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The November 26, 2025, preliminary injunction issued by Judge Eric R. Komitee of the U.S. District Court for the Eastern 
District of New York in Amazon Services v. New York State Public Employment Relations Board represents a critical 
reaffirmation of federal preemption doctrine in American labor law. The decision found that amendments to the New York State 
Employment Relations Act (SERA) are preempted under the Supreme Court's holding in San Diego Building Trades Council v.  
Garmon. 

The Constitutional Context

At the heart of this dispute lies a fundamental question about the structure of American governance: when a federal agency 
faces operational paralysis, can states step in to fill the regulatory void? New York's September 2025 amendments to SERA 
attempted to do precisely that, granting the state's Public Employment Relations Board (PERB) jurisdiction over private-sector 
labor disputes traditionally handled by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). The legislation emerged from a genuine 
governance crisis — following President Trump's removal of Board Member Gwynne Wilcox, the NLRB was left without the 
quorum necessary to issue decisions on union representation petitions or unfair labor practice charges.

Governor Kathy Hochul signed the amendments as a stopgap measure, arguing they were necessary to protect workers' rights 
during federal dysfunction. The law would have allowed PERB to exercise NLRB powers unless and until the federal board 
obtained a court order establishing jurisdiction — effectively reversing the presumption of federal authority that has governed 
labor relations for decades.

The Garmon Doctrine: A Pillar of Labor Law

Judge Komitee's decision rested heavily on the doctrine established in the Supreme Court's 1959 Garmon decision, which 
holds that when an activity is even arguably subject to the National Labor Relations Act, states must defer to the NLRB's 
exclusive competence. This principle reflects a deliberate congressional design: to create uniform national labor policy 
administered by an expert federal agency rather than allowing potentially conflicting state regulations.

The Garmon preemption doctrine applies not only when the NLRB has actively asserted jurisdiction, but also when the board 
has declined to exercise its authority. This breadth serves a critical purpose — preventing the very jurisdictional conflicts and 
regulatory uncertainty that New York's law threatened to create. As the court emphasized, states cannot regulate labor 
activities simply because the federal agency is temporarily unable to act.

The Court's Rejection of "Unique Circumstances"

New York and the Amazon Labor Union advanced a novel argument: that the unprecedented circumstances of the NLRB's 
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lack of a quorum, combined with the constitutional challenge to board members' removal protections, justified an exception to 
traditional preemption principles. The district court firmly rejected this position, holding that temporary federal dysfunction 
cannot justify state legislation that directly contradicts Supreme Court precedent.

This rejection is significant for several reasons. First, it establishes that preemption is not contingent on federal capacity but on 
federal authority. The NLRA remains the supreme law governing private-sector labor relations regardless of whether the NLRB 
can currently adjudicate cases. Second, it prevents states from using administrative or political crises as opportunities to 
expand their regulatory reach into areas Congress has reserved for federal control. Third, it maintains the principle that 
doctrinal exceptions must come from the Supreme Court, not from state legislatures responding to expedient circumstances.

Implications for American Federalism

The Amazon decision arrived at a moment when multiple states — including California, New Jersey, and Massachusetts — 
have proposed or enacted similar legislation attempting to fill the NLRB's vacuum. Judge Komitee's opinion serves as a 
warning shot to these efforts, reasserting the primacy of federal labor law even during periods of federal incapacity.

While states traditionally possess broad police powers to protect workers' health and safety, labor relations have long been 
recognized as requiring national uniformity. The New York court's decision reinforces the principle that constitutional 
preemption doctrines are not suspended during administrative crises, however genuine those crises may be.

Practical Consequences

For employers like Amazon, the injunction prevents the nightmare scenario of navigating conflicting state and federal labor 
systems. Without the injunction, companies operating across multiple states could face dramatically different legal frameworks 
for identical conduct, undermining the uniformity that the NLRA was designed to achieve.

For workers and unions, the decision is more complicated. It removes a potential avenue for expedited resolution of labor 
disputes at a time when the NLRB remains effectively paralyzed.

Looking Forward

The Amazon decision is unlikely to be the final word. New York will likely appeal to the Second Circuit, where the case could 
produce important appellate guidance on the application of preemption doctrine in contexts of federal administrative failure. 
Moreover, the underlying constitutional questions about NLRB members' removal protections remain pending before the 
Supreme Court, and their resolution could reshape the landscape that produced this controversy.

Conclusion

Judge Komitee's ruling in Amazon Services v. New York State Public Employment Relations Board is important because it 
reaffirms principles of federal preemption at a moment when those principles faced their most serious state-level challenge in 
decades. The decision prioritizes constitutional structure and legal consistency over pragmatic problem-solving, holding that 
even genuine governance crises cannot justify state encroachment into areas of exclusive federal jurisdiction.

For labor law specifically, the decision maintains the NLRA's primacy and the Garmon doctrine's vigor, ensuring that private-
sector labor relations remain governed by uniform national standards rather than fragmenting into state-by-state variations

The decision leaves unresolved the deeper problem it illuminates: what happens when the federal government's institutional 
mechanisms fail, yet constitutional doctrine prohibits states from filling the void? This question extends beyond labor law to 
implicate numerous regulatory domains where federal preemption is broad but federal capacity is fragile. Judge Komitee's 
opinion answers the legal question decisively, but the practical and political challenges it exposes will likely persist long after 
this litigation concludes.
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