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LIKE SOLVING
A PUZZLE

Townships Grapple with 
PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT
During Pandemic 
Health and Safety Take Priority
BY BRENDA WILT / ASSISTANT EDITOR

THE PAST EIGHT MONTHS HAVE BEEN   
CHALLENGING ONES for townships as they’ve tried 
to figure out how to continue to provide services to residents 
while protecting the health and safety of their employees. 
Each decision that boards of supervisors and administrators 
make has the potential to affect many other parts of the per-
sonnel puzzle, requiring creativity and experience to find the 
best solution for the township in an unprecedented time. 



Managing personnel 
has been a chal-
lenge during the 
COVID-19 pan-
demic as employers 
struggle to fulfill 

their purpose while being mindful of 
the health and welfare of their workers. 
 For townships, it’s been a real balanc-
ing act between providing services and 
keeping the public and their employees 
safe. Rather than rely on a one-size-fits-
all solution, each township has had to 
figure out what works in their situation, 
with no precedent to follow and no ad-
vice from someone who has “been there, 
done that” because no one has.
 “In my 32 years [of township man-
agement], this has been one of the 
most difficult times I’ve had to manage 
through,” says Greg Primm, manager of 
Allegheny Township in Westmoreland 
County. “With the network of people 
I’ve built over the years, there was al-
ways someone I could go to when some-
thing came up who could give me the 
benefit of their experience, but now, no 
one has ever dealt with anything like 
this.”
 Instead, Primm says he’s had to rely 
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on years of experience and making a 
best guess based on available informa-
tion, which, especially at the beginning 
of the pandemic, changed almost daily.
 “No one knew when this started 
how bad it would be,” he says, “but I 
knew that the decisions and recommen-
dations that I was making could have 
a severe impact on the staff. It was very 
stressful.”
 As townships have navigated 
through the last eight months, they 
have had to figure out how to maintain 
the appropriate levels of service while 
being sensitive to the concerns of their 
staff and the public safety. The solutions 
range from teleworking and reducing 
hours to holding virtual meetings and 
restricting public access to the munici-
pal building.
 “It’s been an unprecedented time for 
townships,” Michael McAuliffe Miller, 
an attorney with Eckert Seamans, 
says. “How do you balance the services 
people want with what you can afford 

and what it is safe to do? As we move 
forward, townships need to look at how 
and why they do things the way they 
do. The traditional way of doing things 
may no longer work.”
 The pandemic has forced employers 
to adjust their way of doing business. 
For townships, that has meant mak-
ing changes to how and where their 
employees work, altering the physical 
configuration of their workspaces and 
meeting rooms, and figuring out how to 
deal with potential or diagnosed infec-
tions.

‘An opportunity to improve’
 Change is never easy, and this 
pandemic has forced change upon ev-
eryone, including townships. That’s not 
necessarily a bad thing, though, Miller 
says.
 “If we look at COVID not as a curse 
but as an opportunity to improve as a 
government, we can find new ways to 
do things,” he says. “The way we deliv-

Townships have had to 
adapt to new ways of 
working to keep both 
employees and the 
public safe during the 
pandemic.

“This has been one of the most difficult 
times I’ve had to manage through.”



