
 

 

Ask an Advisor Chat: Inclement Weather & Natural 
Disaster Preparedness 
August 25, 2020 
 

Thanks for joining us today. I'm Amber Clayton of SHRM, and I am the moderator of 

today’s chat on Inclement Weather & Natural Disaster Preparedness. 

 

Joining us today are several SHRM HR Knowledge Advisors who are here to help you 

with your questions. 

 

 
Can an employer require exempt employees to use vacation time for office closures due to 
inclement weather but make it optional for non-exempt employees? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Joy - Since PTO is not regulated by federal or state regulations an employer may have its 
own practice and policy for administering/or requiring leave.  An employer is able to have 
different implementation practices for different benefits including PTO. I am not aware of 
any regulation that prevents an employer from requiring PTO for exempt employees, but 
not for nonexempt employees as a matter of practice and policy.   
Can an employer have different policies for different departments or job categories?  
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/pages/policiespracticescananemployerhavedifferentpoliciesfordifferentdepartmentsorj
obcategories.aspx 

 
What are people doing regarding testing/quarantining upon return of crews who have 
assisted in storm restoration? 
 
Advisor – Lisa 
Employees who return from helping in rescues or natural disaster recovery may be 
requested to quarantine if their role in the disaster did not permit them to follow CDC's 
guidelines regarding COVID (social distancing, masks, etc.).  In terms of compensation 
during any required quarantine, FFCRA may be applicable as well sick leave or PTO.  See 
article below on pay options (other than FFCRA): 
When Disasters Strike: Pay, Leave and Related Issues 

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/compensation/pages/disasters.aspx


 
During hurricane season, do we have to pay exempt employees if we close our business? 
 
Advisor - Lisa 
@Ann - It will depend on whether an employee has worked any day during that week.  The 
following resource may be of support. Do we have to pay employees when we close our 
business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
 
What elements should be included in a disaster recovery plan from an HR perspective? 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Jordan - Some elements include resource management, emergency response plan, crisis 
communication plan and about five others.  You can find more details on each in this 
link https://www.ready.gov/business/implementation 
 
How are people handling power/internet outages when everyone is working from home 
due to COVID and coming into an office location is not an option? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Kimberlymiller -  Generally an employer will treat the outages as if the outage were at a 
work location, since an employee's new work location is at home. Here is a resource about 
when an employer is required to pay an employee: 
Do we have to pay employees when we close our business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
 
Do you pay your employees in the event of a natural disaster and they need to do clean up 
work of downed trees, etc. on their property? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Kimberlymiller -  Generally it is an employee's choice to to clean up their personal 
property.  If an employee is unable to work, an employer may be able to require the use of 
PTO.  Here is a resource that you may find useful: Can we require an employee to use paid 
time off (PTO) if he or she hasn’t requested it? Can we limit when an employee can use 
PTO? 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/pages/canwelimitorrequireemployeestousepto.aspx 
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We want to establish a leave donation program. Do you have any resources that would 
help? 
 
Advisor - Lisa 
@Angela - I am happy to include the below regarding donation programs. 
How to Create a Leave Donation Program 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/how-to-
guides/pages/howtocreatealeavedonationprogram.aspx 
Leave Donation Policy 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-
samples/policies/pages/cms_016303.aspx 
 
Can We Allow Employees to Donate PTO to Co-Workers Who Have Had Family 
Emergencies? https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/1117/pages/can-we-
allow-employees-to-donate-pto-to-co-workers-who-have-had-family-
emergencies.aspx?widget=youmayalsolike 
 
Can employers require the use of PTO when they close due to inclement weather? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Deb - An employer may required use of PTO during inclement weather as noted below: 
PTO Use May Be Required During Inclement Weather 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/legal-and-compliance/employment-
law/Pages/PTO-inclement-weather.aspx 
 
Are we required to have an emergency plan in place or is this based on company policy? 
 
