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By the same token, we are seeing a lot of employers in line with CDC guidance instruct their employees who are 
returning from high risk locations to stay at home, not to come into the workplace for fourteen days after they’ve 
returned.  And that is fine.  That is allowed, that is a permissible instruction.  It is permissible to ask your employees 
where they have been travelling for this purpose, whether it was for business travel or personal travel.  That is not a 
protected piece of information.  

You know I think you may face some morale problems if you start to ask invasive questions about where people 
travelled, particularly if you are going beyond the geographies identified in the CDC alerts.  You know they’ll say, “well, 
why does it matter whether I was in France just because France is near Italy?”  But that is more of a morale problem than 
a legal problem.   

Moving on to Slide 33, we’ve been getting questions about “What do we do if an employee shows symptoms.”  You 
know, of course, a challenging fact here is that at least as I understand it being thoroughly not a medical expert, some of 
the initial symptoms of COVID-19 are similar to those of the common seasonal flu, or the common cold.  
Notwithstanding that fact, and this is true of the common cold and seasonal influenza just like COVID-19, an employer 
has a right to ask visibly [missing word?] employees to stay away from the work place or work remotely.  That is not an 
infringement on anyone’s rights.  When employer’s instruct an employee to go home, and to work from home, or just to 
go home and recuperate, whether or not they need to be paid for that time off is a different question.  Unfortunately, I 
can’t give you a one-size-fits-all answer because there is actually a patchwork of state and local laws that answer that 
question, and more significantly actually for our client base, there is a patchwork of policies and insurance plans that 
answer that question. 

I will say, though, that from having talked to a number of organizations and hearing kind of through the grapevine 
through industry groups, the vast majority of employers are taking a fairly generous approach with regard to paying 
people during periods of self-quarantine or when they’ve been sent home because they are exhibiting symptoms.  And 
the theory there I think is that number one the fiscal cost of paying someone for fourteen days is not particularly high and 
that is particularly true because higher paid white collar employees from the fiscal costs of two weeks away be higher are 
also generally those who can be pretty productive from home.  

Secondly, offsetting that relatively low fiscal cost of paying someone during a self-quarantine is the fact that if you are 
going to send someone off on unpaid leave or dock their vacation days when you ask them to stay away from the 
workplace, you might reduce compliance and reduce people’s willingness to raise their hand, which of course has all 
sorts of other public health consequences.  And my advice would be to try to stay on the right side of the public health 
issues even at the cost of the pain of a little bit of paid time off for self-quarantined or ill employees.   

Some are asking whether they can screen employees themselves.  Doing temperature tests or otherwise asking for 
medical exams.  I suggest that you talk to your lawyer before you do anything like that.  In general, I think that you want 
to not get too far out ahead of the CDC and local health authority recommendations on what sort of screening measures 
are called for.  Particularly where you don’t have any reason to believe that your work place has been exposed to an 
infectious disease.  One way to think about it is that if you start going out there and testing your employees for the 
disease and let’s say your testing fails, and an infection gets through anyway, you have now put yourself in the cross 
hairs for getting out ahead of the public health authorities and done something in an unsanctioned, unsupervised manner.   

Moving on to Slide 34, there’s a list of a number of types of employment laws that are implicated here.  Anti-
discrimination laws.  This is becoming a little bit less of an issue actually this week than it was a few weeks ago.  But 
you do want to make sure that your response to the coronavirus if any, doesn’t distinguish among people based on, for 
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example, national origin.  You know, there was a time a few weeks ago where it might have been tempting for some 
employers to single out their employees of Asian ancestry or Chinese ancestry for special scrutiny.  That would be 
inappropriate and unlawful.   

You can certainly base it on employees’ recent travel history.  That is not a protected characteristic and if it happens to 
dovetail with national origin, so be it.  But you shouldn’t be targeting employees based solely on protected 
characteristics. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits disability-related inquiries and puts limits on what is allowable medical 
testing by employers and it also requires that reasonable accommodations be made for disabilities.  So that is another set 
of laws that can be implicated here.  I think that the application of those laws can be pretty case-specific and so may be 
beyond the scope of this presentation, but it is a suite of laws to be aware of as you think about this.   

OSHA is another body of law.  This is the Operational Safety and Health Act.  Basically requiring employers to provide 
a safe working environment for you from recognized hazards.  Again, it is going to be specific to your work place but I 
think that the employers who need to be paying the most attention to OSHA, probably those on the call already know you 
who you are, but as places like medical health centers or perhaps airlines where there is a reason to believe that your 
employees are unusually vulnerable to or unusually likely to be exposed to the coronavirus.  That said, if you know that 
your work place had a problem, an outbreak, of the infectious disease, there may be reason to think about OSHA.   

Mark Barnes:  Doug, Can I ask you a question that has come in that relates to a couple things that you just talked about?  
This is in regard to whether there is any guidance from the EEOC or any other federal agency on religious 
accommodations in regard to facial hair in terms of the fitting and the wearing of the N-95 mask, which is the mask that 
actually is useful for preventing primary infection with COVID-19.   

Doug Brayley:  That is a fascinating question.  Not one that I have researched.  That is pretty specific.  I can say that 
there is guidance from the EEOC about responses to the H1N1 pandemic and most of that analysis I think would be 
relevant here to the coronavirus outbreak, so I think that you can look at that.  In fact, if you look at the Ropes & Gray 
FAQ that we have put up on our coronavirus mini-page, we have a link to that EEOC guidance.  And, you know the one 
thing that the EEOC does talk about with regard to religious accommodation is that an employer should not be forcing 
employees to, for example, get a vaccine if it violates their religious beliefs.   

