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March 27, 2020                                    (608) 266-5670 

 

Column:  Workers: Know Your Rights During Outbreak 

 

(Madison)-- It only makes sense that, with all of the disruption caused by the COVID-19 outbreak, 

workers would have questions about their safety and rights in the workplace.  I hope to answer some of 

those questions. 

 

In response to the growing pandemic, the United States Congress recently passed the Families First 

Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA). This new law requires certain employers to provide their 

employees with paid sick leave and expanded family and medical leave for reasons related to COVID-19, 

beginning April 1, 2020, and lasting through December 31, 2020.  Specifically, the law requires 

employers with fewer than 500 employees to provide: 

● Up to 80 hours (or a part-time employee’s two-week equivalent) of paid sick leave at either their 

regular rate of pay or the applicable state or federal minimum wage, whichever is higher, up to 

$511 per day or $5,110 total, if the employee is subject to a federal, state or local quarantine 

or isolation order related to COVID-19; has been advised by a health care provider to self-

quarantine related to COVID-19; or is experiencing COVID-19 symptoms and is seeking a 

medical diagnosis; 

● Up to 80 hours (or a part-time employee’s two-week equivalent) of paid sick leave at at ⅔ their 

regular rate of pay or applicable minimum wage, whichever is higher, up to $200 per day or 

$2,000 total, if the employee is caring for someone in government-imposed quarantine or 

isolation or who has been advised to self-quarantine by a health care  provider;  
● And/or up to 12 weeks of paid sick leave and expanded family medical leave at ⅔ their regular 

rate of pay or applicable minimum wage if an employee is caring for his/her child whose school 

or child care provider is closed or unavailable due to COVID-19. 

The federal Department of Labor is tasked with enforcing this new law. Anyone experiencing issues 

related to this law can file a complaint by calling 1-866-487-9243 or visiting dol.gov/agencies/whd. 

 

In addition to questions about sick leave, many workers are concerned about their health and safety in the 

workplace.  Some have complaints about a lack of hand sanitizers, face masks or disinfecting wipes.  

Others are worried about working in close quarters.  Here are some things you need to know. 

● The primary agency that oversees workplace safety is the Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration (OSHA).   

● While OSHA has not yet enacted workplace regulations specific to COVID-19, its “general duty” 

clause states that an employer should provide a safe environment and “shall furnish to each of 

his employees employment and a place of employment which are free from recognized 

hazards that are causing or are likely to cause death or serious physical harm to his 

employees”. If an employee believes that he or she is being placed in danger at work in violation 

of OSHA regulations, they can file a complaint with OSHA at osha.gov or by calling the 

Milwaukee office at (414)297-3315. 

● Further, federal law protects employees from retaliation if they refuse to take on an assignment or 

do anything that they consider to be unsafe. 



● In his “Safer at Home” Executive Order, Governor Evers stated that even though essential 

businesses will still be allowed to operate, they must take steps to ensure employee health and 

safety.  From, the order: “13. Essential Businesses and Operations. All entities described in 

this section shall meet Social Distancing Requirements between all individuals on the 

premises to the extent possible. Essential Businesses and Operations shall, to the greatest 

extent possible, use technology to avoid meeting in person, including virtual meetings, 

teleconference, and remote work (i.e., work from home)” and “16. Social Distancing 

Requirements. For purposes of this Order, Social Distancing Requirements includes 

maintaining social distancing of six (6) feet between people; washing hands with soap and 

water for at least 20 seconds as frequently as possible or using hand sanitizer; covering 

coughs or sneezes (into the sleeve or elbow, not hands); regularly cleaning high-touch 

surfaces; not shaking hands; and following all other public health recommendations issued 

by DHS and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control”. 
● This means that all businesses still in operation must comply with state Department of Health 

Services (DHS) and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines and 

recommendations. The Executive Order can be found at 

https://evers.wi.gov/Documents/COVID19/EMO12-SaferAtHome.pdf.  The CDC 

recommendations for employers can be found at https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/guidance-business-response.html. 

 

I know these are trying times, and people feel torn between their health and safety and their jobs.  Know 

that you have rights and protections, and that there are people out there to support you. 
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