ered services in 1960, 1980, or 2000 is 
not the way we need to deliver services 
now. It’s not a question of having fewer 
employees or changing services. It’s 
finding better ways to do things.”
 For example, virtual meetings and 
teleworking have proven to be more 
successful than many anticipated.
 “If someone had suggested a year 
ago that an employee could work from 
home three days a week, we would 
have thought that was crazy,” Miller 
says. “Now, it’s the wave of the future, 
especially in the private sector. Changes 
in the private sector will slowly migrate 
into the public sector, and municipali-
ties are going to have to learn how to 
participate in the changing job market.”
 Not all townships had to shift to 
working from home or holding virtual 
meetings, especially in rural areas where 
small municipalities have limited staff 
and little meeting attendance. For 
them, personnel management in light 
of COVID required more behavior 
modification and flexibility than altered 
work methods.
 “At the start of the pandemic, pretty 
much nothing changed for our em-
ployees,” says Connie Kline, secretary-
treasurer for North Centre Township 
in Columbia County. “We have three 
employees, and one is my son, whom I 
am around all the time anyway. We just 
kept working.”
 The road crew limited the time they 
were out on the roads and potentially 
interacting with the public, she says. 
The office staff started cleaning and 
disinfecting work areas more regularly 
and wearing masks when they entered 
common areas.
 “The important thing is that no one 
panicked,” Kline says. “We had one 
worker at the time who would have 
been very high-risk. The board of super-
visors told him he could use sick leave 
or vacation time to take off, but he 
ended up leaving due to another medi-
cal issue. The supervisors were flexible 
about leave to make sure the employees 
were comfortable.”
 Point Township in Northumberland 

Temperature screening, masks and 
hand sanitizer, increased cleaning, 
and requiring anyone exposed to 
COVID-19 to quarantine at home are 
all pieces of the puzzle for ensuring a 
safe township workplace.
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County also operated as normal, with 
the road crew, administrative personnel, 
and police working in the municipal 
building.
 “We required masks to be worn and 
provided hand sanitizer, and at the start 
and close of every shift, we sanitized all 
door handles and common work areas,” 
secretary-treasurer Amanda McClain 
says. “During the height of the pandem-
ic, we bought a forehead thermometer 
to aid in screening as well.”
 Continuing to go to the office 
worked best for the township, she says.
 “I am not set up to work from home 
and feel I would still have to come in to 
do payroll, check and respond to emails 
and calls, pay bills, and meet deadlines 
for reports, etc.,” she says. “In public 

service, not coming to work isn’t an 
easy alternative.”
 The three employees in McKean 
Township, Erie County, continued to go 
to work during the statewide shutdown 
as well, says supervisor and secretary 
Janice Dennis. 
 “We have three rooms so we are all 
separated,” she says. “Plus, there are 
only two of us in the building on any 
given day.”
 The road crew never missed a beat, 
and the four mostly work alone, she says.
 Although the township initially 
closed the municipal building to the 
public, it allowed residents to come in 
for the supervisors meetings, requiring 
masks and social distancing.
 “No one showed up,” Dennis says, 
“and no one has come since.” 
 To be sure, it’s a rural area and the 
township typically didn’t have much 
attendance at meetings pre-COVID 
either, she says.

 “We took a chance and kept our 
meetings open to the public, but people 
didn’t want to come out, I guess.”

‘We need to be here’
 Larger townships with more em-
ployees have had to learn to do things 
differently to protect the health and 
welfare of their employees.
 Although Worcester Township in 
Montgomery County never shut down, 
for a short period, most of the staff 
worked from home, assistant manager 
Stacy Crandell says. Still, there was al-
ways someone in the office to help resi-
dents who needed to drop something 
off or call in with a question.
 “Our philosophy is that we are gov-
ernment and we need to be here,” she 
says, “especially during the tough times, 
to provide services and guidance for our 
residents.”
 While working from home, each 
employee completed a series of online 

“In public service, not coming to work 
   isn’t an easy alternative.”

