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In a 3-2 decision, the NLRB recently changed its standard for determining backpay in “salting”
cases.  Oil Capitol Sheet Metal, Inc., 349 NLRB No. 118 (2007).  The NLRB held that it will no
longer apply to a union-organizer “salt” the presumption that he or she would have worked
indefinitely, and is entitled to backpay from the date of discrimination until the employer makes
an unconditional offer to hire the “salt.”.  The NLRB further stated in “salting” cases it is the
General Counsel’s burden to establish that the claimed backpay period is reasonable.

Oil Capitol refused to hire Michael Couch, who was found to be a “salt.”  The NLRB has defined
“salting” as “the act of a trade union in sending in a union member or members to an unorganized
jobsite to obtain employment and then organize the employees.”  Tualatin Electric, 312 NLRB
129, 130 n. 3 (1993).  The traditional remedy for refusal to hire in non-salting cases includes
backpay.  Prior to Oil Capitol, a rebuttable presumption was applied that backpay period was due
from the moment of discrimination until a valid offer of instatement or reinstatement.  Employers
had the burden of rebutting this presumption to reduce a back pay award.  Oil Capitol changes
the standard by holding that the rebuttable presumption does not apply to “salts.”  Though
employment in typical refusal-to-hire cases was presumed to be indefinite, courts will not
presume that a “salt” would have transferred work sites after completing a project.  Now, the
General Counsel must prove a “salt” would have worked at multiple job sites or for an indefinite
period.  The General Counsel must also prove that a “salt” would still be employed by the
employer if not for the discrimination in order to gain an instatement or reinstatement order.  

The majority reasoned that in customary refusal-to-hire cases, the employer is in the best position
to know the duration of employment because employees generally plan on working indefinitely
at the employer’s discretion.  “Salts,” however, generally only seek employment for the time
necessary to achieve the union’s objectives.  Therefore the NLRB held that the union, rather than
the employer, is particularly suited to know the duration of a “salt’s” employment because it is
based on the union’s goals.  

The dissent criticized the reading as going beyond the briefs and empirical evidence submitted
by the parties.  The dissent challenged the majority’s conclusion that “salts” typically would not
seek indefinite employment, stating a union cannot predict how long a “salt’s” employment will
last when employment is cut short by the employer.  The dissent also criticized the majority for
“reaching beyond the issue of backpay” to the subject of instatement or reinstatement, and
suggesting that in some cases that instatement or reinstatement would not be a proper remedy.  

The majority countered by stating that by eliminating the rebuttable presumption in “salting”
cases, damages would be less punitive and more tailored to the actual consequences of
discrimination.
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