Mark Barnes:  Okay.  Great. 

Doug Brayley:  Moving onto Slide 35, two other categories of laws that may apply here and for any employer who lived 
through H1N1 in 2009, and frankly any large employer that is used to dealing with employees’ sick leave requests, these 
are not going to be unfamiliar, but there are state and local laws about sick leave and what must be paid, and what is job-
protected and there is also the federal Family and Medical Leave Act which does not require paid leave but does require 
that employers grant unpaid, job-protected leave.  That is, you can’t fill their position permanently while they are gone, 
while someone is out sick or caring for a close family member who is sick.   

There are also wage and hour laws that may be implicated.  This would be particularly in the case of salaried employees 
and whether you can deduct from salaried employees pay for days when they are not working.  The general rule is that if 
someone has a salary, they are supposed to get that salary every week, kind of regardless of the number of hours that they 
have worked.  But there are exceptions to that, including for sick time under certain circumstances.  And there are also 
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state and local wage and hour laws about reporting pay.  That is to say, when an employee takes the trouble of showing 
up to work and then is told that there is no work to be done, what are the requirements for pay under those circumstances.   

Again, happy to field questions as best I can.  But those are kind of subject to a patchwork of jurisdiction-specific laws 
and a little bit case-by-case, so tough to offer too much generic advice here, but those are laws to be aware of.   

Mark Barnes:  Doug, we have another question which is, “Is it required, is there any kind of legal requirement, that the 
employer offer an accommodation of work at home for a worker who has not been told by the public health department 
or even by their physician that there is risk, but nevertheless they are worried and they want to work at home.   

Doug Brayley:  Not on those facts.  What may be required is a reasonable accommodation is if someone comes forward 
to you and says, “Hey, I have a disability namely my immune system is compromised because I have HIV Aids.  And 
therefore I feel the particular need to stay home.”  There maybe an obligation there to make the reasonable 
accommodation. 

Now there is the background principle that you do not as an employer have to make an accommodation that would make 
an “undue burden.”  That is kind of a mealy-mouthed phrase just like “reasonable accommodation” can be a bit of a 
mealy-mouthed phrase, so I think that you should talk to a lawyer before you make a firm decision on that.  But that 
would be the context in which an employer may be required to accommodate an employee request when it is mostly out 
of nervousness or a prophylactic not because they actually have a medical condition that requires it. 

Moving on to Slide 36, and this is also in writing on our FAQs, there are some steps that you can take now and we would 
recommend that you take now.  I wouldn’t necessarily say that these are steps that you legally must take now or else you 
would suffer immediately liability, but I think they are best practices that we recommend and that we are seeing a lot of 
other employers out in the market taking. 

Number one.  Educate your employees about guidance from the WHO and CDC.  This includes, you know, putting up 
posters in your bathrooms reminding people to wash their hands for 20 seconds.  To use soap and water.  This involves 
educating your employees about travel bans and travel restrictions and advisories.   

We recommend that you instruct employees who are experiencing symptoms consistent with the coronavirus to stay at 
home and away from the workplace.  We recommend that, if you aren’t already, that you make sure that everybody has a 
good place to wash up regularly and maybe think about providing hand sanitizer all over the place in the workplace. 

As a pragmatic matter we recommend designating a person or a team as the contact point for coronavirus-related 
inquiries, that way you can ensure that that specific team is up to date on the latest company thinking, employer thinking, 
on how to respond to this so you can funnel all the inquiries to one place.   

On a similar line, we suggest that you consider preparing an internal response plan which is really the point that I’ve 
already covered, just putting it down, just making sure everyone is on the same page about what steps the company is 
taking or what restrictions the company is putting into place.  For example, on travel or working from home.   

And finally, consider at least, cancelling or postponing non-essential meetings or company gatherings.  Again, not a 
must-do, just something to consider if there is a meeting especially that is drawing colleagues from around the world, 
consider whether that might be better to occur at some other date. 
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Mark Barnes:  Doug I have another question for you that has come in.  What about the issue of having in a large 
workplace where the scale would warrant it, especially in areas that’s been hit like Seattle or San Francisco on the West 
Coast so far, having for a large employer to get a medical consultant to help them sort through the case-by-case 
determinations in the highly-suspected cases and even in the confirmed cases. 

Doug Brayley:  I think that is a fantastic idea, you know. That way you actually have people with medical training 
whether it is an M.D. or an R.N. or something like that making these what are really medical decisions and not relying on 
the judgment of lawyers or HR people or executives.  We are all doing our best, but on those sorts of questions I think a 
medical consultant is a fantastic idea.  That person can also liaise with the public health authorities on your behalf and 
may be able to cut through some of the verbiage that otherwise would trip us up.   

Mark Barnes:  In a healthcare workplace, Doug, can you rely on or try at least at the beginning if you want to do this, to 
access, for example, your employee health service and the nurses and the physician who presumably supervises that 
service? 

Doug Brayley:  That is right.  A lot of larger employers do have some sort of existing on-site medical staff or employee 
health service and that may be your first and easiest and certainly quickest point of contact. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay. Thanks, Doug. 

Doug Brayley:  On Slide 37 I have listed a few practical points to think about.  And I phrased it that way as points to 
think about for a reason.  And that is that there are not clear answers here about what you must or must not do.  And in 
fact, the facts on the ground of this outbreak are changing.  It is not obvious that we could give you thou shalts and thou 
shalt nots.  But, you know, as Mark already alluded to, there are questions about what to do about employees who are 
nervous about reporting to the workplace but are not themselves ill and are not caring for an ill family member.  That sort 
of absence from work, absence because you are nervous about being contaminated, is not covered by the Family Medical 
Leave Act, it would not be covered by most or all state and local paid sick time laws or, and in fact, most employer sick 
time laws that I am aware of.   

