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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alaska held that 2004 amendments to Alaska's workers' compensation statutes
did not violate the plaintiff's rights to equal protection or due process under the Alaska Constitution.
The amendments extended workers' compensation liability and related tort immunity to project owners
and contractors. The court concluded that the provisions were rationally and fairly related to legitimate
objectives, including expanding coverage, preventing double payment, and limiting tort liability.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The United States District Court for the District of Alaska certified
two questions concerning the constitutionality of 2004 amendments to
Alaska's workers' compensation statutes, and the Alaska Supreme
Court accepted certification under Alaska Appellate Rule 407.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court independently determines the law applicable to a certified
question, standing in the shoes of the certifying court. For equal
protection, Alaska applies a sliding-scale analysis considering the
weight of the individual interest, the importance of the governmental
interest, and the closeness of the fit. The challenged economic
classification was reviewed under minimum scrutiny. Procedural due
process was analyzed under the Mathews v. Eldridge balancing test,
and substantive due process under whether the law bears a reasonable
relationship to a legitimate governmental purpose.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published Alaska Supreme Court opinion; binding precedent on the
certified constitutional questions under Alaska law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the 2004 amendments to Alaska Statutes 23.30.045(a) and 23.30.055 violate the Equal
Protection Clause of the Alaska Constitution.

2. Whether the 2004 amendments to Alaska Statutes 23.30.045(a) and 23.30.055 violate procedural due
process under the Alaska Constitution by restricting access to tort remedies.

3. Whether Alaska Statute 23.30.055, as applied to Schiel, violates substantive due process under the
Alaska Constitution.

HOLDINGS

1. The 2004 amendments to AS 23.30.045(a) and AS 23.30.055 do not violate Schiel's right to equal
protection under the Alaska Constitution.

2. The 2004 amendments do not violate Schiel's procedural due process right of access to the courts
because the workers' compensation system provides a substantial and efficient alternative remedy.

3. AS 23.30.055 does not violate Schiel's substantive due process rights.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Applying minimum scrutiny, we hold that they do not.” (1028)

“In sum, because the 2004 amendments to the workers' compensation statute deal with an economic interest
and bear a fair and substantial relationship to legitimate state goals, they do not violate Schiel's right to equal
protection under the Alaska Constitution.” (1035)

“We hold that Schiel's right to access the courts is not infringed by the 2004 amendments to the workers'
compensation act because he still has a substantial and efficient remedy available.” (1035-1036)

“We hold that the 2004 amendments do not violate Schiel's substantive due process rights.” (1037)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Joseph Schiel was injured while working for Peak Oilfield Services on UNOCAL's Grayling Drilling Platform
when a moving rig jack crushed his hand against a skid rail, causing the loss of two fingers. Peak paid Schiel
workers' compensation benefits. Schiel then sought tort damages from UNOCAL, but the 2004 amendments to
Alaska's workers' compensation statutes potentially classified UNOCAL as a statutory employer immune from
tort liability.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Schiel, an employee of Peak Oilfield Services, sued UNOCAL in tort for injuries sustained on UNOCAL's
drilling platform. After the action was removed to the United States District Court, UNOCAL moved for
summary judgment, asserting statutory-employer immunity under the Alaska Workers' Compensation Act. Schiel
cross-moved for summary judgment and challenged the 2004 statutory amendments under the Alaska
Constitution. The federal district court certified equal-protection and due-process questions to the Alaska
Supreme Court, which answered both questions in the negative.
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