STATE OF FLORIDA
REEMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE APPEALS COMMISSION
In the matter of:
Claimant/Appellant
R.A.A.C. Order No. 13-09442

vs.
Employer/Appellee

Referee Decision No. 0008758062-03U

ORDER OF REEMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE APPEALS COMMISSION

This case comes before the Commission for disposition of the claimant's appeal
pursuant to Section 443.151(4)(c), Florida Statutes, of a referee's decision holding
the claimant disqualified from receipt of benefits.
Pursuant to the appeal filed in this case, the Reemployment Assistance
Appeals Commission has conducted a complete review of the evidentiary hearing
record and decision of the appeals referee. See §443.151(4)(c), Fla. Stat. By law, the
Commission’s review is limited to those matters that were presented to the referee
and are contained in the official record.
The issue before the Commission is whether the claimant voluntarily left work
without good cause within the meaning of Section 443.101(1), Florida Statutes.
The referee’s findings of fact state as follows:
The claimant began working for the employer on January 25,
2010. The claimant worked as an assistant city clerk II. On
June 24, 2013, the city clerk asked the claimant why she failed to
add minutes for ordinances from the meeting from May 7, 2013, in
the document on a flash drive the claimant gave her. The
claimant explained to the city clerk that she asked her previously
if she needed to add the minutes from the ordinances in the
document, and the city clerk said it was not necessary. However,
the claimant took offense at the tone and manner the city clerk
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asked the question. The claimant did not report to human
resources or office of professional standard[s] the interaction she
had with the city clerk that she considered offensive. On June 24,
2013, the claimant quit without notice because she believed the
city clerk spoke to her in an offensive manner.
Based on these findings, the referee held the claimant voluntarily left work
without good cause attributable to the employing unit. Upon review of the record
and the arguments on appeal, the Commission concludes the record was not
sufficiently developed; consequently, the case must be remanded.
Section 443.101(1), Florida Statutes, provides that an individual shall be
disqualified from receipt of benefits for voluntarily leaving work without good cause
attributable to the employing unit. Good cause is such cause as "would reasonably
impel the average able-bodied qualified worker to give up his or her employment."
Uniweld Products, Inc. v. Industrial Relations Commission, 277 So. 2d 827 (Fla. 4th
DCA 1973).
In concluding that the claimant voluntarily left work without good cause
attributable to the employing unit, the referee resolved material conflicts in the
evidence in favor of the employer. In her conclusions of law, the referee states in
pertinent part:
The record and evidence in this case show that the claimant quit
because she took offense at the tone and manner the City Clerk
asked her a question. However, the claimant did not attempt to
preserve her job by voicing her concerns to human resources or the
office of professional standard[s]. An individual who leaves work
voluntarily, as the claimant did, carries the burden to show that
the leaving was with good cause attributable to the employer, in
order to qualify for Reemployment Assistance benefits. That
burden has not been met in this case. In addition, the claimant’s
quitting was not attributable to the employer. As such, the
claimant is disqualified from the receipt of benefits . . . .
Consideration was given to the claimant’s contention that the City
Clerk took retaliatory actions against her because she and some
co-workers filed a complaint against the City Clerk. Based on the
evidence in the record, the City Clerk was not privy to the names
of individuals that filed the complaint against her. The evidence
in the record did not support the allegation that the City Clerk
retaliated against the claimant. In addition, the claimant
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submitted into evidence materials obtained from the internet;
copies of emails and a CD of an audio complaint filed against the
City Clerk in 2010 by an employee prior to the claimant being
hired. After a careful review of the documents and the audio CD
submitted by the claimant, the hearing officer reached the
conclusion that the documents and CD are not relevant to the
instant case. As such, consideration is respectfully denied.
A review of the record in this case reveals that material undisputed evidence
was not properly addressed by the appeals referee. Additionally, the referee’s
conclusion that “the claimant did not attempt to preserve her job by voicing her
concerns to human resources or the office of professional standards” is inconsistent
with the referee’s acknowledgment that the claimant attributed the City Clerk’s
behavior to retaliatory action because “she and some co-workers filed a complaint
against the City Clerk.” (emphasis added). The referee’s decision indicates that,
while the Clerk’s behavior may not have been rooted in retaliatory animus, the
claimant and her co-workers had previously apprised the employer that the City
Clerk was engaging in inappropriate behaviors. The referee mistakenly concluded
that the dispositive issues in this case are whether the Clerk’s post-March 2013
behavior towards the claimant was in retaliation for the filing of a March 2013
complaint and whether the claimant made reasonable efforts to preserve her
employment in June 2013. The dispositive issues in this case, however, are whether
the claimant had good cause to quit because of the City Clerk’s alleged ongoing
behavior towards staff, and whether, given the prior complaint which the claimant
had already made, she had any further duty to attempt to preserve her employment.
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The record reflects that on March 1, 2013, the claimant and three of her
co-workers filed a complaint with the employer regarding the City Clerk’s behavior.
The written complaint was entered as an exhibit for the appeals referee’s
consideration. The complaint alleges, in part, that the City Clerk yelled frequently,
engaged in bullying behavior, and created a hostile work environment. 1 Due to the
nature of the City Clerk’s position, an investigation was conducted by the City
Attorney’s office, employees were interviewed and a report was generated. The
report, which was entered as an exhibit, summarized the following statements from
the investigator’s employee interviews:
“Staff members’ complaints are that she is difficult to work with
because of her frequent yelling, unwarranted comments,
overreaction to situations in the office, and inability to calmly
discuss issues with staff members.”
“There is a perception that she will take an adverse employment
act against staff members for speaking out against her . . . .”
“Some of the staff members have brought their complaints to
Office of Professional Standards (OPS) in the past and have not
received any resolution of their grievances.”
“All of the staff members believed that [the City Clerk] needs to be
consistent with her treatment of her staff members and be more
tactful in discussing work issues with her staff, i.e., cease all
yelling at staff members.”
“A majority of the staff members used the word ‘bullying’ to
describe her behavior.”
The City Clerk testified that she suffered no repercussions as a result of the
investigation; she also testified she implemented an action plan to address the
matters presented in the complaint. It is undisputed that the action plan required
the City Clerk to, in essence, file a self-reported progress update with the City
Commission after 60 days, and again after six months, of the implementation date of
the plan.