That said, we are in a time when people’s anxieties are heightened and I think my pragmatic, not legal, my pragmatic 
recommendation would be that if you can make it work for someone to work from home, this might be a good time to 
accommodate them.   

Similarly, you should probably be thinking ahead to how you will respond if there are other disruptions that may not be 
covered by your typical policies.  For example, in other countries we have seen schools start to be closed for extended 
periods of time.  How will you respond if you have parents who are all of a sudden in a pretty serious childcare crisis 
because the schools are closed?  What can you do to make it possible for them to keep dong their job from home with 
their children or otherwise make it possible for things to move on as best they can?   

You should think ahead about what if the mass transit system in your metro area is shut down.  You know, a lot of 
workers rely on that to get to work.  How can you accommodate them or what mitigating steps could you take? 

And finally think ahead to how you would or will respond if you do have an employee who reports to you that they do 
have a confirmed case of COVID-19.  Mark is actually quite well versed in that due to his background in public health, 
but you know the headline advice in that situation is call your public health authority and do what they say.  In that 
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situation, where you have a confirmed case of the disease, let’s trust the real health professionals and the lawyers can 
come in second place after them. 

Mark Barnes:  Doug, thank you.  We actually have a ton of questions that have come in about the employment issues.  I 
think what we will do is we will hold those for a minute and we will go to Jeremiah and talk for a minute about some of 
the public company issues and then for everybody on the phone we are going to come back to a ton of questions in regard 
to how to handle some categories of situations in the workplace.  So Jeremiah, why don’t you takes us briefly in terms of 
the legal issues for public companies, and then as I said, we’ll come back to the questions in regard to employment and 
labor conditions. 

Jeremiah Williams:  Okay, thanks, Mark.  I am just going to talk very briefly about SEC guidance in this area with 
respect to financial reporting and disclosures.  Not a surprise that the SEC’s been following this very closely.  And they 
have made a number of statements in press releases over the last several weeks.  And there are three points that have 
come out in these statements I just want to talk about.  The most recent which was just yesterday. 

The first thing is the SEC’s actually tried to stress making it easier for issuers and for companies or entities that have 
filing requirements.  So yesterday they came out with some regulatory relief, saying that for public companies can get a 
45-day extension for certain filings such as annual and quarterly reports.  That is particularly timely since we are right in 
the season for that.  For a lot of year end companies – who have a year end financial calendar – they are filing their 
annual reports now.  So that is timely.  45-day extension for that.  They have also granted other types of relief to other 
types of issuers.   

The Division of Investment Management has come out, for example, and said that for investment advisors to register 
funds there is a waiving of in-person meeting requirements through mid-June.  And then, perhaps most importantly, what 
the SEC has said is that these are kind of specific exceptions they’ve made, but they’ve also said, “Listen, if you have a 
situation that doesn’t fall into these categories, give us a call.  Reach out to the staff.  We are happy to talk to people” and 
they are giving an indication they are going to be accommodating.  So, you know, people’s issue that they are dealing 
with as far as people’s time or people not being able to travel, things of that nature, should not create a regulatory 
problem, at least in terms of like the regular filings.  That is the first point. 

The second point is that in these statements and also in the one yesterday, the SEC has really cautioned companies about 
how they handle non-public information about the company’s response or handling of the coronavirus.  And you can 
picture a typical situation where you have a handful of people who really are closely monitoring things and are aware of 
what’s going on and making decisions and this is just really more of a reminder for two things that can come out of this.   

One, in terms of material non-public information, MNPI, just making sure you don’t have a situation where you have 
directors or officers who are trading while in knowledge of some information that is material about a coronavirus 
response or issue and that material has not been disseminated to the public generally.  And a related point in terms of 
information is avoiding selective disclosure.  So Reg FD, making sure, that if something is said about, you know, how 
the coronavirus is affecting the company or its performance, if that is something that is said, in an appropriate manner 
and is not done selectively.   

And that is also kind of tied to another point, which is I think this is the time when I think a company should be 
particularly mindful and diligent about their social media policies.  Making sure they don’t have some people making 
kind of offhand remarks about something going on and that again has not been vetted the way it should be.  Or not been 
disseminated properly.   
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The last point that the SEC has made is the most important point.  The one I want to focus on, is about making adequate 
disclosure.  I think there is a good example with how the SEC handled Brexit from back in the 2018 timeframe.  The 
SEC saw what types of disclosures that companies were making about Brexit and about the risks there and ____ [?] 
Craydon actually came out and made a statement, and he actually gave a hypothetical.  He said, “You know, I have seen 
kind of disclosures like Company A, where they give a thoughtful analysis of a potential risk posed by a hard Brexit, and 
where there is no deal in place and that they are talking about the effects from a company supply chain of business 
prospects and that is Company A.”  “And then you see Company B just identifies Brexit as a business threat king of 
generically and doesn’t say anything else.” 

And his point was that the Company A response is really the right one.  And that companies need to be very diligent and 
thoughtful about the disclosures that they are making.  So in light of that I just wanted to take a few minutes just to talk 
about what are the best practices in terms of thinking about how public companies are disclosing coronavirus risks.  This 
is something we have been tracking, something that we’ve been counseling clients on.  And you know just looking at 
disclosures that have been made, some have been more effective than others.   

And so what is an example of aspects of an effective disclosure?  I think there are two parts.  The first part is talking 
about what is going on right now.  What has happened and what the company is doing about it.  And this gets into also 
into mitigation as well.  Like what are you doing to mitigate the risks?   

