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Storm hits workers ir pocketboolrs
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As if itweren't enough
that Hurricane Wilma
knocked out electricity
and hammered homes,

some employees in South
Floridawon't get paid for
the time they missed at
work, either.

Employers forthe most
part have no legal require-
ment to pay wages for
time not worked. unless

the employees are exempt
from overtime or have
special clauses in their
contracts, said Anne-Ma-
rie Estevez, a partner in
the labor and employment
practice of Morgan Lewis
lawfirminMiami.

"If you're an hourly
worker, it 's really up to
your employer if they
want to pay," said Rudy
Gomez, a partnerwith Al-
len Norton & Blue in Coral
Gables.

Many companies are

choosing to pay staff for
Wilma downtime to build
goodwill, but some small
businesses just can't af-
ford it, executives said.

Restaurant servers are

am(,r19 the hardest hi t  f rorr i
rn issed pay. Many wait  staf f
lost out not only on their low
hounly wages but also on tips,
thein biggest soulce of  in-
come.

Companies have limited op-
t ions to make up for payrol l
costs when business was out.

Scwre are asking employees
to count pay for last  week
against  vacat ion t ime or s ick
days, executives said.

President Bush signed a tax
relief law that extended an
"employee retention" credit
for  smal l  businesses in the
Gulf of Mexico area that kept
up payrolls during and after
Hurricane Katrina. But that
tax relief does not apply to vic-
t ims of  Wi lma, said Barbara
Weltrnan, publ isher of  the
New York-based Big ldeasfor
Smail Rusiness newsletter.

Firms with business inter-
ruption insurance are looking
to recoup payroll from insur-
ance, even if they have to pay
workers upfront before they

can receive an insurance
check.

But sorne interrupt ion in-
surance won't apply anpvay"
Some policies kick in oniy af-
ter physical damage to a busi-
ness and don' t  cover shut-
downs because of  a power '
outage, said lrene Porter, a
lawyer specializing in insur-
ance at Hicks & Kneale in Mi-
ami.

"I would advise a business
alwavs to check their particu-
lar policy, because there's al-
ways variations," Porter said.

Many companies with suffi-
cient means decided to pay
workers in full to show their
concern for staff and build
morale, loyalty and goodwill.

Coral Gables-based BankU-
nited even paid up three days
earlier than usual __ on Friday
last week, instead of Monday
this week, so its employees
would have much-needed
casir before the weekend, said
Melissa Gracey, the bank's se-
niorvice president and direc-
tor of marketing.

BankUnited paid for Mon-
day, Oct. 24 when Wilma hit
and aii branches were closed.

Plus, it paid for the rest of last
week. wheri sorne branchgs
were closed arnd scrrne eirr
pioyees were disparche<i ic
buy fuel  fur  bacxup g€n€r<r
tois piiw€rll1g soi1ie oif ices
(ii.;cc.y salc"

tJut other firrns fha i' ;-;lr-rsgtl
ternporarily wor i iray fbr
work missed, leavii 'g . ir ipiuy
ees to seekhelp.

Some workers quatri v i i ."
Florida unemployiiterl{. be rle
fits and those that iiori t. ltai'
be eligible forfederai drsastr.i
unemplo ] f i i€ i r i  assrs ta r ice
For informatioi-r. check'ihr
Florida Agency for Worktoli;e
Innovation or oniirie al
www. flori daj obs. org/uli e rrr
ploy
mentruc-* emp_ claims, htnrl,

Rusi n ess Wr iter Kathl;'
Busirt iuse utnt rib ut.eri, t.r.; t hi s
sfory.

Doreen HemIocR rati be
r earche d at tlhemlacle (alsur i-
senttrcei.comor
305^810-5009.


