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

Key points
•	 L&I enforces laws about health, safety, wages, hours,  

and retaliation. 

•	 L&I completed more than 95% of agricultural health and 
safety inspections on time.

•	 Wage and hour complaint backlogs have delayed investigations. 

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

•	 L&I engages with employers and workers through consultation, 
education, and community outreach.

Recommendations
1.	 L&I should report to JLARC and relevant committees of the 

Legislature in December 2026 and December 2027 about  
the following: 

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

•	 Its implementation of the 2026 legislation that changes how 
it enforces wage and hour laws. 
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Wage and hour complaints have increased since 2019
The number of complaints workers filed across all industries increased 
significantly between 2019 and 2025. 

•	 Wage complaints include issues related to minimum wage, overtime, paid 
sick leave, and agreed wages, among others. 

•	 Minimum wage retaliation complaints are about employers retaliating 
against workers for exercising rights protected by the Minimum Wage Act. 

L&I investigates farmworkers’ 
wage and hour complaints like all 
other industries. It does not track 
them separately.

6,773
5,648 5,713

7,905
8,916 8,861

9,453

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Wage complaints increased 40%

264
342

382 402

501
578

541

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Minimum wage retaliation complaints 
increased 105%

Source: JLARC staff analysis of L&I data. 

Complaints closed within 60 days declined
By law, within 60 days of 
receiving a worker’s wage 
payment complaint, L&I must 
either issue a formal finding 
about whether a violation 
occurred or otherwise resolve 
the complaint. 

The timeline can be extended by 
notifying both parties. 
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L&I 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&I requested and received additional staff to conduct investigations and started a screening process 
for new complaints.

•	 The 2026 Legislature passed two bills that change the way L&I enforces wage and hour laws. This includes 
allowing L&I to prioritize wage and hour complaints based on published criteria.