Advisor - Elissa 
@Jason -Under OSHA, some employers are required to have an emergency plan in 
place (see page 11 in OSHA resource). Even if not required, it is a good practice to establish 
emergency plans for an organization's sustainability during disasters. Typically top 
leadership drives the plan, with HR leaders playing a key role in the employee element of 
the plan. 
OSHA - How to Plan for Workplace Emergencies 
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha3088.html 
Managing Through Emergency and Disaster  
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-
samples/toolkits/pages/managingemergencyanddisaster.aspx 
Emergency Preparedness Checklist for Human Resources 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
forms/Pages/emergency_preparedness_checklist_HR.aspx 
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Can you point us to any programs that are available for employers to assist employees with 
tax free dollars who may have lost their home during a fire or damaged home due to 
tornado. 
 
As well can you provide information on how to setup an employer benefit of co-workers 
donating their vacation time or PTO to impacted employees 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@PS - I'm not seeing a listing of programs that are available for employers to use tax free 
dollars to help affected employees.  However an employer may want to see if 401k 
hardship withdrawals are part of the 401k plan document.  Also an employer could contact 
the state to see if there is disaster unemployment assistance that might pay an employee as 
a result of a disaster.  Also, here is a resource on developing a leave donation 
program.  How to Create a Leave Donation Program 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/how-to-
guides/pages/howtocreatealeavedonationprogram.aspx 
 
Should the company's emergency plan be included in the handbook or just state the 
company has one in place? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Beverly - Because emergency plans tend to be lengthy, many employers, in my 
experience, may make mention of the emergency plan in a handbook and indicate where an 
employee may access the full plan elsewhere. 
 
Are employees entitled to pay if we are open and they do not come in during a snow storm? 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Maggie - In general, if an employer is open and an employee decides not to come into 
work, pay is not typically required.  An employee might be able to use paid leave if 
available.  Here is a related article: Do we have to pay employees when we close our 
business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
Can you please talk about best practices around paying hourly employees that are deemed 
essential or critical during an emergency. 
 
Advisor - Lisa 
@Lee - If an hourly non-exempt employee is required to work during an emergency, all 
hours worked would need to be paid.  The following resource should be helpful 
Do we have to pay employees when we close our business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
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DOL Fact Sheet #72: Employment & Wages Under Federal Law During Natural Disasters & 
Recovery 
http://www.dol.gov/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs72English.htm#.UI3mNRykC68 
Inclement Weather Policy Should Factor In Safety, Pay 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/legal-and-compliance/employment-
law/pages/inclement-weather-safety-pay.aspx 
 
Who makes the call to decide whether the office and our subsidiaries (mainly restaurants) 
that will be closed for business due to natural disaster? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Mark -  Unless required by government order, an employer is able to decide whether an 
employer is open for business or closed due to a natural disaster. 
 

If we must have employees shelter-in-place due to an impending storm, what should we do 
to ensure social distancing recommendations are observed? 
 
Advisor-Barbara 
@Danielle - Employers should remind staff to try and observe the social distancing 
requirements, if this is possible, as well as wear masks.  If it is not possible, employers may 
wish to have staff work remotely following the storm or follow CDC guidance related to a 
possible exposure to COVID.   
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/public-health-recommendations.html 
 
Can employees refuse to work if a part of our roof is caved in after a storm and it is being 
worked on? The work space was not damaged, just an area on the floor. 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Julie - In general, OSHA requires that an employer protect employees from danger in the 
workplace.  If an employee is working in the location were the roof caved in, it is possible 
that they could refuse to work.  If an employee is on another floor where the roof was not 
affected, it is possible that person may not be able to refuse to work.  Many employers will 
have building structures examined by an independent expert to determine if a workplace is 
safe. 
For your reference, see OSHA - Workers' Right to Refuse Dangerous Work 
https://www.osha.gov/right-to-refuse.html 
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Are there any specific resources in SHRM that you would recommend HR professional 
review regarding this topic? 
 
