UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE SIXTH CIRCUIT

Mabel Samons v. Nat'l Mines Corp.

No. No. 20-3209, United States Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit (February 11, 2022)

SUMMARY

The Sixth Circuit held that the Benefits Review Board properly applied the law-of-the-case doctrine to

refuse reconsideration of an earlier forfeiture ruling on pulmonary-function test evidence, and that the

administrative law judge’s credibility determinations regarding conflicting medical opinions on total

disability were supported by substantial evidence. The court also found that the administrative record,

though disorganized, was sufficient for judicial review. The case addresses key topics under the Black

Lung Benefits Act, including forfeiture of issues in agency appeals, the discretionary application of

law of the case, and the deferential substantial-evidence standard for factual findings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Benefits Review Board erred in applying the law-of-the-case doctrine to refuse

reconsideration of the pulmonary function test issue.

2. Whether substantial evidence supported the administrative law judge's credibility findings regarding the
medical opinions on total disability.

3. Whether the incomplete and disorganized administrative record warrants reversal or remand.

HOLDINGS

1. The Board properly applied law of the case to its prior forfeiture ruling that Samons had not challenged
the ALJ's rejection of the pulmonary function tests.

2. Substantial evidence supported the ALJ's decision to credit the opinions of Drs. Dahhan and Fino over

those of Drs. Jurich, Baker, and Simpao regarding total disability.

3. The incomplete and disorganized record did not prevent effective judicial review, and no relief is

warranted.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Black Lung Benefits Act allows coal miners (and some of their surviving relatives after their death) to
seek benefits if they develop this disease.” (at 2)

“To obtain benefits under these regulations, miners must prove four things: they have pneumoconiosis; this
disease resulted from their coal-mine work; they are totally disabled; and the disease contributes to their total
disability.” (at 2-3)

“Regulations treat a miner as 'totally disabled' if the miner 'has a pulmonary or respiratory impairment
which, standing alone, prevents or prevented' the miner both '[f][rom performing his or her usual coal mine
work' and '[f]rom engaging' in other 'gainful employment' near the miner's home that requires similar skills
and abilities.” (at 3)

“The doctrine known as 'law of the case' encapsulates a simple idea: courts generally decline to redecide

issues that they have already decided.” (at 8)

“Law of the case thus promotes judicial efficiency by prohibiting parties from indefinitely relitigating the

same issue that a court resolved in an earlier part of the case.” (at 9)

“The Board's forfeiture conclusion counted as a holding. The Board did not make a mere passing comment
about the tests.” (at 10)

“A judge's factual finding is rooted in substantial evidence so long as a reasonable person might consider the

evidence adequate to accept the fact.” (at 15)

“As we have repeatedly said, 'a doctor's opinion advising a miner to avoid dust exposure does not constitute
substantial evidence of total disability.'” (at 17)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Casey Samons worked underground in coal mines for over 30 years and developed pneumoconiosis (black lung
disease). He filed a claim for benefits in 2003 and died in 2005. His widow, Mabel Samons, pursued his claim
and filed her own survivor's claim. The case centered on whether Casey was totally disabled due to
pneumoconiosis. Evidence included pulmonary function tests and medical opinions from five doctors. The
administrative law judge made multiple findings over four rounds of proceedings, ultimately concluding that

Samons failed to prove total disability.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The case involved four rounds of administrative proceedings before an administrative law judge and the Benefits
Review Board. In Round One, the ALJ denied benefits; the Board affirmed in part, vacated in part, and
remanded. In Round Two, the ALJ awarded benefits; the Board vacated and remanded. In Round Three, the ALJ
again denied benefits; the Board remanded. In Round Four, the ALJ again denied benefits; the Board affirmed.

Samons then petitioned for review in the Sixth Circuit.
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