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Legislative auditor's conclusion

The Department of Labor and Industries (L&l) meets enforcement timelines for health and safety
laws, but not for wage and hour laws. Recent legislative and agency-led changes may help L&l reduce
enforcement delays.

Key points

o L&l enforces laws about health, safety, wages, hours, and retaliation.
e L&l completed more than 95% of agricultural health and safety inspections on time.
e Wage and hour complaint backlogs have delayed investigations.

o L&l and the Legislature are addressing wage and hour inefficiencies through additional staffing,
reorganization, and changes in state law.

o L&l engages with employers and workers through consultation, education, and community
outreach.

Executive summary

The Legislature directed the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee (JLARC) to evaluate how L&l
investigates and enforces labor laws for farmworkers related to wages and hours, health and safety, and
retaliation.

In 2024, approximately 5,000 Washington agricultural employers hired workers. Agricultural employment
fluctuates seasonally. During peak season, farmworkers make up 4% of Washington's total workforce. This
estimate excludes undocumented workers.

L&l and stakeholder organizations that represent Washington farmworkers assert that farmworkers are a
vulnerable population that is less likely to report problems at work. This means L&l may not receive
complaints from farmworkers when violations happen.


https://leg.wa.gov/about-the-legislature/legislative-agencies/jlarc/contact-jlarc-staff/

L&l engages with employers and workers through consultation, education, and
community outreach

L&l works with employers and workers to prevent violations.

e L&l provides education to workers and employers about their workplace rights and responsibilities.

o L&l offers consultation services to employers for health and safety and some labor standards.

L&l also works to reduce barriers to reporting through its community relations program. The program helps
ensure that all workers have access to L&l services. The program does the following:

o Engages with employers and workers at in-person community events.
e Provides a phone hotline to answer questions about filing complaints.
o Offers grants to community organizations that help underserved workers access L&l services.

» Provides language access so that customers receive L&l services in their language of preference.

L&l enforces laws about health, safety, wages, hours, and retaliation

L&l enforces multiple labor laws, like the Washington Industrial Safety and Health Act, the Wage Payment
Act, the Minimum Wage Act, and the Equal Pay and Opportunities Act. Many include retaliation protections.

L&I has multiple programs and units that work independently to enforce separate laws and investigate
potential violations.

Figure 1: L&l has multiple programs and units that enforce laws
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L&l completed more than 95% of agricultural health and safety inspections on time

Source: JLARC staff analysis of L&l data.

L&I has a unit dedicated to ensuring agricultural employers comply with health and safety laws. The unit was
created in 2021. It has increased the number of inspections of agricultural employers.



The unit generally met goals for timeliness of inspection scheduling and hazard abatement. It completed 95%
of inspections for agricultural employers on time.

Figure 2: L&l met health and safety timeliness goals from 2019-2025
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Note: For health and safety complaints and referrals, L&I's goal is to respond no later than the employer's next workday
for imminent hazards; within 15 working days for serious hazards; and within 30 working days for general hazards.
Although the agricultural compliance unit was established in 2021, L&l had been conducting agricultural inspections
before then.

Source: JLARC staff analysis of L&l data.

Wage and hour complaint backlogs have delayed investigations

Different units within L&l enforce wage and hour and other labor standards laws. Relevant units include:

e Aunit that enforces wage and hour laws for all industries.

e Aunit that investigates complaints of retaliation after a worker exercises rights protected by the
Minimum Wage Act.

None of the units focus exclusively on farmworkers. All complaints about wage and hour issues are
investigated the same way regardless of industry.

Complaint volume for both units has exceeded capacity.

In 2024, L&l had 25 agents who investigated wage and hour complaints, with a total capacity of 5,000
complaints per year. The number of wage complaints L&l received increased from 6,773 in 2019 to 9,453 in
2025 (a 40% increase).

In 2024, L&l had two agents who investigated minimum wage retaliation complaints, with a total capacity of
120 complaints per year. The number of minimum wage retaliation complaints increased from 264 in 2019 to
541in 2025 (a 105% increase).



These complaint backlogs have resulted in the following:

e Delaysin opening investigations.

e Fewer complaints resolved within required timelines.

L&l and the Legislature are taking steps to address wage and hour backlogs

Recent agency and legislative changes may improve the efficiency of wage and hour enforcement.

In 2025, L&l requested and received additional staff to conduct wage payment and minimum wage
retaliation investigations and started a screening process for new complaints.

The 2026 Legislature passed two bills that make changes to the way L&l enforces wage and hour laws and
could help L&l be more timely and more proactive in wage payment investigations. This includes allowing L&l
to prioritize wage and hour complaints based on published criteria.

Legislative auditor's recommendation

L&l should report to JLARC and relevant committees of the Legislature in December 2026 and December
2027 about the following:

o The effects of its efforts to address complaint backlogs and meet required timelines.

o [tsimplementation of the 2026 legislation that changes how it enforces wage and hour laws.

You can find additional information in the Recommendations section.