The claimant did not allege that the City Clerk targeted any individual for negative treatment
based upon their membership in a protected class.
1

R.A.A.C. Order No. 13-09442

Page No. 5

The claimant and two of her co-workers, an Assistant City Clerk IV and an
Assistant City Clerk I, testified that no one instructed them on the procedures that
were to be followed if the City Clerk retaliated against them or reverted to the type
of behavior that caused them to file their complaint. It is undisputed that no input
was solicited from employees working under the City Clerk at the time the 60-day
report was completed. Accordingly, the record reflects that only the City Clerk
reported on whether she had acted in compliance with the action plan. Both the
claimant and the Assistant City Clerk IV testified that, after the 60-day mark had
passed, the City Clerk reverted to the type of behavior that had caused them to file
the March 2013 complaint.
In addition to the March 2013 complaint, the claimant presented evidence
regarding a January 2010 complaint filed by another employee concerning the City
Clerk’s behavior. A copy of the audio recording containing the complaint, which was
provided to the employer and the referee, was not provided to the Commission for
review. The Commission notes that the employer’s representative asserted she could
not play the copy of the audio recording the claimant provided as evidence for the
hearing. The referee did not offer to postpone the hearing so that the claimant could
provide an additional copy of the recording, and the referee failed to consider the
nature of the prior complaint when rendering her decision. The referee also failed to
consider the manner in which the employer handled either the January 2010 or the
March 2013 complaints in determining whether the claimant voluntarily left work
without good cause attributable to the employer. Finally, in holding the claimant
quit without good cause, the referee erroneously considered only the June 2013
interaction between the claimant and the City Clerk.
“An employer’s failure to provide its employees with a tolerable work
environment has been found to be good cause for leaving employment attributable to
the employer.” Yaeger v. Florida Unemployment Appeals Commission, 786 So. 2d 48,
53 (Fla. 3d DCA 2001). See also Eulo v. Florida Unemployment Appeals
Commission, 724 So. 2d 636 (Fla. 2d DCA 1999). In this case, the claimant testified
that the City Clerk continually berated her. In the final incident, the City Clerk
confronted the claimant about a work-related problem at a co-worker’s desk, rather
than speaking with the claimant in private. While the parties presented conflicting
testimony regarding the City Clerk’s demeanor, the claimant testified that this was
the incident that prompted her to submit her resignation, an event that took place
after she had complained regarding prior instances and, she contended, the Clerk’s
behavior had reverted to pre-complaint form. By focusing solely on the final
incident, the referee failed to put this incident in proper context of an alleged
pattern of behavior which resulted in the March 2013 complaint being filed.
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Additionally, the referee focused on the issue of whether the City Clerk’s behavior
was motivated by retaliatory animus, without also recognizing that the behavior did
not have to be retaliatory to be sufficiently hostile to give the claimant good cause to
quit. On remand, the referee must consider the work environment as a whole during
the claimant’s employment under the City Clerk.
As to the issue of preservation of her employment, the claimant testified that
she did not complain to the employer again after the final incident because prior
complaints from the claimant and other workers had resulted in no meaningful
change and she believed additional complaints would only lead to further negative
treatment. As summarized within the employer’s investigative report, the employer
was aware prior complaints had been ineffectual for employees. The record
indicates, however, that the employer established no mechanism to make sure the
