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FACT

Bill sponsors have claimed that HB 4005 “creates a structured,
supervised apprenticeship program.”[1] In reality, the Youth
Apprenticeship Program referenced in this bill was created through
legislation in 2024 and is already working.[2]

Further, through the West Virginia Department of Education,
thousands of students are participating in safe, supervised work-
based learning opportunities and apprenticeships earning wages and
gaining practical work experience in trades and industries including
welding, manufacturing, construction, robotics, and aviation.[3]

Proponents only talk about the changes in HB 4005 that involve apprenticeships,
but the legislation is much broader.[4] Rather than simply allowing 16- and 17-year-
olds in registered apprenticeships to work in industries that are generally deemed
too hazardous for child workers, the legislation largely eliminates state-level
protections defining hazardous occupations too dangerous for all minors to work
in. In addition, the bill eliminates state-level protections limiting the time children
can work with dangerous machinery, as well as requirements for direct supervision
of dangerous work.

Put simply, HB 4005 opens up any employer to employ any child who is 16 or 17
years old to work in some industries currently banned as hazardous, even
unscrupulous employers who are not participating in safe, registered
apprenticeship environments.

Federal child labor protections have long been considered the floor, with the
Federal Labor Standards Act dictating minimum standards. Because federal law is
increasingly outdated and under threat, states have long codified federal
standards into state law and implemented additional, stronger protections to
ensure children working are doing so in safe, supervised work environments.

Current West Virginia law has stronger protections than federal rules in defining
some hazardous industries, requiring supervision of youth workers, and setting
limits on youth usage of dangerous machinery. Striking these state-level
protections as envisioned in HB 4005 will significantly reduce West Virginia’s child
labor protections.

16- and 17-year-olds can already work in most jobs, including non-
hazardous jobs in inherently dangerous industries. There are also
recognized pathways in West Virginia for these minors to perform
some hazardous work as part of bona fide registered
apprenticeship or student learner programs in certain conditions
under close supervision. These existing pathways are meant to
balance safety with career and skills training—ensuring minors
can gain valuable career skills without risking life and limb.



Minors are more likely than adults to be injured or killed on the job.[5] Federal law prohibits minors
from working in a list of jobs that have been deemed too dangerous for this group based on the
fatal injury rate for adults in these occupations. Striking the protections currently enshrined in
state law will take West Virginia backward on its commitment to protecting working children and
will increase the risk of minors being injured or killed on the job.

Child labor law violations are on the rise across the country, and federal child labor protections are
at serious risk of being eroded. West Virginia should prioritize protecting and advancing workers’
rights, including by strengthening child labor protections, not further weakening them to give
employers—including unscrupulous ones—greater access to cheap labor.[6]
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