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Under the federal Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification (WARN) Act and its California equivalent,
employers of a particular size must provide 60 days' advance notice before closing a plant, conducting a mass
layoff or (for California only) relocating their operations. Employers that fail to provide such advance notice and
fail to qualify for one of the exceptions to the statutes can be liable to affected employees for up to 60 days of
back pay and benefits.

The California WARN Act applies to employers that operate a "covered establishment," defined as a California
facility or part of a facility that employs, or employed within the preceding 12 months, 75 or more persons.

Such employers must provide the 60 days' advance notice if they:

1. Layoff 50 or more employees within a 30-day period at a covered establishment;
2. Remove all or substantially all of a covered establishment's operations to a different location 100 miles or

more away; or
3. Cease or substantially cease industrial or commercial operations in a covered establishment.  

Recent case law indicates that temporary layoffs also may trigger California's WARN Act. A layoff, closing or
relocation that does not fall within the scope of 1 – 3 above would not require advance notice.

The current COVID-19 pandemic has unfortunately created significant economic disruption and uncertainty,
which has led some employers to conduct (or consider conducting) mass layoffs and facility closings. There
have been concerns as to whether such employers are in a position to provide the requisite advance notice
under federal or state WARN laws and whether employers can qualify for one of the exceptions to the WARN
statutes. Notably, while the federal WARN Act has exceptions for unforeseen business circumstances or natural
disasters, the California WARN Act only has a more limited exception in the event of a "physical calamity."

On March 17, 2020, California Governor Gavin Newsom issued Executive Order N-31-20, declaring that due to
the COVID-19 state of emergency and related rapid changes in workforce needs, certain provisions of the
California WARN Act will be temporarily "suspended" on the following conditions:

Temporary and limited change: The suspension only applies if the below conditions are met and only applies from March

4, 2020, through the end of the current state emergency.

Notice still required: Employers must still give notice to employees of a layoff, plant closing or relocation that ordinarily

would have triggered the California WARN Act. The notice must still contain the elements required under federal and state

law and be sent to the affected employees and relevant government officials. However, rather than providing 60 days'

advance notice, employers can instead provide as much advance notice as is practicable, as long as they also provide a

brief statement of the basis for reducing the notification period.

COVID-19-related unforeseen business circumstances must exist: The employment action must be a result of COVID-

19-related "business circumstances that were not reasonably foreseeable as of the time that notice would have

been required," i.e., 60 days before the notice is sent. Employers that were planning a layoff, plant closing or relocation

before the COVID-19 pandemic for different reasons may not be able to take advantage of this Executive Order. Also note

that, since the Order requires that the business circumstances not be reasonably foreseeable, it is open to interpretation how

long employers may be able to benefit from this Executive Order as the COVID-19 pandemic continues.

Notice must reference unemployment insurance benefits: The notice must contain the following statement:

https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3.17.20-EO-motor.pdf


If you have lost your job or been laid off temporarily, you may be eligible for Unemployment Insurance (UI).
More information on UI and other resources available for workers is available at
labor.ca.gov/coronavirus2019.

Governor Newsom also ordered the California Labor and Workforce Development Agency to provide additional
guidance on its implementation of the Executive Order by March 23, 2020.

Note that this Executive Order does not affect or alter the federal WARN Act or other states' WARN laws.

What does this mean for employers?
California employers who were considering taking actions that may have otherwise triggered the California
WARN Act may now be able to rely on this Executive Order if they can meet the criteria above. However, the
same actions may still trigger the federal WARN Act or similar laws in other states (such as New York, for
example). Employers should consult with counsel as to the effect of this Executive Order on their business
operations and work with counsel to ensure compliance with this and all other applicable laws.

Coronavirus resource hub

This content is provided for general informational purposes only, and your access or use of the content does not
create an attorney-client relationship between you or your organization and Cooley LLP, Cooley (UK) LLP, or
any other affiliated practice or entity (collectively referred to as "Cooley"). By accessing this content, you agree
that the information provided does not constitute legal or other professional advice. This content is not a
substitute for obtaining legal advice from a qualified attorney licensed in your jurisdiction, and you should not act
or refrain from acting based on this content. This content may be changed without notice. It is not guaranteed to
be complete, correct or up to date, and it may not reflect the most current legal developments. Prior results do
not guarantee a similar outcome. Do not send any confidential information to Cooley, as we do not have any duty
to keep any information you provide to us confidential. When advising companies, our attorney-client
relationship is with the company, not with any individual. This content may have been generated with the
assistance of artificial intelligence (Al) in accordance with our Al Principles, may be considered Attorney
Advertising and is subject to our legal notices.

Key Contacts
Selin Akkan 
Palo Alto

sakkan@cooley.com 
+1 650 843 5076

Ann Bevitt 
London

abevitt@cooley.com 
+44 (0) 20 7556 4264

Wendy Brenner 
Palo Alto

brennerwj@cooley.com 
+1 650 843 5371

Leslie Cancel 
San Francisco

lcancel@cooley.com 
+1 415 693 2175

https://www.cooley.com/404?item=web%253a%257bE84FFB60-9B77-4F86-BE6B-6D5602DFF371%257d%2540en
https://www.cooley.com/legal-notices


This information is a general description of the law; it is not intended to provide specific legal advice nor is it
intended to create an attorney-client relationship with Cooley LLP. Before taking any action on this information
you should seek professional counsel.
 
Copyright © 2023 Cooley LLP, 3175 Hanover Street, Palo Alto, CA 94304; Cooley (UK) LLP, 22 Bishopsgate,
London, UK EC2N 4BQ. Permission is granted to make and redistribute, without charge, copies of this entire
document provided that such copies are complete and unaltered and identify Cooley LLP as the author. All other
rights reserved.

Helenanne Connolly 
Reston

hconnolly@cooley.com 
+1 703 456 8685

Joshua Mates 
San Francisco

jmates@cooley.com 
+1 415 693 2084

Gerard O'Shea 
New York

goshea@cooley.com 
+1 212 479 6704

Michael Sheetz 
Boston

msheetz@cooley.com 
+1 617 937 2330

Summer Wynn 
San Diego

swynn@cooley.com 
+1 858 550 6030


	Governor Temporarily Modifies California’s WARN Act for Employment Actions Taken in Response to COVID-19
	What does this mean for employers?
	Key Contacts