Just to give a couple of examples, there is a retailer in its published 10K that said “We closed more than half of our stores 
in China.”  A very specific fact.  Like telling investors, “We’ve actually had to close a lot of the stores” and giving like 
an idea of the magnitude of that.  And a pharmaceutical company in their disclosure they went into a fair amount of detail 
about how initially operations were closed in China in February.  Some operations have come back online and resumed.  
But even those are not up to normal level because employees are still transitioning from working at home, to coming to 
the office.  The pharmaceutical company also talked about its collaboration partner, what was going on with it.  And so, 
it was just like very specific as far as letting investors know what is going on.  So, that is something that I think 
companies should be thinking about and should be doing. 

The second part of this is the tougher part which is the future risk.  And this is obviously a lot of uncertainty and the 
coronavirus is vastly developing and evolving.  Each day brings different news, so this is a little bit tougher.  And so 
looking at sort of the disclosures here, I think the best ones, tend to just say what they can.  And I think importantly they 
are not limiting, they are not assuming that it stays where it is.  They are not just talking about China, or places where it 
is affected now, but talking about what happens if this spreads. 

So, for example, going back to the same pharmaceutical company I talked about before, they talked about how they have 
a limited stockpile of a specific drug.  One of their drugs.  They have a limited stockpile and about how because 
operations, if things continue, they are going to eventually run out of that, and they are not going to maybe make more 
because of supply chain limitation.   

One thing that Michael talked about a little bit earlier was about clinical trials in China.  This pharmaceutical company 
disclosed about its current and upcoming clinical trials and about, you know, potential problems with site initiation and 
patient enrollment being delayed.  Talked about the effect of hospitals prioritizing the coronavirus which could have an 
impact on resources available for clinical trials and also the pharmaceutical company talked about how this is not just an 
issue for clinical trials in China, but also in other parts of the world if the virus continues to spread. 
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And then for a hospital company, they talked about, in their disclosure, about the potential – this is the future risk – of 
patients cancelling or deferring elective procedures and also about treatment of coronavirus patients resulting in a 
temporary shutdown or a diversion of resources about disruption of their pharmaceutical supplies, the disruption of their 
medical supplies.  So this is just a couple of examples.  I think the most effective ones are the ones that are just telling 
people what is gong on now and also just giving some specific thought into how this could affect their business. 

And when you talk about disclosures, one other thing I just want to mention is the danger of “may.”  And the SEC -- this 
has been a longstanding SEC position – that saying something may happen when, in effect, it already occurred, can be 
misleading.  So if you say our supply chain may be affected, when in fact at this time you have already seen supply chain 
disruption, it is no longer sufficient to just say “may.” 

And just two other quick thoughts in terms of disclosures, just being thoughtful.  The examples I gave were written 
disclosures that were formal and then reports of that nature.  Those are usually well scrubbed and vetted.  I think 
companies need to be particularly mindful about informal discussions.  I talk about social media.  If you have people 
appearing at conferences or things like that, just making sure that what people are saying is accurate.  Making sure that if 
there has been earnings guidance given, to what extent the company is sticking by its earnings guidance. So maybe it 
needs to revise that?  And so those are things that you should be cognizant of, as well, 

Mark Barnes:  Hey, Jeremiah, we have a question about the … this is not really about the business conditions that are 
created by COVID, but it is really about what happens if there actually is a serious outbreak in a particular company.  
One can imagine for example, even a white collar or a blue collar workforce in which there were say 20% of the 
workforce had been depleted because they actually were diagnosed with coronavirus.  Or let’s say another example that 
the questioner gives is “What if you had to cut two or three from the C suite who were affected by this, then what is the 
standard for disclosure?  I mean, we know that there is a government example which is the government of Iran has been 
heavily affected, I mean at the highest levels by I think 23 different people who are at the upper echelons of government 
have been diagnosed as having coronavirus.  That is only a government entity, as opposed to a private, but what do you 
think about that? 

Jeremiah Williams:  Yeah, I think that is a good question.  Those are both examples are definitely material events.  
Both in the context of your know you have a widespread issue in a company or you just have just a couple of people, but 
they are really, really critical people.  And so this actually leads to the question of when these things have to be disclosed.  
So, you know, I think in both of those examples, the companies really want to think about saying something.  And I think 
this obviously dovetails a little bit with the earlier discussion about being respectful of people, and sort of like 
people’s …  if it is a CEO, a particular person, that can be a tough thing to respect people’s privacy, but those both I 
think are material events that could, that should be disclosed in some form.  I think you have to think about the manner in 
which you do it and how you do it.  But those are both material events. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay, great.  Thank you.  So we are going to go back to many of the questions that have come in.  Most 
of which frankly are about the workplace issues.  So an example, would be, actually we have gotten different iterations of 
kind of the same question and let me pose it.  I will try to say what I think and Doug why don’t you weigh in and 
anybody else who is a presenter is welcome to weigh in, as well.   

We got a lot of questions that have come over the transom in regard to what to do about an employee who in a social 
situation, for example, has been exposed to someone who has A) been suspected of possibly having coronavirus and been 
quarantined for that, B) someone who actually has been diagnosed with coronavirus.  So what do you do with that 
person?   
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And then there are other iterations of the question in regard to what about the spouse of that person?  Or the social friend 
of the social friend of a work colleague of someone who has coronavirus?  And I will tell you, you know, I have served 
in many public health capacities.  I am not trained medically, but I will tell you what we have … we have been 
consulting extensively with people who are experts, who are physicians and scientists and who are specialists in 
infectious disease.  And what we have been told is that the immediate concentric circle around the diagnosed case, those 
are people about whom, for whom, we should be concerned about the risks.  Not only the risks to them, but the risks if 
they have contracted it they might spread it to somebody else. 

