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Massachusetts Earned Sick Time Safe Harbor is 
Closing 

The Massachusetts Earned Sick Time Law, which took effect on July 1, 2015, requires most 

employers to allow employees to earn and use up to 40 hours of sick time each year. Employers 

with existing PTO or paid sick leave plans on May 1, 2015 that satisfied certain criteria were 

able to take advantage of a transition year safe harbor, which allowed them to continue to 

operate their current plans after July 1, 2015 instead of going into full compliance with the new 

law. Employers that have been operating under the transition year safe harbor will need to 

adjust their PTO/paid sick leave policies to conform fully with the new law by January 1, 2016. 

Background 

Massachusetts voters approved the Earned Sick Time Law in 2014, entitling workers in the state to earn and use 

sick time to care for their own or a family member’s health. (See our November 13, 2014 For Your Information.) The 

law, which became effective July 1, 2015, generally requires employers with 11 or more employees to provide up to 

40 hours of paid sick leave annually, and smaller employers to provide the same amount of unpaid leave.  

The attorney general issued regulations on the application and 

enforcement of the new law that provided a temporary safe harbor 

for employers with paid time off (PTO) policies in existence on 

May 1, 2015. Under the safe harbor, an employer would be deemed 

in compliance for 2015 if its policy provided employees with least 30 

hours of PTO/paid sick leave during calendar year 2015 and met 

certain other criteria. Employers satisfying the safe harbor criteria 

could either continue to administer those policies through year-end or 

choose full compliance with the new law beginning July 1, 2015 for 

some or all employees. (See our July 1, 2015 For Your Information.) 

Safe Harbor Ends December 31  

The safe harbor provided only temporary transition year relief for employers that were able to take advantage of it. 

Because the safe harbor period will expire at the end of 2015, all employers operating under it must make any 

http://hrlaws.services.xerox.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/11/hrc_fyi_2014-11-13.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/ago/docs/regulations/940-cmr-33-00.pdf
https://hrlaws.services.xerox.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2015/07/hrc_fyi_In-depth-2015-07-01.pdf
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needed adjustments to their PTO/paid sick leave policies to conform to the Earned Sick Time Law on or before 

January 1, 2016.  

In Closing 

The safe harbor that has given Massachusetts employers additional time to update their PTO/paid sick leave 

policies is drawing to a close. Employers that have been operating under the safe harbor will want to carefully 

review their PTO/paid sick time policies and make any adjustments needed to ensure that they will fully comply with 

the Earned Sick Time Law by January 1, 2016. 
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