COVID-19 AND
PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT
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training sessions through the township’s 
insurance provider. The staff completed 
nearly 500 30-minute training sessions, 
she says.
 The township also boosted the pay 
for the public works employees by an 
additional $7 an hour during the first 
eight weeks of the pandemic, Crandell 
says, in recognition of the additional 
risks they faced in their work.
 When the staff returned to work, 
they found that the building looked a 
little different inside.
 “We reconfigured the workstations 
to allow for more social distancing 
among employees,” Crandell says. “We 
also increased the cleaning of township 
facilities. The employees understand the 
situation, and everyone has been very 
cooperative and understanding as we 
navigate these unprecedented times.”
 In nearby Bucks County, Warring-
ton Township also restricted public 
access to the municipal building and 
required employees to follow social 
distancing guidelines and directional 
arrows to minimize contact. Some staff 
worked from home, which was so suc-
cessful that the township plans to con-
tinue the practice.
 “One of the benefits of working from 
home was that the majority of township 
employees were able to function well,” 
supervisor Fred Gaines says. “We will be 
changing our policies to allow certain 
employees to work from home two or 
three days a week.”
 The township also reduced or elimi-
nated work by contractors, including 
groundskeeping and permit inspection, 
and minimized overtime for police of-
ficers by forgoing stops for minor traffic 
violations that would necessitate inter-
action with the public, he says.
 As an added layer of safety, the 
township screened employees’ tem-
peratures when entering the office and 
eliminated out-of-town travel.
 On the other side of the state, Al-
legheny Township in Westmoreland 
County has remained open since the 
beginning of the pandemic because lo-

cal government is an essential function, 
manager Greg Primm says.
 “We only cut personnel during the 
expected peak in April,” he says. “We 
split the road crew in half, and each 
group worked part of the week. We 
also let other employees stay home for a 
week during that period.”
 The township enforces a mask policy 
in common areas, and the board of 
supervisors meetings are conducted on-
line via Zoom.
 “The supervisors don’t want to wear 
masks during the meeting so they Zoom 
from home,” Primm says.
 Each morning, every employee has 
their temperature screened and answers 
a questionnaire about symptoms and 
travel.
 “We’ve emerged much stronger with 
better policies from a human resources 
standpoint,” he says. “We had to think 
outside the box and define a new nor-
mal. It’s like solving a puzzle. With ev-
ery new thing that came up, I sat down 
with the supervisors and we decided 
what to do.”

Adapting physical spaces
 In some cases, masks and physical 
distancing are not enough, and town-
ships have had to get creative to provide 
a safe working environment.
 Athens Township in Bradford 
County allowed its five township em-
ployees to work from home for the first 
seven or eight weeks, secretary Robin 
Smith says, and only go to the office 
when necessary.
 “I would save up several hours of 
work that needed to be done at the of-
fice and then go in,” she says.
 The township’s 14 full- and part-time 
police officers switched to 12-hour shifts 
so that if someone became infected 
with COVID-19, the shift would be cov-
ered by other officers.
 The highway department came in as 
needed, Smith says.
 Once the workers returned to the 
office and the public was allowed in, 
however, ingenuity was needed to keep 

  “We had to think outside the box 
	 and	define	a	new	normal.	
   It’s like solving a puzzle.”

Athens Township in Bradford County created this 
makeshift “vestibule” in their municipal building 
using plexiglass partitions and a table topped 
by an acrylic shield with a pass-through window. 
This arrangement keeps the staff separated from 
public visitors. (Photos courtesy of the township.)
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both staff and residents safe.
 “We don’t have a secure lobby with 
separation between the staff and the 
public,” Smith says.
 Initially, they kept the door locked 
and posted a sign telling visitors to 
knock. Whichever staff member needed 
to meet with the visitor would go out-
side to speak with them. That worked 
fine in warm weather, Smith says, but 
heading into fall and winter required a 
new plan.
 After considering various options, 
the township acquired clear plexiglass 
partitions on wheels that they placed 
across the front of the lobby sur-
rounding the door. A table positioned 
between two of the partitions with an 
acrylic barrier sitting on top that has 
a pass-through window at the bottom 

serves as the point of contact for visitors 
and staff.
 “It’s not pretty, but it works,” Smith 
says.
 Only one visitor at a time is allowed 
into the makeshift vestibule, and masks 
are required. The township also makes 
hand sanitizer readily available.
 At the beginning of the pandemic, 
the supervisors held their first couple 
of meetings outside, Smith says. They 
have since returned to using the meet-
ing room, enforcing mask-wearing and 
social distancing. The room can fit 
about 10 chairs, although Smith says 
that meeting attendance is sparse unless 
a controversial issue is on the agenda.
 All these measures have allowed the 
employees to feel safe, Smith says.
 “The board was very willing to do 
whatever they needed to do,” she says. 