But we have also been told that when you go beyond that first concentric circle to the contacts of the contacts, the risk 
becomes so small that at least at the current time, those are not people about whom we should obsess unless those people 
who are in the second circle are actually people who are so close, for example spouses and children, that they share … 
that they have been in very close proximity to each other.  And that for a case in which a hypothetical in which the index 
case really is a diagnosed coronavirus case.  The person who has tested positive.  For the person who is only suspected of 
having it and been quarantined, until they can be tested, etc., then the question is, there are their contacts, but then when 
you go beyond that, you go beyond the immediate concentric circle, you are in a public health … from a public health 
perspective we are told, you are in a situation in which the risk becomes really vanishingly small.  And it really doesn’t 
really require intervention. 

But with all of these cases, as Doug and I have said, the … and I think it is just really common sense, you have these 
questions and you have to rely on someone who has an M.D. after their name, you got to rely on someone who is in the 
public health department.  These are questions that you should be posing to the local health department help officers 
because they can help you answer these questions that is credible and also comes from a regulatory perspective. 

Doug Brayley:  Yes, I think that is exactly right.   The “What should you do?” question is best posed to the public health 
folks.  What may you do, as an employer, you may at any time instruct one of your employees to stay home and work 
from home or just stay home and not come to work.  That is no problem.  Instructing them to do so and not paying them 
is a more complicated question that you should probably talk to counsel about.  As before, what I am seeing in the 
market and I think our general advice would be that if you can see your way doing it, I think paying people to encourage 
compliance is probably the best public health outcome.  But again, more complicated if you are thinking about unpaid.  
But the bottom line is if you would feel more comfortable instructing someone to work from home, go for it. 

Mark Barnes:  There is a question, Doug, about whether there is any discussion of the policy implications of groups of 
employees, who probably are blue collar and don’t have sick leave benefits and are faced with an extended “don’t come 
to work” policy and what to do about them.  Groups like part time employees or temporary employees.  Could employers 
be asked to pick up extra costs perhaps especially if these become prolonged issues and are there any government 
policies or programs that might help with those kinds of expenses?  Is there any precedent for federal level response?   

Well, there is a precedent which is 9/11 and the kinds of subsidies that were given to employers below 14th Street in New 
York.  That comes to mind immediately.  But you may have other thoughts about this. 

Doug Brayley:  Yeah.  I mean for folks who are hourly employees, the principle is that you get paid for the hours you 
work.  So if you are not working, you are not getting paid.  And if those employees do not have paid sick time benefits or 
anything similar, then there would be no legal obligation to pay them.  Big asterisk there for unionized workplaces … 
may be a very different analysis.  That would depend a lot on your collective bargaining agreement, so definitely do not 
take my advice with regard to the unionized workplaces which are a whole set of other issues.   
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And I think Mark is right, that whether employers might feel obligated or pressured to pick up costs for those employees, 
is a different question.  More of a political question than a legal one.  I could see it happening.  Just to repeat the same 
advice, what we are seeing at least in the short term a lot of employers are picking up that tab for the sake of public 
health. 

Mark Barnes:  Doug, can companies require a 14-day quarantine after all travel or just require it after one has travelled 
to one of the level 2 or 3 countries. 

Doug Brayley:  You can and you may, but I would again recommend talking to your public health authority about 
whether that is prudent in their view. 

Mark Barnes:  And to answer that with what I know, from talking to public health folks, in this maelstrom, I think that 
they would say it is probably not necessary for all travel.  It is probably a good idea for those who have come from 
within the last 14 days from one of the tagged countries.  

You know one of the problems here is that right now the public health authority is able to focus on individual cases, 
individual countries like Italy, Iran and China, but if there becomes widespread community transmission in many 
countries, then we may be in a situation in which it could be all travel, or all international travel, for example.  But we are 
not there yet, but if this becomes a widespread transmission, there will be much less attention to individual cases and 
much more attention to, for example, this is a question for you, Doug, for example … we have heard some employers in 
the last few days have decided, for example, to rotate their staff so they have fewer people in the office.  They still have 
an office staff, but they send 20% home for a week.  And then they juggle that, and another 20% goes out next week in 
an attempt, really, to reduce the density of the population in the workplace. 

Doug Brayley:  I think that is another example of something you may do, but whether you must do it, I don’t think 
anyone must do that yet. I don’t think you must do it until the public health authorities tell you that you must do it.   

A related question to the point about requiring quarantine after all travel, we have heard some employers ask whether 
they can ban their employees from taking mass transit to get to work.  The answer to that is I suppose you could, 
although I think that does raise some pretty significant equity questions if you have your lower paid employees relying 
on mass transit and management have their own cars, how are you going to deal with that?  Are you going to make it 
possible for those folks to work from home if you are going to ban them from using mass transit.  That would be another 
example of getting out ahead of what the public health authorities are saying is required or necessary or prudent.   

Mark Barnes:  Doug, is there any legal vulnerability for healthcare employers to be subject to whistle blower retaliation 
for claims for not providing a safe and healthy work environment.  If so, is that true for any laws other than OSHA?  And 
the questioner is asking about health care employers like hospitals, but I mean OSHA, the general duty call of OSHA 
extends to all employers.  So what do you think about that? 