Advisor - Lisa 
@Georgette - We have a variety of resources which I have included below.   
Managing Through Emergency and Disaster  
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-
samples/toolkits/pages/managingemergencyanddisaster.aspx  
 
Communicating with Employees During a Crisis 
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/1116/Pages/communicating-with-
employees-during-a-crisis.aspx 
 
Emergency Preparedness Checklist for Human Resources 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
forms/Pages/emergency_preparedness_checklist_HR.aspx 
Do we have to pay employees when we close our business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
 
How should exempt staff members be compensated for time unable to work due to 
power/internet outage while working remotely? Are they required to use PTO? 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Tyler -   
Generally an employer will treat the outages as if an outage is at a work location, since an 
employee's new work location is at home. Here is a resource about when an employer is 
required to pay an employee. 
Do we have to pay employees when we close our business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
Is there a template emergency plan available? 
 
Advisor - Elissa 
@Anne - SHRM has the following sample Emergency Evaluation Plan Policy. 
Emergency Evacuation Program Policy 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-
samples/policies/Pages/cms_000587.aspx 
I am also including FEMA's Business Continuity Plan below, as well.  
FEMA - Business Continuity Plan 
http://www.ready.gov/business/implementation/continuity 
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Do you suggestions regarding hurricane preparedness? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Dominique -  Here are some resources that you may find useful:   
Prepare Now for Hurricane Season 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/hr-topics/risk-management/Pages/Prepare-
Now-Hurricane-Season.aspx  
OSHA - Hurricane Preparedness and Response 
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/hurricane/preparedness.html  
FEMA - Hurricanes 
https://www.ready.gov/hurricanes 
 

Can you let us know what kind of written instructions or emergency plan should we have? 
 
Advisor-Barbara 
@Steven - It may depend on whether an employer is required to have an Emergency Action 
Plan versus it is a good business practice.  Pg 11 of the following OSHA booklet 
identifies requirements for businesses.  
How to Plan for Workplace Emergencies and Evacuations 
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha3088.pdf 
 
For other employers, it is always good to have a written plan that is distributed to staff so 
that when a natural disaster strikes, everyone is prepared.  Below is a SHRM article 
addressing this: 
 
Preparing for a Natural Disaster 
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/all-things-work/Pages/preparing-for-a-natural-
disaster.aspx 
 
Can we require employees to quarantine if they have worked in a disaster area, such as 
hurricane, and are now returning to the workforce with others who did not participate in 
the disaster restoration? 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Tammy - In general, employees who return from helping in rescues or natural disaster 
recovery may be requested to quarantine if their role in the disaster did not permit them to 
follow CDC's guidelines regarding COVID (social distancing, masks, etc.).  In terms of 
compensation during any required quarantine, FFCRA may be applicable as well sick leave 
or PTO.  See article below on pay options (other than FFCRA):  
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/compensation/pages/disasters.aspx 
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How do you ensure employees are truthful in reporting outages that make them unable to 
work? Do you require they submit proof or just use the honor system? 
 
Advisor-John 
@Tyler -  
An employer is not required to pay an employee who is unable to come to work due to 
weather related issues.  An employer may want to have a policy that allows for flexibility in 
use of leave, but when an employee has no leave available an employer is not required to 
increase their leave amount. 
 
Does SHRM have a sample Weather Leave or similar policy to share? Looking to build a 
policy for how to compensate/handle claims of power outages, etc for remote staff. 
 
Advisor-Barbara 
@Tyler - Below are two sample policies related to weather: 
Inclement Weather Policy 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-
samples/policies/pages/cms_000633.aspx 
 
Adverse Weather Conditions Policy 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-
samples/policies/pages/cms_020373.aspx 
 
For remote staff, if accessibility is affected by inclement weather, the following may also be 
helpful: 
Address Employee Needs with Disaster Plan 
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-news/pages/address-employee-needs-with-
disaster-plan.aspx 
 
Do we have to pay employees when we close our business due to inclement weather? 
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/tools-and-samples/hr-
qa/Pages/dockingpayinclementweather.aspx 
 
Is there any disaster preparedness training you can recommend? 
 
