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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Oklahoma answered a certified question from the Tenth Circuit concerning
whether workers' compensation benefits are fully exempt from garnishment or subject to the $50,000
exemption in Oklahoma's general exemption statute. The court held that 85 O.S. 2001 § 48 provides
the exclusive exemption for workers' compensation claims and benefits, making them completely
exempt from creditors' claims except for valid child-support liens or assignments. The exemption

continues to apply to benefits before payment and to unmingled proceeds deposited in a bank account.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The United States Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit certified a

question of Oklahoma law concerning the extent of the exemption for
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether workers' compensation claims and benefits due to an injured worker are completely exempt
from creditors' garnishment under 85 O.S. 2001 § 48.

2. Whether the $50,000 exemption for a person's interest in a workers' compensation claim under 31 O.S.
2001 § 1(A)(21) limits the exemption provided by § 48.

3. Whether the § 48 exemption continues to protect workers' compensation proceeds after payment,

including when the proceeds are deposited in an unmixed bank account.

4. Whether the § 48 exemption extends to contingent or unliquidated workers' compensation claims and

protects the injured worker and the worker's dependents.

HOLDINGS

1. Workers' compensation claims for compensation or benefits due are completely exempt from creditors'
claims, levy, execution, attachment, and other debt-collection remedies under 85 O.S. 2001 § 48, subject

to the statutory exception for valid child-support liens or income assignments.

2. The $50,000 exemption in 31 O.S. 2001 § 1(A)(21) does not apply to claims for compensation or
benefits due under the Oklahoma Workers' Compensation Act; § 48 is the exclusive statutory authority

for workers' compensation exemptions.

3. Workers' compensation proceeds retain their exempt character after payment when deposited in a bank

account without being commingled with other funds.

4. The § 48 exemption extends to contingent or unliquidated workers' compensation claims before
payment, as well as to benefits after payment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Claims for compensation or benefits due are completely exempt under 85 O.S.2001 § 48, the exclusive

statutory authority for exemptions under the Workers' Compensation Act, 85 0.5.2001 §§ 1 et seq.” (1068)

“The exemption under 85 0.5.2001 § 48 extends to contingent or unliquidated workers' compensation claims

before they are paid, as well as to unmingled funds deposited in bank accounts after they are paid.” (1074)

““Claims for compensation or benefits due” are completely exempt under 85 O.S. 2001 § 48, which is the

exclusive statutory authority for exemptions under the Workers’ Compensation Act, 85 0.5.2001 §§ 1 et seq.”
(1074)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Laubach sustained two employment-related injuries while working for Southwestern Bell and received workers'
compensation awards. He settled the claim, receiving payments and an annuity funded with approximately
$40,000 of the award. The Strongs, who held an unrelated federal judgment against Laubach, sought to garnish
the workers' compensation proceeds and the bank account into which annuity payments were deposited. The
federal court treated the exemption as limited to $50,000 under 31 O.S. 2001 § 1(A)(21), while Laubach and
Southwestern Bell argued that 85 O.S. 2001 § 48 provided a complete exemption.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Strongs obtained a federal judgment against Laubach in Missouri and registered it in the United States
District Court for the Western District of Oklahoma. They pursued garnishments against Laubach's workers'
compensation payments and bank account. A federal magistrate limited the workers' compensation exemption to
$50,000, the district court rejected Laubach's objection, and Laubach and Southwestern Bell appealed to the
Tenth Circuit, which certified the legal question to the Oklahoma Supreme Court.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The certified federal question was answered. The opinion did not direct a remand or issue case-specific

instructions to the federal court.
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