Doug Brayley:  Yes, the OSHA does have a whistleblower provision and you are _____ claims and the facile answer is 
to provide a safe workplace and to protect against known risks.  I emphasize known because I think that that would not 
impose upon you a burden of making your workplace going above and beyond what the public health authorities are 
recommending or beyond best practices.  But, yes, there is some risk of that. 

Mark Barnes:  Here is a question that I really think requires a public health answer but we can … any of us might weigh 
in.  “If an employer allows back into the office an employee who has visited a higher risk area in the U.S. like Seattle 
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King’s County, or California, without coming back and quarantining themselves, does that create a hazardous place in 
the office? 

I think the answer to that is there are no public health recommendations for quarantining people who come from 
California and Seattle and until that happens … there may be a marginally higher risk but it doesn’t seem like one that 
would merit taking any kind of employment restrictive actions at that point, at least not now. 

Doug Brayley:  Yeah, I agree with that.  And another point just to think about is that workplace related injuries and 
damages that you suffer as a result of workplace safety are generally covered by workers comp.  You are not talking 
about unrestricted liability for negligence in tort claims, you are looking at the workers comp regime.  This varies state to 
state so this is not legal advice, but generally in order to lose the protection of workers comp, you have to be doing 
something willfully dangerous.  And I think that is hard to argue that doing anything other than … that failing to go 
above and beyond public health recommendations is willfully dangerous. 

Mark Barnes:  If an employee … we actually have kind of talked about a variant of this, but there is an employee who 
say has been recently in cancer chemotherapy, has underlying HIV infection, has chronic diabetes, therefore is immune-
compromised for these reasons and is concerned about their liabilities because they have to take public transportation for 
work, then would it be a reasonable accommodation if you can and if it is an undue burden, to offer that they would work 
at home. 

Doug Brayley:  Yeah, it might be. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay.  That is what I thought.  Doug, what about the issue of what to do … I mean this is one that you 
and I and Val on this call at Ropes have gotten many times.  Perhaps it is so common it hasn’t come in over the transom.  
But what do you do when you have someone in the workplace who is today sniffling, coughing -- a hacking cough -- is 
visibly ill.  What do you do?   

Doug Brayley:  Okay, so again I am going to distinguish between what you must do and what you should do and what 
you may do.  You may tell that employee to go home.  I think you probably should tell that employee to go home.  But I 
don’t think you must tell that employee to go home.  Do you disagree, Mark? 

Mark Barnes:  No, I don’t disagree.  I mean, let’s face it, most of the people that have hacking coughs do not have 
coronavirus.  And there is no particular recommendation from the public health authorities.  It may differ from state to 
state and locality to locality that everybody must stay home.  There is a recommendation, I think, that is pretty clear at 
this point that people who are ill with a respiratory type illness should stay home and should be encouraged to stay home.  
That is really what you should do and if they are particularly sick, you should tell them that they should go to their doctor 
and get looked at and have an X-ray.  And if the doctor thinks they fit the clinical profile of COVID, he or she can 
advocate that they would get one of the tests of limited availability which may predictably as Michael said going to 
become more prevalent as the laboratories are able to open and make available their own laboratory-developed tests 
under the authority that the CDC has given them, at least in this limited period, which would undoubtedly be extended 
after the fifteen days is up.  So I think that is the answer that we have been giving. 

Doug Brayley:  And that may, should and must answer about sending sick employees home is not particularly different 
than the advice you would give during seasonal flu season. 
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Mark Barnes:  Right.  What about somebody who is diagnosed with COVID and what do you do about the obligation of 
confidentiality toward the employee and the question actually talks about HIPPA confidentiality but remember that 
HIPPA is only extending to health care providers not to regular employers.  Most employers are not covered entities 
under HIPPA, but they never have confidentiality obligations.   

Doug Brayley:  Yes, I think it is a pretty widespread conception out there that employers have some sort of self-standing 
HIPPA obligation.  That just isn’t true.  So setting that aside.  Yeah, I think there are generally obligations toward 
employee confidentiality and even where there aren’t legal obligations there are expectations which may be just as 
important.  

In the case of someone who has been actually diagnosed with COVID-19, I think the advice is to call the public health 
authority and make whatever disclosures that the public health authority recommends and in the way that the public 
health authority recommends them.  Mark can talk about how that usually goes.  From my understanding, they usually 
would not be instructing you to disclose the name of the person who is the index case or who may have caused their 
exposure.  But look, does that pose some arguable conflict between protecting employee confidentiality and privacy, and 
the public health authority instructions?   

Mark Barnes:  I think arguably.   

Doug Brayley:  But I will tell you what.  If your choice is between arguably violating employee privacy and disobeying 
the order of a public health authority during a pandemic, I would much rather have you follow the public health authority 
and deal with the arguable privacy claim later. 

Mark Barnes:  I think that is right, Doug.  I mean just so people know, if there is someone who is actually confirmed as 
having COVID, the way that this will work, is that that positive test result will get reported by their health care provider 
and/or by the laboratory that tested it to the public health department at the local, county or state level.  And at that point, 
what will happen is that the public health authority will send out a public health worker who is trained in assessing the 
context of someone who has actually been diagnosed with this illness.  They will do that at the person’s home, they will 
do that at the person’s church or synagogue, and they’ll do that at the person’s workplace.   

You will if you have a COVID virus diagnosis within your work force, you will have a public health worker … you can 
expect a public health worker to show up.  The methodology is that they actually do not, that they are instructed to the 
extent possible not to disclose the identity of the index case.  But that is very difficult in this situation because in order to 
be able to assess the contacts you have to actually ask people who’s been in contact with this particular individual.   