remedies were working on this occasion. Furthermore, the complaining employees
were given no specific avenue to pursue should they receive further negative
treatment.
In Rivera v. Florida Unemployment Appeals Commission, 99 So. 3d 505 (Fla.
3d DCA 2011), the claimant complained to both her general manager and district
manager about an assistant general manager’s harassment. After being told her
allegations could not be corroborated, the claimant’s request for a transfer was
denied and, believing she would have to continue working with her harasser, the
claimant voluntarily quit. Id. at 507. The court reversed the order disqualifying the
claimant from receipt of benefits for failing to make reasonable efforts to preserve
her employment after the transfer was denied, noting that the claimant had already
expended reasonable efforts to preserve her employment. Id. at 508. While the
employer did take some action in this case, the limitations on its actions could
potentially have led a reasonable employee to conclude that another complaint was
not only futile, but was counter-productive. On remand, the referee must weigh the
facts as known to the claimant and determine whether she would reasonably have
been expected to make any further attempts to complain to the employer.
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Finally, the Commission notes that, during the course of the proceeding, the
referee characterized a material portion of the City Clerk’s testimony as “not
truthful” because it conflicted with the testimony presented by the claimant and her
witnesses. 2 The statement was inappropriate and, despite her ruling in favor of the
employer, indicates potential bias against the employer’s chief witness. In order to
ensure full due process is provided to each party, the supplemental hearing must be
held de novo before a new appeals referee.
In order to address the foregoing issues, the decision of the appeals referee is
vacated and the cause is remanded for a hearing de novo. The parties are advised
that any exhibits the parties wish to be considered, including higher quality copies of
previously provided exhibits, must be sent to the referee as well as the opposing
party in order to be received at least 24 hours in advance of the supplemental
hearing in accordance with Florida Administrative Code Rule 73B-20.014(3). The
referee must then render a decision that considers whether the claimant voluntarily
left work with good cause attributable to the employer taken in context of the total
employment history.
The claimant’s Notice of Appeal was filed by a representative for the claimant.
Section 443.041, Florida Statutes, provides that a representative for any individual
claiming benefits in any proceeding before the Commission shall not receive a fee for
such services unless the amount of the fee is approved by the Commission. The
claimant’s representative shall provide the amount, if any, the claimant has agreed
to pay for services, the hourly rate charged or other method used to compute the
proposed fee, and the nature and extent of the services rendered, not later than
fifteen (15) days from the date of this Order.

The Commission specifically refers to minute 20:00 of the second recording wherein the referee
states, “You are testifying under oath that you were civil to the claimant on the interaction you had
with her on June 24, 2013. I previously took testimony from city workers that allegedly saw some
part of the events and according to their testimony the action was not civil. So, I am wondering
why, under oath, you would provide me with a statement that was not truthful?”

2
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The decision of the appeals referee is vacated and the case is remanded for
further proceedings.
It is so ordered.
REEMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE APPEALS COMMISSION
Frank E. Brown, Chairman
Thomas D. Epsky, Member
Joseph D. Finnegan, Member
This is to certify that on
4/25/2014
,
the above Order was filed in the office of
the Clerk of the Reemployment
Assistance Appeals Commission, and a
copy mailed to the last known address
of each interested party.
By: Kimberley Pena
Deputy Clerk

