of laws governing worker classifications;
improve enforcement where such violations are found to have occurred; and
identify successful mechanisms for preventing worker misclassification.

Key Take-Away
The Wisconsin Task Force is being implemented at a time when recent federal decisions by
the National Labor Relations Board and the United States Supreme Court appear to be
permitting some gig economy companies to more easily classify workers as independent
contractors, rather than as employees.

As a result of the creation of the Task Force, however, Wisconsin employers should expect
increased scrutiny from the DWD and Department of Revenue regarding independent
contractor relationships.

The Employment Law team of O’Neil, Cannon, Hollman, DeJong and Laing recently presented
client seminars in Pewaukee and Green Bay on the many aspects of worker classification and
are well-positioned to assist Wisconsin employers in reviewing current arrangements or
discussing how the law applies under various circumstances.

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6531547249263013888


EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: IT’S TOO
COLD TO WORK – HOW EMPLOYERS SHOULD
HANDLE WAGE DEDUCTIONS IN INCLEMENT
WEATHER

Employers in Wisconsin may be closed this week due to the extremely cold temperatures
that are predicted on Wednesday and Thursday. If an employer makes that decision, they
may be wondering whether or not they need to pay their employees for the days they choose
to be closed. For non-exempt employees, the answer is simple: employees must be paid only
for time worked. Therefore, if the employer closes and the employee does not perform any
work, the employee does not need to be paid. However, the answer is a bit more complicated
for exempt employees.

Under the Fair Labor Standards Act (“FLSA”), an employee is considered exempt if they meet
certain duties tests and receive compensation on a “salary basis.” The FLSA regulations
provide that, for an exempt employee to be paid on a “salary basis,” the employee must
receive his or her full salary for any week in which the employee performs any work without
regard to the number of days or hours worked.  An employee will not be considered to be
paid on a “salary basis” for any week if deductions are made from an employee’s salary for
any absence occasioned by the employer or by the operating requirements of the business. 
However, a deduction may be made when an exempt employee is absent from work for one
or more full days for personal reasons, other than sickness or disability.

So, can an employer deduct the day’s wage from an exempt employee’s salary when the
employer closes its business due to inclement weather (e.g., extreme cold)?  The short
answer is no.  It is the U.S. Department of Labor’s (“DOL”) position that an employer must
pay an exempt employee his or her full salary for any week in which work was performed if
the employer closes its operations due to a weather-related emergency or other emergency,
such as a power outage.  The DOL’s position is based, in part, on the FLSA’s regulation that
provides that deductions may not be made for time when work is not available.  When it is
the employer’s decision to close its business because of an emergency, including severe
weather, the DOL presumes that employees remain ready, willing, and able to work.  Under
such circumstances, deductions may not be made from an exempt employee’s salary when
work is not available.  If deductions are made under such circumstances, the employer risks
losing the exemption, thus subjecting it to potential overtime liability. If the employer’s
operation are closed for a full workweek, no salary must be paid.

Employers are permitted to require that employees utilize their available paid time off during
an employer-mandated office closure, whether for a full day or a partial day. However, if the
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employer does not provide paid time off or if the employee does not have available paid time
off, the employer may not deduct from the employee’s salary for the closure. The employer
may not require that the employee have a negative leave balance or make an already
negative leave balance more negative as the result of requiring the employee to take paid
time off for an office closure.

On the other hand, when an emergency causes an employee to choose not to report to work
for the day, even though the employer remains open for business, the DOL treats such an
absence as an absence for personal reasons.  Consequently, an employer that remains open
for business during inclement weather may lawfully deduct one full day’s wages from an
exempt employee’s salary if that person does not report for work for the day due to adverse
weather conditions or otherwise require the employee to utilize paid time off.  Such a
deduction will not violate the “salary basis” rule or otherwise affect the employee’s exempt
status.  If, however, the employee works only a partial day because of weather-related
issues, the employer may not make deductions from the employee’s salary for the lost time
because an exempt employee must receive a full day’s pay for the partial day worked in
order for the employer to meet the “salary basis” rule.

EMPLOYMENT LAWSCENE ALERT: COMPANY
HOLIDAY PARTIES AND TIPS FOR AVOIDING
LIABILITY

The holidays are upon us, and that means holiday parties. While holiday parties are a good
time to reflect on the year and gather employees to boost morale and camaraderie, they also
have potential employment law pitfalls that employers should plan to avoid. If throwing a
company-sponsored holiday party, employers should keep the following in mind:

Prevent Sexual Harassment. Although the #MeToo movement has not changed the1.
legal requirements related to sexual harassment, it has certainly brought such issues to
the top of employer’s minds, and it should stay there during the holiday season and any
holiday parties. Ensure that your employees are aware of your anti-harassment policy
and that they understand that harassment involving any employee at any time,
including at a holiday party, will not be tolerated. Remind your employees that, while
they are encouraged to have a good time at the holiday party, it is a company-
sponsored event where all of the policies and rules of the company apply. If you
become aware of inappropriate conduct that occurs at the holiday party, you should
deal with it appropriately. Additionally, if you receive complaints about activities related
to the holiday party, you must document the incident and do a proper investigation to
deal with those issues.
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Reduce the Risk of Alcohol-Related Incidents. Employers may be subject to liability for2.
injuries caused by employees who consume alcohol at employer-sponsored events. To
avoid potential liability, employers should promote responsible drinking and monitor
alcohol consumption appropriately. Employers may want to consider hosting their
holiday parties at a restaurant or other off-site location where alcohol is served by
professional bartenders who know how to recognize and respond to guests who are
visibly intoxicated.
Minimize the Risk of Workers’ Compensation Liability. Workers’ compensation benefits3.
may be available to employees who suffer a work-related injury or illness. To avoid this
liability at a company-sponsored holiday party, the employer should make it clear that
there is no business purpose to the event, that attendance is completely voluntary, and
that they are not being compensated for their attendance at the event. Illnesses caused
by contaminants found in food or beverages may create legal exposure if the providers
are not properly licensed, so companies should use licensed third-parties who have
their own insurance coverage to provide food and beverages.
Prevent Wage and Hour Claims. Non-exempt employees must be paid for all work-4.
related events that they are required to attend. Therefore, to ensure that the time spent
at a holiday party is not considered compensable under state or federal wage and hour
law, employers should make it clear that attendance is completely voluntary, hold the
party outside of normal working hours, and ensure that no work is performed during the
party and that employees are not under the impression that they are performing work.