But that is on the health department to make that disclosure, assess the contacts, and they will tell you who the contacts 
are within your work force, who may be at risk and then they will advise you probably to send those people home for 14 
or 21 days.   

And by the way, one of the problems here that we have run into is the lack of data, lack of reliability of data from China.  
Also even more so, from Iran, because it looks as though there have been plenty more cases that probably have not been 
reported.  So we don’t have a firm idea yet of exactly the incubation period is.  It could be 14 days, it could 21, it could 
be 28.  The standard right now is 14, but there is some debate about that. 

And remember also that not everybody who is exposed, and this is important to keep in mind, not everyone exposed is 
actually going to get … to acquire infection.  And those who acquire infection, not all of the, in fact a very small 
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minority of them, are going from what we know now, to get any kind of very serious illness.  And of those people, an 
even smaller percentage, would end up potentially in the hospital.   

So the vast majority of people, even when they are exposed to a COVID case are not going to get it.  They are not going 
to get infected.  Their body will fight off the infection.  The infection won’t lodge.  So it is important to keep all of this in 
some perspective.  And that is one of our great hopes that this will, because it is more efficient in transmission than the 
regular flu, that ultimately because of the kinds of precautions that employers and others are taking, that it will burn itself 
out and the chain… and any kind of … there will be a tipping point in the chain … so there is actually ultimately a 
reduction in the number of infections.   

The CLE credit, by the way for this, is 4655.  The CLE code is 4655.   

We are going to go on with a few more questions.  Michael, Jeremiah or Val, did you guys want to add anything to the 
stuff that we have been talking about?   

Michael Lampert:  This is Michael.  One point I will add, Mark you had mentioned, Doug, you had mentioned, that 
obviously guidance of people of an M.D. or R.N. after their name is most helpful in making some of the determinations 
around clinical necessity.  With that acknowledged, and that correct and that said, the CDC does have on its website a lot 
of guidance, there is a wealth of guidance that is available.  That provides, among other things, information regarding 
appropriate care, treatment, approach for individuals who have been in proximity to others who are infected.  And so that 
is a resource at any rate, not to discount the value of other providers but if people do have questions and want some sense 
for themselves as to what the health authorities are looking at, and haven’t been to the CDC website, go there. 

Mark Barnes:  Val or Jeremiah, do you want to add anything else before I go to some other questions that have come in. 

Valerie Bonham:  Nope.  I am good. 

Jeremiah Williams:  Yeah, go ahead.  Yep. 

Mark Barnes:  So, here’s a question, Doug, just … the person is just asking sort of for confirmation on this.  It seems 
okay to ask employees to tell us if they have come into contact with someone who has travelled to a high risk area, or 
otherwise might have COVID-19.   

Doug Brayley:  Yes. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay.  Here’s another question, an interesting question from someone who clearly knows … has some 
detailed knowledge about this.  There seems to be some provision under state law, and this under … and state laws differ 
on the question I am about to raise … but there seems to be some provision under some state laws for an individual 
employee of a private entity to be deputized as a volunteer to assist the state in responding to a public health emergency.  
Do you have any thoughts on considerations for employers or best practices to paper these arrangements to assure 
indemnification or limitation of liability for a company employee acting in that capacity?  Doug? 

Doug Brayley:  That is not something with which I am aware. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay.  Well, it does exist but it differs from state to state.  And you definitely don’t want your employees 
to take on that kind of responsibility and essentially become the arm of the local or state public health department 
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without having at least an email exchange with the cognizant public health authority in which they clearly are 
designating this and directing you and your employee as to what to do.  That is probably most likely in a situation in 
which there have been a widespread community outbreak.  There is a shortage of public health workers to do the contact 
assessment and they would deputize for example a nurse who is in the employee health clinic to do that kind of outreach 
and contact assessment.  So that is what would happen.   

There is another question about insurance that might … and that is … are there any implications here for DNO 
insurance?  And Jeremiah, this is really for you, too.  For DNO insurance, for liability insurance?  Is there anything that 
people … that companies should be looking at in their insurance policies? 

Jeremiah Williams:  That is a good question.  I don’t know to what extent this would be covered in a standard direct 
office … I think as a general matter it would be good to review an insurance policy and see what it says.  I don’t know if 
I have a view if whether this is something that would be implicated by it or not.  But I think it is good practice just to 
review it and see what is there. 

Doug Brayley:  Yeah, I agree with that.  Just double check in your workers comp coverage, your general personal injury 
liability coverage to the extent that workers comp doesn’t pick it up. 

Mark Barnes:  Doug, a complicated question but one which is important in regard to employment practices, under the 
Family Medical Leave Act and also state and local sick leaves and ____ laws we can ask as an employer for a fitness for 
duty certification for employees own serious health condition.  And under the ADA we can ask an employee to undergo a 
medical examination if we have a reasonable belief based on objective evidence that the employee poses or may pose a 
direct threat in the workplace.   

Doug Brayley:  I am nodding. I agree. 

Mark Barnes:  But if an employee takes family medical leave to care for a sick family member, can the employer 
require the employee to go to a medical provider to be screened and cleared for coronavirus prior to allowing the 
employee to return to work under the ADA direct threat theory, even though we could not ask for a fitness for duty 
certification for an employee returning from caring for a serious health condition of a family member under FMLA. 

Doug Brayley:  it is a great question. I am assuming from the hypothetical that the family member whom the employee 
has been taking care of was a COVID-19 patient?   

Mark Barnes:  That is the cleaner case and the easier case. 