“It was really a blessing to be able to 
work from home. I appreciated that 
very much.”
 Heidelberg Township in Lehigh 
County also had a problem keeping 
people separated, not in the office but 
in the meeting room.
 With only two office staff, social dis-
tancing while working is not an issue, 
zoning officer and emergency manage-
ment coordinator Dawn Didra says. 
She and her coworker put on masks 
whenever they must share a space, but 
otherwise, they just work as usual.
 The four-person road crew was fur-
loughed for a few weeks in the beginning 
because they often must work together. 
When they returned to work, Didra 
gave them each a packet containing 
masks and a description of COVID-19 
symptoms that they should watch for.

“Our philosophy is that we are government 
	 	 and	we	need	to	be	here,	especially	
during the tough times, to provide services  
   and guidance for our residents.”COVID-19 AND

PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT
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 Initially, the township building was 
closed to the public. A small vestibule 
acted as a pick-up spot for forms, and an 
outdoor drop box allowed residents to 
submit permit applications, Didra says.
 The township’s small meeting room 
posed a problem, however. It was impos-
sible for the supervisors to sit six feet 
apart so Didra rigged a system using 
PVC pipe and clear shower curtains to 
form barriers between the supervisors. 
Now they can occupy their usual spaces 
without fear of spreading infection. 
Chairs for other staff and visitors are 
spaced six feet apart.

 “In the beginning, there was a lot of 
concern, which is why the supervisors 
decided to furlough the public works 
crew,” Didra says. 
 People were still concerned when 
they first came back because one crew 
member had tested positive for the vi-
rus, she says. That employee was given 
two weeks of paid leave to quarantine, 
and everyone else was tested before re-
turning to the office. The tests all came 
back negative, and everyone relaxed.
 “We make sure everyone knows the 
symptoms to watch for and stay home if 
they are not well,” Didra says.

‘Employees don’t like 
uncertainty’
 Much of the impact on township 
personnel managers has been dealing 
with the uncertainty surrounding the 
virus. Trying to formulate a plan and 
plot a way forward during a rapidly 
changing situation is a daunting task.
 For employers, the difficulty is mag-
nified because employees are looking to 
them for answers and security.
 “This is a time of great uncertainty 
that is difficult for a lot of people,” Miller 
of Eckert Seamans says. “Employees 
don’t like uncertainty.”
 Workers expect their employers to 
have answers and concrete plans to 
address issues. Of course, few employ-
ers were adequately prepared for this 
pandemic because how do you prepare 
for a 100-year pandemic, Miller says. 
Going forward, however, townships 
need to think about how they provide 
services and look for ways to do it more 
effectively and efficiently while being 
sensitive to both the taxpayers and the 
employees.
 “The more time you spend getting 
advice on what you plan to do saves a 
lot of trouble down the road,” he says. 
“An employer who understands what to 
do and how to do it is going to create 
confidence in its employees. It’s not just 

