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St. Paul Minimum Wage Youth Exemption

Questions:
Would the adoption of a broad, age-based minimum wage exemption in St. Paul violate
Minnesota state law? How does such an exemption compare to other cities that have adopted a
robust (i.e., above $12 an hour) minimum wage?
Short answer:
A St. Paul youth exemption would violate the Minnesota Human Rights Act (MHRA) and St.
Paul’s anti-discrimination ordinances if it allowed employers to pay a lower minimum wage to
any worker 18 years or older simply based on age. The one caveat is that the Minnesota Fair
Labor Standards Act (MFLSA) provides that for employees under 20 years of age, employers are
required to pay no less than a subminimum wage (based on the state minimum wage) for the first
90 days of employment. A St. Paul youth training exception that mirrored or created a narrower
subminimum wage than the MFLSA exemption for young workers would be consistent with
state law, such as the training exemption in Minneapolis’ $15 minimum wage ordinance.
Of the 24 cities nationwide that have a “robust” minimum wage (i.e. a minimum wage that is
currently above $12/hour or is scheduled to increase to above $12/hour), a majority has no youth
or training carve-out, that is, youth of any age are entitled to the full minimum wage. Cities with
ordinances that do include exemptions for youth or training programs either strictly limit the
duration of the exemption or the age range subject to the exemption.
Analysis
A St. Paul Ordinance Simply Adopting an Age-Based Minimum Wage Exemption Would
Violate the Minnesota Human Rights Act and the City’s Anti-Discrimination Laws
Based on the language of the MHRA and St. Paul’s anti-discrimination ordinance, a local
ordinance allowing employers to discriminate against young workers in pay based on their age
would conflict with both anti-discrimination laws.
The MHRA prohibits discrimination on the basis of age.1 In its section on definitions, the
MHRA clarifies that its prohibition against unfair employment practices based on age “prohibits
Specifically, the MHRA makes it an unfair employment practice for an employer, on the basis of age, to “(1)
refuse to hire or to maintain a system of employment which unreasonably excludes a person seeking employment; or
1

using a person’s age as a basis for a decision if the person is over the age of majority . . . .”2 The
MHRA also adopts a broad definition of employer, defining the term as “a person who has one
or more employees.”3 While the MRHA creates a few exemptions, none of them directly allow
for an employer to compensate similarly situated employees disparately solely on the basis of
any age above 18.4
St. Paul’s city ordinances contain similar anti-discrimination language.5 St. Paul’s city
ordinances make it unlawful to for an employer “[t]o discriminate against an employee with
respect to hire, tenure, referral, apprenticeship, compensation, terms, upgrading, or other
conditions or privileges of employment.” 6 St. Paul’s discrimination protections, like the state’s,
apply to “persons who have passed the age of majority, which is eighteen (18).”7
A Local Youth Carve-Out May Not Be Broader Than the State’s Minimum Wage Law
Allows
A proposed ordinance that would allow employers in Saint Paul to pay different levels of
compensation based solely on an employee’s age would conflict with the MHRA by permitting
something the statute expressly forbids. The Minnesota Supreme Court has held that “[a]s a
general rule, conflicts which would render an ordinance invalid exist only when both the
ordinance and the statute contain express or implied terms that are irreconcilable with each
other.”8 The state’s highest court also has held that when an ordinance permits what the statute
forbids, there is a conflict.9 The same court has also held that “[a] conflict exists between state
law and a municipal regulation when the law and the regulation ‘contain express or implied
terms that are irreconcilable with each other.’”10
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However, the Minnesota Supreme Court has also held that generally “no conflict exists where
the ordinance, though different, is merely additional and complementary to or in aid and
furtherance of the statute.”11 Under the MFLSA, employers may pay employees under 20 years
old $7.87 an hour for the first 90 consecutive days of employment.12 Similarly, an employer
must pay an employee under the age of 18 at least $7.87 an hour.13 Thus, state law permits a
limited age-based distinction when it comes to wages only for employees under the age of 20
and only for the first 90 consecutive days of employment. Minneapolis’ minimum wage
ordinance contains a narrower youth training exemption that allows employers to pay employees
under the age of 20 who are employed in city-approved training or apprenticeship programs
eight-five percent of the local minimum wage rate.14
Based on the above, St. Paul may be able to enact a youth wage carve-out, but only one that
matches or narrows the MFLSA’s age (under 20) and time (the first 90 consecutive days of
employment) limitations for a permissible age-based distinction when it comes to wages without
running afoul of state law. Any local youth wage carve-out that broadens those two limitations or
parameters would violate state law. For example, a local youth wage carve-out that allowed
employers to pay St. Paul workers who are 23 years old a lower minimum wage indefinitely
would appear to violate state law because 1) state law only allows a subminimum wage for
employees under 20 years of age; 2) the subminimum wage is only allowed for the first 90
consecutive days of employment, and 3) the MHRA prohibits any other type of age-based
discrimination in compensation.
A Broad Youth Exemption Is Out of Step with Cities with Minimum Wages Above $12
An analysis of 24 cities that have adopted minimum wages above $12 reveals that a majority
(thirteen) have no youth or training exemption at all.15 Furthermore, even the cities that have
adopted youth or training exemptions have largely narrow time limits on exemptions, ranging
from the first 160 hours of employment to 120 days, and applicable age ranges. This includes
Minneapolis, whose youth training wage is limited to the first 90 days of employment and
workers under 20. Of those cities that maintain carve-outs, only three exempt workers over the
age of 20, with one of these likely to be phased out by 2020. And even among these three cities,
only one has what can be described as a broad exemption.16
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Metropolitan areas comparable to St. Paul have no or very limited youth carve-outs. San
Francisco and Washington, D.C., which have adopted $15 as a minimum wage, have no youth
carve out at all. Other large cities have only limited exemptions. Seattle, described further below,
only exempts workers 15 years old and younger. Los Angeles allows 14 to 17 year-old
employees to be paid 85 percent of the minimum wage only for the first 160 hours of
employment.17 San Jose only allows a lower wage for workers who are 17 years or younger and
employed for 120 days or less in a youth training programs administered by a nonprofit or
government entity aimed at “disadvantaged youth.”18 Similarly, Minneapolis’ minimum wage
ordinance allows for employers to pay employees in city-approved training and apprenticeship
programs 85 percent of the minimum wage for the first 90 days of employment. Trainee
employees must be 19 years of age or younger to be paid this subminimum wage. 19
Only four cities exempt workers over the age of 20 or for a period longer than the first 120 days
of employment: Berkeley, San Leandro, Chicago, and Seattle. However, these exemptions are
narrower than they seem. Berkeley’s youth job training wage for workers 25 years old and under
is in fact a slower phase-in of the full minimum wage for youth.20 It is likely that by July 2020 it
will have been phased out. Seattle’s youth exemption has no time limit but only applies to
workers 15 years old and under, who must be paid 85 percent of the full wage.21 San Leandro’s
exemption applies to worker 25 years old and under in job training programs, but only for the
first 120 days.22
If St. Paul adopted a broad youth exemption, it would likely violate state discrimination law as
well go against the overwhelming majority of cities across the country that have raised wages
beyond $12 an hour.
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