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OSHA Reopens After 
Government Shutdown: What 
Employers Should Expect

November 20, 2025
By Sarah Goodman

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) is officially back to full operations, now that the government 
shutdown has ended. With staff fully restored, employers need to recognize that agency activity previously paused is now 
resuming — and, in many cases, accelerating. As OSHA re-engages inspections, rulemaking, and policy initiatives, 
organizations that assumed a “wait-and-see” stance during the shutdown may find themselves playing catch-up.

During the funding lapse, OSHA’s enforcement was largely limited to imminent danger situations, workplace fatalities and 
catastrophes, and high-gravity serious violations that could not wait. Programmed inspections, outreach, cooperative-program 
activity, and some informal conferences were suspended. Yet despite that pause, employers did not gain any regulatory 
holiday: many deadlines continued to run. For example, the six-month statute of limitations for OSHA to issue citations 
remained in force, as did the 15-working-day deadline for filing a Notice of Contest once a citation is issued. Because of that, 
businesses must now review and respond to any enforcement activity that may have been initiated during the shutdown period 
but did not proceed in a typical manner.

With the shutdown behind us, OSHA will begin clearing the backlog of work that accumulated, and that means employers 
should expect increased activity. Complaints filed during the shutdown may lead to inspections, email inquiries, or phone 
contact, and cited cases may be pushed toward litigation or settlement as the agency’s Office of the Solicitor resubmits 
matters to the Occupational Safety and Health Review Commission (OSHRC). The new leadership at OSHA and OSHRC, 
confirmed during or immediately following the shutdown, signals a renewed policy push: new priorities, new enforcement 
emphasis, and perhaps fresh interpretations of the rules. On the regulatory side, rulemaking initiatives that were paused are 
now reactivated. For example, OSHA recently closed its post-hearing comment period for a proposed heat exposure standard, 
and staff will resume review of comments now that appropriations have returned. Other dockets — related to chemical 
respiratory protection, changes to the general duty clause, lighting in construction, and workplace violence/infectious disease 
standards — are also moving forward. Employers should remain alert because while final rules may not be imminent, the path 
is now open.

Given this environment, it is imperative for employers to revisit their safety, health, and compliance programs—and do so with 
urgency. While the shutdown may have created a temporary lull, it did not suspend employer obligations. During the pause, 
many firms may have held off on site audits, deferred training programs, delayed record-keeping cleanup, or postponed 
internal corrective actions. Now is the time to address those gaps. Reporting requirements remain in effect: for example, 
employers must report work-related fatalities within eight hours and serious injuries (such as amputations, loss of an eye, 
hospitalization) within 24 hours of occurrence. Furthermore, even in states under federal OSHA plan coverage, the same rules 
apply: while federal inspectors may have been limited, many state-plan jurisdictions continued inspections and enforcement.

Another significant factor: backlog and delay do not mean indefinite delay. When inspections resume in earnest, the 
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accumulation of complaints and deferred cases may result in a surge of agency activity, meaning firms that assumed “no one 
is watching during the shutdown” could find themselves under scrutiny. In other words, the quiet period is essentially over. 
Employers should confirm that abatement deadlines, informal conference windows, and contest deadlines have not expired 
during the shutdown. If citations were issued, the 15-working day contest deadline is jurisdictional: missing it means losing the ‐
right to challenge the citation. Even if informal conferences were unavailable during the shutdown, the contest deadline 
continued to run. That means many firms may need to act even before the agency shows up. Documentation of abatement 
actions, corrective steps, and safety program updates will be vital.

In terms of regulatory posture and leadership, the era ahead may bring changed enforcement priorities. With a new assistant 
secretary for OSHA and a newly confirmed solicitor of labor now in place, OSHA will likely clarify its strategic focus and 
resume formal rulemaking. Employers should anticipate possible shifts in emphasis — for instance in the areas of 
musculoskeletal disorders, infectious disease in healthcare, workplace violence protections, and emerging hazard exposures. 
The agency’s restart also triggers renewed activity at the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) and its review 
commission. For employers in mining and heavy industry, that means you should not assume continued dormancy.

For practical steps, employers should immediately conduct a legal-compliance health check. Review outstanding citations, 
confirm whether any deadlines have run or are about to run, track complaints filed with OSHA during the shutdown, and review 
your injury/illness reporting and record-keeping for accuracy. Update or re-launch training and internal auditing efforts that may 
have been deferred. Check the status of rulemaking efforts that may affect your industry (for example, the heat stress 
standard) and monitor whether state-plan jurisdictions are adopting or adapting state-specific rules in response. If your firm 
operates in multiple states, especially with state-plan OSHA programs, coordinate your multi-state compliance posture now 
because state enforcement may not have had the same suspension. Finally, ensure your safety culture remains robust: a 
period of reduced government oversight is not grounds to reduce employer vigilance.

In short, OSHA’s return means business as usual — and then some. Employers who treat the shutdown as a pause rather 
than a break may find themselves at a disadvantage. Now is the time to engage proactively, refresh your compliance strategy, 
reinforce your safety programs, document your actions, and stay alert.
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