Heidelberg Township in Lehigh County found a creative way to separate 
the supervisors from each other during meetings: suspending clear show-
er curtains from PVC pipe attached to the ceiling (left). Chairs for other 
attendees are placed six feet apart to observe social distancing (above). 
Packets for road crew members contain masks and COVID symptom re-
minders (bottom left), and the front door of the municipal building displays 
state and CDC guidance (bottom right). (Photos courtesy of the township.)
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Pandemic prompted creation 
of federal programs to help 
out-of-work Americans
	 The	COVID-19	pandemic	put	a	lot	of	people	out	of	work	across	the	
country	as	businesses	and	schools	shut	down	or	reduced	their	workforces.	
The federal government implemented several programs to help the unem-
ployed through the crisis, at least temporarily.
	 On	March	18,	President	Trump	signed	into	law	the	Families	First	Coro-
navirus	Response	Act	(FFCRA),	which	provided	additional	flexibility	for	state	
unemployment insurance agencies and additional administrative funding 
to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic	Security	(CARES)	Act	was	signed	into	law	on	March	27.	It	ex-
pands	states’	ability	to	provide	unemployment	insurance	for	many	workers	
impacted	by	the	COVID-19	pandemic,	including	workers	who	are	not	ordi-
narily	eligible	for	unemployment	benefits.
	 Specific	programs	include:
 • Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) — This program 
expands	eligibility	to	individuals	who	became	unemployed	due	to	the	
pandemic	and	who	traditionally	have	been	ineligible	for	unemployment	
benefits,	such	as	the	self-employed,	independent	contractors,	gig	workers,	
clergy	and	religious	workers,	people	without	sufficient	work	history,	and	
people	who	have	exhausted	regular	unemployment	or	extended	benefits.	It	
provides	up	to	39	weeks	of	benefits	and	runs	until	December	31,	2020.
 • Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC) — This 
program	provided	an	additional	$600	a	week,	on	top	of	regular	benefits,	to	
all	unemployment	recipients.	It	expired	July	25,	2020.
 • Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation (PEUC) — This 
program	extends	unemployment	benefits	for	an	additional	13	weeks	for	
qualified	individuals	whose	26	weeks	of	regular	unemployment	benefits	
were	exhausted	on	or	after	July	6.	The	program	runs	until	December	31,	
2020.
 In addition to unemployment compensation, the federal government 
also implemented the Lost Wages Assistance (LWA)	program,	which	pro-
vided	up	to	$300	a	week	extra	to	those	who	were	unemployed	or	partially	
unemployed	due	to	COVID-19.	Funded	by	the	Federal	Emergency	Manage-
ment	Agency,	this	assistance	was	depleted	as	of	September	5,	2020.

UNEMPLOYMENT 
COMPENSATION

about saving money and pleasing tax-
payers; it’s also about creating an atmo-
sphere of trust for employees. Invest the 
time to plan ahead.”
 Deciding whether to furlough or 
lay off employees, for example, can be 
a difficult decision. Who should be let 
go? Will it be temporary or permanent? 
Will they be eligible for unemployment?
 The differing attitudes toward the 
virus that have been on display across 
the country have also played out in 
townships, sometimes with serious con-
sequences. That has added yet another 
burden to personnel managers.
	 “For	the	first	time,	I’ve	had	to	deal	
with	the	politics	versus	science	debate,”	
Allegheny	Township’s	Greg	Primm	
says.	“Some	employees	felt	the	virus	
was	no	big	deal,	and	others	thought	it	
was	a	very	big	deal.”
 Unfortunately, that led to a situation 
that caused increased anxiety for much 
of his staff when the son of an employee 
tested positive for COVID-19 and the 
employee kept coming to work without 
telling anyone about her son’s diagnosis. 
What’s more, the son did not quaran-
tine while waiting for the results of his 
test, as recommended by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, and 
even continued going on calls with the 
volunteer fire department.
 Not surprisingly, when the news 
came out, it created bad feelings among 
the staff, Primm says.
 “It caused us to pass some pretty 
severe employee policies,” he says. “We 
shut down the office for a week, and 
everyone had to be tested. If someone 
is quarantined because of possible ex-
posure, whether an employee or a vol-
unteer, they must test negative before 
returning to work. We’ve probably spent 
$8,000 in cleaning costs because of the 
exposure.
 “One of the most difficult aspects 
of this pandemic has been navigating 

COVID-19 AND
PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT

the politics versus science debate and 
people’s personal belief systems.” 

