As published Sundays in The Gainesville Sun
August 9, 2009 – Disaster Plans, Employees and Family
Q: When several hurricanes moved across FL a few years ago, my former employer remained open for business even though we had one coming straight within the ensuing 24 hours.  They made it clear all employees were expected to report to work. Being too scared to drive in bad weather, I stayed home.  Those who stayed home that day weren’t paid; nor were we approved to use paid leave. Employees always resented the incident and most of us left eventually.   Isn’t there a better way to handle this? 

A: Private employers are not required to compensate workers for staying home during a hurricane or other natural disaster.  However, many do allow employees to use their paid leave at the company’s discretion. 

It sounds like your employer was a bit harsh, and perhaps more concerned about keeping the business doors open, than on the well-being and safety of their employees.  Most businesses in Florida have a disaster plan that takes into account the impact a disaster could have on businesses, and how to handle logistics.  Indeed, there are valid business reasons to stay open during emergency conditions in order to continue serving customers or provide services.   Yet, disaster plans sometimes overlook their impact on employees and their families.   Many factors can make an impending storm an exceptionally stressful experience for workers.  For instance: 

· Those with school-age children have to make arrangements for childcare if schools close. 

· Employees with elderly parents may need to assist them boarding up their homes. 

· Those who live in rural areas may have to contend with hazardous roads; protect animals, plantings and property.

· Employees may have relative “refugees” who have evacuated from nearby towns or mobile homes, resulting in hectic and crowded home conditions. 

· Those who lose power (sometimes for days) can’t have a shower or proper meal at home.

As much as possible during an emergency, businesses should offer employees flexibility regarding attendance; requiring only critical staff to work.  Also, encourage camaraderie and mutual support, acknowledge difficulties and voice appreciation. 

When handled properly, a disaster or crisis can bring people together and create loyalty instead of resentment.

Recommended Web site http://www.floridadisaster.org 
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