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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of North Carolina considered whether the Workers' Compensation Act provided
the exclusive forum for an AOC employee injured in an assault at a county courthouse. The court held
that Guilford County was a stranger to the plaintiff's employment and that the Industrial Commission
therefore did not have exclusive jurisdiction. It nevertheless held that the public duty doctrine barred
the plaintiff's negligence claim against the County, while expressing no opinion on the claim against

the private security company.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the North Carolina Workers' Compensation Act provided the exclusive remedy and required

Wood to pursue the action before the Industrial Commission.

2. Whether the public duty doctrine barred Wood's negligence claim against Guilford County for injuries

caused by a third party's criminal assault.

3. Whether Wood's status as an Administrative Office of the Courts employee working in the courthouse

established a special relationship or whether the County's provision of security created a special duty.

4. Whether the County's alleged waiver of governmental immunity permitted the negligence claim to

proceed.

HOLDINGS

1. The Workers' Compensation Act did not make the Industrial Commission the exclusive forum for
Wood's negligence action against Guilford County because the County was a stranger to the employment

relationship between Wood and the State of North Carolina.

2. The public duty doctrine applies to a local government's provision of courthouse security when the
security function is intended to protect the public generally from criminal conduct.

3. Neither the special-relationship exception nor the special-duty exception applied because Wood's
courthouse employment did not create a special relationship, and she did not allege an actual promise of

protection, reasonable reliance, and causation.

4. The court did not reach governmental immunity or the alleged waiver because the public duty doctrine

defeated the negligence claim at the threshold.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The test of whether the public duty doctrine applies is a functional one and includes consideration of the

nature of the duty assumed by the local governmental defendant.” (558 S.E.2d at 496)

“As the County owed no duty to plaintiff individually, the public duty doctrine operates to foreclose liability
against the County on plaintiff's negligence claim.” (558 S.E.2d at 497)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Shelley Austin Wood, an Administrative Office of the Courts employee, worked in the Guilford County
courthouse. On March 31, 1998, she was assaulted there; the assailant was later convicted of attempted first-
degree rape and assault with a deadly weapon inflicting serious injury. Guilford County had contracted with
Burns International Security Services to provide courthouse security, although the statutory duty to provide

judicial facilities did not expressly require the County to provide security.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Wood sued Guilford County and Burns International Security Services after she was assaulted in the Guilford
County courthouse. The trial court dismissed her punitive-damages claim but denied the County's motion to
dismiss the negligence and breach-of-contract claims. The Court of Appeals affirmed as to the negligence claims
and reversed as to the breach-of-contract claim. The Supreme Court of North Carolina granted the County's
petition for discretionary review, held that the Workers' Compensation Act did not provide the exclusive forum,
but reversed the Court of Appeals on application of the public duty doctrine and remanded for further

proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Court of Appeals' conclusion that the trial court properly exercised jurisdiction was affirmed, but its
determination that the public duty doctrine was inapplicable was reversed. The case was remanded to the Court
of Appeals for further remand to the trial court for proceedings consistent with the opinion.
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