‘Confusion has been 
all over the board’
 Trying to help employees understand 
the new unemployment compensation 
provisions has been another struggle 
for employers, says Geoff Moomaw of 
Interstate Tax Service, which manages 
PSATS’ Unemployment Compensation 

Group Trust Fund. In addition to the 
state system, the federal government 
provided new programs to help the 
many people who lost their jobs due to 
the pandemic. (See the box above for an 
explanation of the various unemployment 
programs.) 
 “There have been major issues with 
unemployment from an employer’s 
standpoint,” Moomaw says.
 First, workers who filed for unem-
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ployment had their payments delayed 
for a long time.
 “The number of claims is beyond 
anything the state Department of Labor 
and Industry has ever experienced,” 
Moomaw says. “In all of 2019, there 
were just under a million claims. In the 
first three weeks of the pandemic, there 
were over a million claims. The first 
six months saw more than two million 
claims.”
 As of press time, 98% of the backlog 
had been cleared, and the state’s benefit 
modernization project should keep this 
scenario from happening again.
 Moomaw, who is a member of the 
project’s advisory committee, says that 
before the pandemic hit, the new sys-
tem was scheduled to go live in Octo-
ber. The consensus, however, was that 
switching to a new system in the middle 
of an unemployment crisis would be a 
bad idea so it will be released at a future 
date.
 “The old legacy system runs on a 40- 
to 50-year-old computer program,” he 
says. “The new system should be able to 
handle a claim load like the one we’ve 
experienced this year. Employees and 
employers should both be better served.”

 Second, many workers were initially 
paid by their employers for a couple 
of weeks or a month but still filed for 
unemployment, which their employers 
contested. Third, a lot of fraud is being 
conducted by third parties, Moomaw 
says.
 “The confusion has been all over the 
board, for both employees and employ-
ers,” he says. “Employers were easily 
confused by the onslaught of forms, 
especially if they had never had to 
complete them before. I have had more 
conversations with employers this year 
than at any other time, and I have been 
doing this for 34 years.”
 Townships may have part-time or 
seasonal employees who work other jobs 
outside the township, which presents 
another issue. When those workers 
file for unemployment from their other 
jobs, the township may have to pay a 
prorated portion of the unemployment 
claims.
 What’s more, if the township files as 
a reimbursable employer, it has no re-
course to contest the claim. As a reim-
bursable, the township pays no unem-
ployment compensation tax and simply 
pays up when someone makes a claim. 
For townships with stable workforces or 
few employees, it is a less expensive way 
to fund unemployment compensation 
liability, Moomaw says.
 Townships have another resource 
when it comes to unemployment com-
pensation: the PSATS Unemployment 
Compensation Group Trust Fund. 
Rather than going through the state 

system, participating townships pay 
quarterly contributions into the fund, 
which operates on a “reimbursement-
of-costs” basis. The quarterly fees are 
invested, and these investments pay any 
unemployment compensation charges 
the participating townships incur for 
current or former employees.
 Fees are based on how many employ-
ees file for unemployment, Moomaw 
says. The more employees a township 
has who collect unemployment, the 
more the township pays to belong to 
the Trust.
 An added benefit of Trust participa-
tion is free consultation with the Inter-
state Tax Service.
 “The most important thing to re-
member is that participants have an ad-
vocate who works for the Trust and the 
townships to help them control their 
unemployment compensation costs,” 
Moomaw says. “If a township is experi-
encing a claim and thinks it should be 
denied, the supervisors should contact 
Interstate or their solicitor. When they 
stumble along by themselves, that’s 
when mistakes are made.”
 To learn more about PSATS’ Unem-
ployment Compensation Group Trust 
Fund, go to www.psatsinsurance.org/
unemployment-compensation-insur-
ance or contact PSATS’ Deb Gussler 
toll-free at (800) 382-1268 or dgussler@
psats.org.

‘Everyone has a 
different comfort level’
 Township supervisors and admin-
istrators have had to perform a second 
balancing act in addition to weighing 
services against safety. In the midst of 
figuring out staff schedules and safety 
protocols, they have had to make sure 
they didn’t lose sight of employees’ real 
concerns and fears.
 “When this first happened and it 
looked like we were shutting down, we 
had a staff meeting and talked about 
how important it was for everyone to 
feel safe,” says Dave Nyman, manager 
of Upper Makefield Township in Bucks 
County. “Whatever we did, everyone 
had to be comfortable with it, and ev-
eryone has a different comfort level.”
 Fortunately, the township had just 
gone through a half-million-dollar 
renovation of the municipal building to 

