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Federal Court Report

Overtime Class Action Insufficiently Pleaded
But allegations of break violations advance
5/8/2018 

By Michael A. Warner Jr. and Gabrielle Long of Franczek Radelet P.C.
A member of Worklaw® Network

The U.S. District Court of the Western District of Washington decided that an overtime class action under the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) was insufficiently pleaded, but declined to dismiss a state law meal- and rest-break claim.

An employee who is attempting to bring a class-action lawsuit against United Rentals Inc. for a violation of the FLSA's overtime requirements and state overtime laws failed to identify a particular workweek when a potential class member worked over 40 hours in a week but was not paid overtime.

However, the court determined that the employee did not need to identify a particular day or week in which he or other employees were denied 30-minute breaks when the complaint alleged that the employer told employees that they had to be on call during their 30-minute breaks, and employees were not compensated when their break was cut short or when they were required to help a customer.

United Rentals Inc. employed the plaintiff as an equipment associate from February 2002 until December 2016. The plaintiff was a nonexempt, hourly employee. The plaintiff, on behalf of himself and a class of employees, challenged various United Rentals wage and hour practices. Specifically, he alleged that employees were regularly not compensated for all the hours worked, including overtime for work exceeding 40 hours per week, in violation of the FLSA and Washington state law.

He also alleged that United Rentals denied employees meal or rest breaks mandated by Washington state law. According to the plaintiff, during the 30-minute allotted break time, employees were to stay at the store and remain on call to help customers, which resulted in interrupted breaks or short breaks. Also, they were compelled to work through their breaks to complete assignments.

Finally, the plaintiff alleged that United Rentals would deduct 30-minute meal periods even though employees did not take full, legally compliant 30-minute meal breaks. The interrupted and short breaks were usually unrecorded and uncompensated.

As to the alleged overtime violations, the court held that the plaintiff's allegations did not provide sufficient details identifying any particular week when employees worked in excess of 40 hours without being paid overtime. Instead, he merely stated that working overtime without being compensated was regular and consistent. Because the complaint lacked the necessary detail, the court dismissed the overtime-violation claim. The court, however, allowed the plaintiff an opportunity to attempt to provide additional detail by amending the complaint.

Regarding the meal- and rest-break claim, the court held that meal-break requirements should be stringently applied and that the allegations were sufficient to give rise to a potential violation.

The Washington Administrative Code requires employers to provide a 30-minute break that begins no more than five hours from the beginning of the shift, and any intrusions into that period are not condoned. The plaintiff alleged that he was routinely required to work during rest periods because of United Rentals' policy that prohibited employees from leaving the premises during break periods. The court held that if the plaintiff proves this allegation to be true, this would be a violation of Washington's strictly applied law.

Under Washington law, if an employee's mandatory 30-minute break period is intruded upon or infringed upon by the employer, the employee must be compensated. The court denied the motion to dismiss and held that the facts presented surrounding the allegations created a reasonable suggestion that United Rentals failed to meet its meal-break obligations on at least one occasion.

Castillo v. United Rentals Inc., W.D. Wash., No. C17-1573 (March 19, 2018).

Professional Pointer: Laws requiring break periods vary from state to state and generally are strictly applied. Employers should be aware of varying state laws and should make sure that employees are allowed state-mandated breaks and compensated for all time worked during break periods when required by state law.

Michael A. Warner Jr. is an attorney with Franczek Radelet, the Worklaw® Network member firm in Chicago. Gabrielle Long is a law student at Loyola University Chicago School of Law and an intern at the firm. 
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