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Workers say Sterling Jewelers fostered rampant sexual harassment

Daniel Wiessner

(Reuters) - Dozens of women suing Sterling Jewelers Inc for discriminating against them in pay and promotions also say
the retailer fostered a culture of rampant harassment in which managers doled out raises and desirable jobs in return
for sexual favors.

The claims made in a 2008 case that was sent to private arbitration came to light in about 1,300 pages of testimony
from more than 200 current and former Sterling employees released by their lawyers at Cohen Milstein Sellers & Toll
on Monday.

Although arbitration proceedings are typically confidential, Sterling, represented by Seyfarth Shaw, agreed to the release
of the documents as long as the names of managers and executives were redacted, plaintiffs' lawyer Kalpana Kotagal
said in an interview.

The plaintiffs accuse Sterling of violating the federal Equal Pay Act, but the lawsuit does not include claims of sexual
harassment. The arbitrator last year certified a class that includes about 69,000 women.

Akron, Ohio-based Sterling, a unit of Signet Jewelers Ltd, is the parent of Kay Jewelers, Zales, Jared The Galleria Of
Jewelry and other brands and operates about 1,500 stores nationwide.

Sterling in a statement provided by Signet spokesman David Bouffard on Tuesday said it did not intentionally pay
women less than men and that the testimony was "being publicized by claimants' counsel to present a distorted, negative
image of the company."

Kotagal said that while the case does not include sexual harassment claims, the women's testimony backs up their broader
claims that Sterling intentionally discriminated against them in making employment-related decisions.

"If we can show at trial that the company's failure to pay women the same as men was willful, the class is entitled to
increased damages," she said.

The documents were released as the company is appealing class certification in the case, saying the class should include
only the 254 women who expressly opted into arbitration. Classwide arbitration is unusual, since most large companies
require workers to sign arbitration agreements that include a waiver of the ability to bring class actions.

The 2nd U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Manhattan heard Sterling's appeal in November.

In the testimony released on Monday, many of the women say they were groped, leered at and pressured to have sexual
relationships with male managers in order to win raises or be reassigned to busier stores.
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Several of them also described raucous annual meetings where employees were encouraged to drink excessive amounts
of alcohol and male managers pressured women into having sex, sometimes in groups or in public places.

The case is similar to a separate pending lawsuit in federal court in Buffalo, New York against Sterling by the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission. The 2nd Circuit in 2015 revived the EEOC's case, saying the federal judge who
had dismissed it erred in delving into the details of the commission's pre-suit investigation.

The case is Jock v. Sterling Jewelers Inc, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York, No. 1:08-cv-2875.

For the plaintiffs: Joseph Sellers of Cohen Milstein Sellers & Toll

For Sterling: Gerald Maatman of Seyfarth Shaw
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