Doug Brayley:  I think in that case the answer is yes.  You can ask for that fitness for duty report because then I think 
that you would pretty clearly fall under the direct threat exception under the ADA.  If it is someone who had the sniffles 
that they were caring for, I think it is a closer call.  That the other argument would be that regular influenza and illness is 
not a disability and therefore would not even fall under the disability discrimination laws.  So, but I do think that is a 
tougher case than in the case of someone who is caring for a COVID-19 patient. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay.  Great.  We have a question here which is rather obscure but I will try to answer it, since it falls 
into what I do when I am not worried about COVID.  And that is from a major university or medical center comes the 
question about what do you do about the expenditure of federal grant money, well, though this can also be a question for 
a business that has a contract with the department of defense or the department of energy, what do you do about the 
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expenses of meetings that were going to be funded by federal money but have been canceled because of the COVID 
virus.  What do you do about the inability of a lab to reopen because someone has actually been diagnosed in the 
laboratory with COVID and there is essentially an out of work time for the lab staff, especially the lab staff who really 
have to be in the lab to do their work?  I think the answer to that question is no, there is no guidance about that, but I 
think there will be, especially to the extent that the larger that this becomes as a public health problem, the more 
prevalent the infection is, then I think all the federal agencies that fund research either in private industry through the 
SBIR program or a few other programs or that are funding research activities and service activities in the not-for-profit 
sectors -- universities, medical centers, etc. -- they are going to have to answer these questions since they definitely will 
be presented with these questions.   

Valerie Bonham:  And Mark, I would add on that, that they will.  The basic question isn’t novel as to what will we do 
when fulfilling the terms of a grant or a contract are somehow impeded in an extraordinary circumstance, and so even 
though they haven’t gotten to it yet, I would expect guidance out of the funding agencies. 

Doug Brayley:  To add onto my last question about fitness for duty, I was just looking back at 2009 … or the guidance 
that EEOC put out in connection with H1N1, and in that the EEOC takes the position that asking the doctor or the 
doctor’s note would not be a disability related inquiry or if the pandemic was truly severe would be justified under the 
direct threat standard.  At least as of 11 years ago the EEOC thought that asking for that note would be okay under the 
ADA. 

Mark Barnes:  Here’s a note from a general counsel somewhere.  On the insurance policy question, check the CGL or 
property policies for business interruption insurance, endorsements may not speak to disease and viruses and the spread 
of public health conditions. 

Doug Brayley: That’s a good point. 

Mark Barnes:  Yep, that is a very good point.  Okay.  I think that we have actually gone through just about all of the 
questions.  Michael, was there anything else that you wanted to say in regard to any of the questions that have come in? 

Michael Lampert:  Nothing on the questions.  Instead, I will make just a shameless plug for organizations in the health 
care sector in particular or investors in them.  On the 19th of March at 2 o’clock Eastern, 11 o’clock Pacific, we will take 
a deep and a broader dive there. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay, that is great.  Thank you.   

Well, I think with that we are going to stop.  We actually were able to cover … I think … a lot of the questions actually 
overlapped with one another.  And I tried to phrase them in a way that would cover everything … at least the theme and 
the questions that you’ve sent in.   

So I do want to thank you.  Remember that there is the CDC guidance that is available.  Take refuge in that.  And take 
refuge in the guidance that is undoubtedly on the websites of your state health departments and you local health 
department because they will give an imprimatur if you follow them.  They will give an imprimatur of appropriateness.  
So what you do in regard with your customers, your patients, your employees, your colleagues, … remember that as 
Michael said there is going to be a webinar in about a week and a half specifically for the health care work places and the 
health care facilities and how they are dealing with this both in regards to patients and visitors, as well as in regard to the 
health care workers.   
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There is another question, Doug, that has come in.  In regard to what one does with visitors to the workplace.  And 
screening visitors to the workplace.  When someone comes in.  When you have a visitor, a visiting scholar in a 
university.  A visiting person from another company in an office setting in New York or Boston or San Francisco.  Do 
you get to ask them questions?  And if so, what questions do you get to ask them?   

Doug Brayley:  Well, not really an employment law question because those visitors aren’t your employees.  So, I think 
from my narrow perspective, you can ask them whatever the heck you want.  I think the public health answer is probably 
that if you put them through a thorough screening you may be getting well out ahead of where the public health 
authorities are. 

Mark Barnes:  Yeah.  And you also have to be careful.  Because these places are places of public accommodation.  So 
the employment laws don’t apply, but the state and local discrimination laws apply as well as the federal ADA and Title 
VI, for example, which is public accommodation rather than employment.  If you are going to do it, you gotta do it for 
everybody.   

Doug Brayley:  Not just people you suspect are from high risk areas. 

Mark Barnes:  Here’s another one.  We still have a few minutes.  I am going to keep going with the questions because 
they are still coming in.  If an exempt employee, that is he is not a member of the bargaining unit, manager, an employee, 
is diagnosed with COVID and self-quarantined due to exposure, and we require that they use sick time plus Family 
Medical Leave Act, but they run out before the 14 day period, can we not dock their pay for the two days in the week that 
they don’t have sick time coverage, or does that risk the argument that they are then to be considered non-exempt. 

Doug Brayley:  Let’s take that off line.  There are some moving pieces on that one, but it is the right question to be 
asking. 

Mark Barnes:  Okay, well thank you all for being on the call.  We hope this was of some help.  There are FAQs that 
Ropes & Gray has put out on our own website.  They cover many of these issues in a way that you can easily access.  
Remember that this is not legal advice.  If you want our legal advice, call us.  But we tried to give as much information 
as we can under the circumstances.   

So thank you very much and we wish you well.  Goodbye. 

Operator:  This concludes the day’s conference call.  Thank you for your participation.  You may now disconnect. 

 


