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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court held that workers who cleaned, inspected, sorted, weighed,

and packaged bean sprouts were entitled to overtime pay for hours worked over forty per week. The

court narrowly construed the agricultural exemption in G. L. c. 151, § 1A (19), concluding that it

covered planting, raising, and harvesting crops but not postharvest activities. The court reversed the

defendants’ summary judgment and remanded for further proceedings.
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The plaintiffs appealed from cross-summary-judgment rulings in favor
of the defendants in an action seeking overtime wages. The Supreme
Judicial Court granted the plaintiffs' application for direct appellate

review.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether workers who clean, inspect, sort, weigh, and package bean sprouts are engaged in agriculture
and farming within the agricultural exemption to Massachusetts's overtime statute, G. L. c. 151, § 1A
(19).

2. Whether the Massachusetts overtime statute's agricultural exemption should be interpreted using the

broader definition of agriculture in the Federal Fair Labor Standards Act.

3. Whether the plaintiffs were entitled to overtime compensation for hours worked in excess of forty per

week.

HOLDINGS

1. The agricultural exemption in G. L. c. 151, § 1A (19), does not apply to employees who perform

postharvesting activities such as cleaning, sorting, weighing, and packaging agricultural commodities.

2. Massachusetts's overtime statute must be broadly construed in light of its remedial purpose, and

exemptions from the overtime requirement must be construed narrowly.

3. The broad definition of agriculture in the Federal Fair Labor Standards Act does not govern the meaning

of the agricultural exemption in the Massachusetts overtime statute.

4. Because the plaintiffs were not engaged in agriculture and farming within the meaning of the
Massachusetts exemption, they were entitled to overtime pay for work performed in excess of forty

hours per week.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We conclude that, under the plain language of the statute and the legislative history, the agricultural

exemption does not apply to the plaintiffs, and therefore, they are entitled to overtime wages.” (at 625)

“At the outset, we note that, "as a remedial measure, the overtime statute must be broadly construed in light

of its purpose, which is in part to compensate for a long work week."” (at 627)

“The definition refers to "growing and harvesting" commodities but does not include postharvesting

activities.” (at 628)

“By reading the plain language of the exemption in G. L. c. 151, § 1A (19), narrowly to include only the work
of planting, raising, and harvesting crops, we give effect to the statutory definition of agricultural and farm
work in G. L. c. 151, § 2, as well as to the legislative intent to balance the interests of workers and

employers.” (at 636)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The defendants operated a year-round, 44,000-square-foot facility that used an automated hydroponic process to
grow, harvest, package, and distribute bean sprouts. The plaintiffs were not involved in growing the sprouts; they
cleaned, inspected, sorted, weighed, and packaged them, cleaned the facility, and discarded waste. They
regularly worked more than forty hours per week, sometimes as many as seventy hours, but were not paid
overtime for hours exceeding forty.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The plaintiffs commenced a civil action in the Massachusetts Superior Court on November 17, 2015, alleging
that their employers failed to pay overtime wages for work exceeding forty hours per week. On cross motions
for summary judgment, the Superior Court allowed the defendants' motion and denied the plaintiffs' motion,
concluding that the plaintiffs' work fell within the agricultural exemption to the Massachusetts overtime statute.
The Supreme Judicial Court granted direct appellate review, reversed both rulings, and remanded for further

proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The matter was remanded to the Superior Court for further proceedings consistent with the opinion. The

plaintiffs' motion for summary judgment was to be allowed, and the defendants' motion was to be denied.
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