COVID-19 AND
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Townships have done their 
best to protect their employ-
ees’ health and keep them 
on the job during the pan-
demic, unlike millions who 
have become unemployed.
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increase physical safety that included 
glass partitions between the staff and 
the public. This eliminated the need to 
make modifications once the staff re-
turned to work, and mask requirements 
and sanitizing protocols were added.
 Still, some employees had misgivings 
about coming to work.
 “When we returned to the office, 
two women weren’t comfortable doing 
that so I agreed that they could work 
on weekends or in the evening when no 
one else was there,” Nyman says.
 The key is to listen to the staff and 
hear their concerns and then be re-
sponsive and flexible, he says.
 “My philosophy is to practice team-
oriented management,” he says. “If you 
have a team-oriented staff, with every-
one working together, it’s not always 
easy, but it’s certainly more doable.”
 As difficult as the pandemic has 
been for township employers, it has 
provided an important lesson, Miller 
of Eckert Seamans says: the need to be 
more flexible in responding to such a 
crisis by considering alternative ways 
of doing what they do. These could 
include cross-training staff, working 
from home, staggering shifts, hiring 
more part-time workers, or allowing job-
sharing.
 “Townships need to continually 
look for innovative ways to address 
the fundamental questions of how to 
provide services affordably,” he says. “At 
the same time, they have to balance 
the facts that constituents want ser-
vices and employees want stability and 
safety.”
 The task is to look at the services 
you want to provide along with their 
cost, the need to keep employees safe, 
and how you can change to be more 
effective at both. Sometimes it takes a 
shock to the system to change things, 
but that change can lead to greater ef-
ficiency.
 By re-examining how they pay their 
employees, how their employees work, 
and what they and the township need, 
townships can emerge from this crisis 
stronger and more efficient, he says.
 “If people understand their job, what 
they are doing and why, they will be 
better at it,” he says, “and that will ben-
efit everyone.” F

Turn page for Q&As ‰
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 Michael McAuliffe Miller of Eckert 
Seamans provides answers to employers’ 
questions about COVID-19 and their 
employees.

Q May we tell employees if a coworker 
has tested positive for COVID-19 or 
another communicable disease?

A No. The Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) and Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act 
(HIPAA) privacy rules prohibit em-
ployers from sharing an employee’s 
personal health information. Em-
ployers should inform workers that 
possible exposure has occurred in 
the workplace without disclosing any 
identifying information about the 
person who tested positive.

Q May we ask an employee if he or she 
has COVID-19?

A No. Employers may ask employees 
how they are feeling in general but 
should not inquire about a specific 
illness because that could rise to the 
level of a disability-related inquiry 
under the ADA. However, if an em-
ployee appears ill during a pandemic, 
the employer may send the person 
home.

Q How much information may we re-
quest from an employee who calls 
in sick, to protect the rest of its 
workforce during the COVID-19 pan-
demic?

A According to the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission, during a 
pandemic, ADA-covered employers 
may ask such employees if they are 
experiencing symptoms of the pan-
demic virus. Employers must main-
tain all information about employee 
illness as a confidential medical re-
cord in compliance with the ADA.

Q What should we do if an employee 
discloses that they have been in 
close contact with a person who 
tested positive for COVID-19?

A Individuals who have had close con-
tact with a person who has tested 
positive should self-quarantine ac-
cording to guidance from the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC). Employers may require 
an employee who has been exposed 
to the virus to stay home.

Q May an employee refuse to under-
take an assigned task based on fear 
of exposure to COVID-19?

A Maybe. Employers should consider 
whether a reasonable person in the 
position would find the assigned task 
to be a hazard and undertake a case-
by-case analysis to determine wheth-
er a reasonably perceived hazard is 
present. If there is no reasonable 
hazard, the employer may discipline 
or terminate the employee. The em-
ployer should be cautious, however, 
because employees may be protected 

under the National Labor Rela-
tions Act or the Pennsylvania Labor 
Relations Act if they are engaging 
in “protected concerted activity for 
mutual aid and protection.”

