
 
 

Healthy Workplaces, Healthy Communities 
Policy Platform to Protect Tennessee Workers from COVID-19 

Thousands of Tennesseans, including many immigrants, have been going to work throughout this pandemic to               
keep us healthy, safe and fed - where workplace conditions have exposed them to COVID-19. Despite the way                  
workplace outbreaks have contributed to the spread of COVID-19 in our communities, our local, state, and                
federal governments have not implemented any enforceable regulations to protect workers and our             
communities. In fact, as our cities and states “reopen” our economy, more Tennesseans are being forced to                 1

go back to work without assurances they’ll be able to stay safe.  

We can't flatten the curve without improving working conditions - and we know many businesses won’t                
protect their workers on their own.  

Our state and local governments must ensure that all employers are implementing the guidance of OSHA and                 
public health experts on how to keep all employees, including immigrants, safe at work. These expanded                
health and safety protections must go hand-in-hand with mechanisms to ensure employers are complying and               
employees feel safe speaking up.  

We demand that Governor Lee, city and county mayors, state and local legislators, and health               
departments use their authority to immediately: 

Issue clear, enforceable regulations for all businesses in Tennessee: Businesses must be required to              
implement robust COVID-19 specific health and safety guidelines to cover all workers, regardless of              
immigraiton status, including but not limited to the following:  
 

● Physical Distancing: Create conditions to help employees stay 6 feet away from coworkers during              
shift, breaks, and clock-in. This could be by staggering shifts, redesigning workstations, installing             
shields or encouraging working from home where possible.  

● Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): Provide PPE, such as face shields, masks, gowns, and             
gloves, at no cost to the employee. 

● Cleaning and disinfecting: Require increased and frequent cleaning practices, including routine           
cleaning and disinfecting of surfaces, equipment, and other elements of the work environment.             
Encourage use of individual equipment and discourage sharing tools. 

● Paid Sick Leave: Implement and make clear policies for paid sick time off. All policies must be                 
available in languages that workers understand. Employees deemed at risk due to a compromised              
immune system or who live with loved ones at risk should be eligible for paid leave.  

1 The federal and state government have only issued guidelines or asked employers to “take a pledge” to keep their 
employees safe. There are no requirements for businesses to take COVID-19 precautions and limited will or resources for 
governments to provide oversight or any enforcement.  
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https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/governorsoffice-documents/covid-19-assets/Pledge_General.pdf


 
● Sick Employees: If an employee is sick with COVID-19, notify other employees that they may have                

been exposed and give instructions about what to do. Disinfect and clean materials or spaces that the                 
sick employee used. 

● Screening: Take temperatures before coming in to work and screen employees for symptoms or to               
determine if they have been exposed to someone who has COVID-19. 

● Education and Training: Provide adequate, usable, and appropriate training, education, and           
informational material about measures being taken to address worker health and safety. All training              
materials must be available in languages that workers can understand.  

 
In addition to regulations, adequate resources and authority must be provided for enforcing agencies and               
health departments to investigate and hold employers accountable to changing their workplace practices.             
These agencies must also be empowered and resourced to ensure that employers are not misclassifying               
employees as independent contractors to evade responsibility.  
 
The governor should use his emergency powers to suspend any state laws that prevent local               
governments from fully implementing these recommendations, including the state law that prohibits            
local governments from requiring businesses to provide paid sick leave.  
 
Instituting Hazard Pay: Tennesseans have come to recognize the critical contributions of essential workers              
during the COVID-19 pandemic. All these protections and benefits should be guaranteed as well as hazard                
pay for workers deemed essential.  
 
Provide information to workers about their rights: State and localities must ensure that all workers have                
access to information about workplace health and safety guidelines, worker rights, and how to report unsafe                
working conditions. Businesses can be required to share information, in languages spoken by their employees,               
about workers’ safety rights in the COVID-19 era. Employers must also be required to disclose employee                
eligibility for federal benefits, including expanded paid sick leave and expanded family and medical leave.               
Resources must reiterate all workers are protected by health and safety laws, regardless of immigration status.  
 
Expand whistleblower and other protections: If we want to ensure that workplaces stop getting workers and                
their communities sick, we need to make sure that employees feel safe reporting violations and feel confident                 
there will be recourse. Workers should be protected from retaliation for discussing conditions with their               
coworkers, taking concerted action to raise concerns with their employers, filing a complaint with government               
representatives, or bringing their own PPE from home. The process to report employers who are violating                
safety regulations should be easily accessible, confidential, and available in multiple languages.  
 
Use workers compensation and employer death benefits to cover workers who contract COVID-19: The              
state’s workers compensation commission can adopt emergency rules creating a presumption of COVID-19 as              
an occupational disease for frontline workers, and creating an accessible process for medical certification              
absent widely available testing. Under current standards, to file for workers compensation successfully, in              
many states a worker would need to prove that they contracted COVID-19 after an exposure at work, the                  
exposure was “peculiar” to the work, and no alternative means of exposure can be shown. This will be a                   
difficult standard to meet, and yet many frontline workers are being infected and dying as a result of exposure                   
to COVID-19 while working. Along the same lines, states and localities can institute or increase “line-of-duty                
death” benefits for the families of public employees, such as transit workers, who die of COVID-19. 
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