Advisor - Yvette 
@Devon - Fema does provide some training resources on their website.  Here is the 
link https://training.fema.gov/.  Also the CDC has a related resource that may help with 
training.  Here is that link https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/hsb/disaster/Facilitator_Guide.pdf 
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Are employers required to pay staff that refuse to come into work due to weather related 
issues (i.e. staff member doesn't feel comfortable driving on snow covered roads) 
 
Advisor - Elissa 
@Tyler - If an employer remains open but an exempt employee chooses to stay home due 
to inclement weather, an employer could deduct a full day from an employee's salary. Non-
exempt employees are only required to be paid for hours worked. Some employers allow 
PTO or vacation to be used during inclement weather. 
Make Sure Managers Know What the Law Requires on Snow Days 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/legal-and-compliance/employment-
law/pages/managers-know-the-law-on-snow-days.aspx 
DOL Opinion Letter: 2005-46 Salary Docking for Weather Related Absences 
http://www.dol.gov/whd/opinion/FLSA/2005/2005_10_28_46_FLSA.pdf 
 
Are there survey questions we should send to our employees regarding Disaster 
Preparedness? 
 
Advisor - Lisa 
@Robin - I am not familiar with a survey that employers typically provide to employees 
regarding disaster preparedness.  However, employers might provide general resources to 
employees that will help them prepare for an upcoming storm, as well as instructions on 
how to communicate with the employer, should the business need to close.  I have included 
several of the following resources for additional information. 
FEMA - Hurricanes 
 https://www.ready.gov/hurricanes  
FEMA - Earthquakes 
 https://www.ready.gov/earthquakes 
OSHA - How to Plan for Workplace Emergencies and Evacuations 
http://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha3088.pdf 
 
Address Employee Needs with Disaster Plan 
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-news/pages/address-employee-needs-with-
disaster-plan.aspx 
 
Is any of the employee paid time off, following disaster assistance, required to quarantine, 
admissable as a FEMA reimbursement since employees cannot return to the workforce? 
 
Advisor-Barbara 
@Tammy - Benefits could be available under FFCRA if an employer is subject to the FFCRA 
and an employee has not already exhausted their expanded sick leave benefit.  If FEMA 
provides assistance following a disaster, they would determine what expenses would be 
permissible under the FEMA program specific to the disaster.  Currently, there does not 
appear to be guidance from FEMA on this specific issue.  
https://www.fema.gov/fact-sheet/eligible-emergency-protective-measures 
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We have employees in California. Do you have any resources that would be helpful for 
employees who might be exposed to fires? 
 
Advisor - Elissa 
@Kelley - There are several resources that may be useful for employees who may have 
been exposed to fires in California, including pay issues during a natural disaster. 
Protecting Outdoor Workers Exposed to Smoke from Wildfires 
https://www.dir.ca.gov/dosh/wildfire/Worker-Protection-from-Wildfire-
Smoke.html Cal/OSHA 
 
Reminder: Take Steps to Protect Outdoor Workers from Heat Illness during Period of High 
Heat 
https://www.dir.ca.gov/DIRNews/2020/2020-70.html 
 
Paying California Workers During a Natural Disaster 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/legal-and-compliance/state-and-local-
updates/pages/paying-california-workers-during-a-natural-disaster.aspx 

 
Can you provide info on Section 139 Disaster Relief Program 
 
Advisor-Barbara 
@ps - Below is a resource related to Section 139 Disaster Relief: 
https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/covid-19-related-employee-retention-credits-special-
issues-for-employees-income-and-deduction-faqs 
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