Q May I send home an employee who 
was exposed to COVID-19 in the 
workplace?

A Yes, you should send employees 
home for 14 days if they have worked 
closely with an employee who has 
tested positive for COVID-19. How-
ever, you must preserve the confi-
dentiality of the diagnosed employee 
and exposed coworkers to the extent 
possible and provide increased clean-
ing and sanitizing of the affected 
work spaces.

Q What if an employee has a sus- 
pected but unconfirmed case of 

 COVID-19?
A The employer should treat the sus-

pected case as a confirmed case for 
purposes of sending home potential-
ly infected employees. The employer 
should also treat an employee who 
self-reports close contact with some-
one who had a presumptive positive 
case as a confirmed case.

Q May we require a doctor’s note 
before allowing a sick employee to 
return to work?

A It depends. If an employer engages 
in this practice consistently, it may 
require clearance from a health care 
provider before permitting employees 
to return to work. The CDC, how-
ever, recommends that employers 
remove such requirements during a 
public health crisis because access to 
health care providers may be limited.

The Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission (EEOC) advises 
that such inquiries are permitted 
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Townships can and should take the 
necessary precautions to ensure the 
health and safety of their employees 
and the public during the pandemic.
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under the ADA because either they 
would not be disability-related or, 
if the pandemic virus were truly 
severe, they would be justified under 
the ADA standards for disability-
related inquiries. Like the CDC, the 
EEOC cautions that doctors and 
other health care providers may be 
too busy during and immediately 
after a pandemic outbreak to provide 
fitness-for-duty documentation.

We advise that employers should 
ask for a note. New approaches may 
be necessary, however, such as reli-
ance on local clinics to provide a 
form, stamp, or email to certify that 
an individual does not have the pan-
demic virus.

Q If a non-exempt employee is sent 
home from work because they are 
sick, must the employer pay the em-
ployee?

A With the passage of the Families 
First Coronovirus Response Act 
(FFCRA), public-sector employ-
ers with fewer than 500 employees 
must provide paid sick time to their 
employees if the illness is related 
to COVID-19. Full-time employees 
are eligible for 80 hours of paid sick 
leave. Part-time employees are eli-
gible for paid sick leave based on the 
number of hours that the employee 
would normally work in a two-week 
period.

Q If an exempt employee is sent home 
sick, must the employer pay the em-
ployee?

A See the answer to the previous ques-
tion.

Q Must we allow employees to work 
from home?

A No, you are not required — subject 
to state and federal mandates — to 
allow employees to work from home. 
Teleworking, however, may be a rea-
sonable measure to reduce exposure 
to COVID-19 in some work environ-
ments.

Keep in mind that allowing an 
employee to work from home may 
limit your obligation to provide paid 
emergency leave under the FFCRA. 
Specifically, the act provides that 
employees are eligible for paid leave 

if they are unable to work or telework 
due to a need for leave because of:

•  a COVID-19-related illness, 
suspected illness, quarantine, or iso-
lation order;

• the need to care for a family 
member with an illness or subject to 
such order; or

• caring for a child if the child’s 
school (elementary or secondary) or 
place of care has been closed due to 
COVID-19 precautions.

Making telework an option for 
employees may, therefore, limit the 
employer’s obligations under the act.

Q May we take employees’ tempera-
tures to ensure that they do not have 

a fever when reporting to work?
A Yes. Generally, measuring an em-

ployee’s body temperature is consid-
ered to be a medical examination 
and under normal circumstances, 
would be unadvisable under the 
ADA. However, because the CDC 
and state and local health authorities 
have acknowledged the community 
spread of COVID-19 and issued at-
tendant precautions, employers may 
take employees’ temperature.

Employers should be aware, how-
ever, that some people with the virus 
do not have a fever. Also, screening 
temperatures must be done consis-
tently and in a manner that protects 
employees’ privacy. F
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