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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alaska affirmed the superior court’s decision upholding the Alaska Workers’
Compensation Board’s dismissal of John Robertson’s amended occupational-injury claim. The court
held that the amended claim was barred by res judicata under the rule against claim splitting because it
arose from the same injury and core set of facts as Robertson’s previously litigated claim. The court
therefore did not reach the alternative grounds of untimeliness, laches, equitable estoppel, or quasi-
estoppel.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Robertson appealed the Alaska Workers' Compensation Board's
dismissal of his amended report of occupational injury and denial of
reconsideration and rehearing. The superior court, acting as an
intermediate appellate court, affirmed the Board's decision, and the
Alaska Supreme Court independently reviewed the administrative
decision.

STANDARD OF REVIEW When the superior court serves as an intermediate appellate court
reviewing an agency decision, the Alaska Supreme Court
independently reviews the merits of the administrative decision.
Agency factual findings are reviewed for substantial evidence,
credibility determinations are upheld when supported by substantial
evidence, and questions of law are reviewed using independent
judgment.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether res judicata and the rule against claim splitting barred Robertson's amended workers'
compensation claim based on the same back injury and core facts as his previously denied claim.

2. Whether the superior court properly affirmed the Board's dismissal of the amended claim.

3. What standards of review apply when the superior court acts as an intermediate appellate court
reviewing a Workers' Compensation Board decision.

HOLDINGS

1. The amended claim was barred by res judicata because it involved the same parties, the same injury, and
the same core set of facts as Robertson's previously litigated claim, and Robertson could have asserted
the alternative injury date in the original proceeding.

2. The superior court's decision affirming the Board's dismissal of Robertson's amended claim was
affirmed.

3. The Supreme Court independently reviews the merits of an administrative decision when the superior
court acted as an intermediate appellate court; factual findings are reviewed for substantial evidence and
legal questions under independent judgment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Substantial evidence is "such relevant evidence as a reasonable mind might accept as adequate to support a
conclusion."” (54 P.3d at 779)

“The rule against claim splitting provides that "all claims arising out of a single transaction must be brought
in a single suit, and those that are not become extinguished by the judgment in the suit in which some of the
claims were brought."” (54 P.3d at 780)

“When analyzing claim splitting, "the relevant inquiry is not whether the two claims are grounded in different
theories, but whether they arise out of the same transaction or core set of facts."” (54 P.3d at 780)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Robertson worked for American Mechanical, Inc. as a house painter and texturer from February 1994 through
December 1995. He experienced back problems in September and October 1994, but did not officially report an



occupational injury until June 1996. After the Board denied his original claim based on his failure to prove
compensability, he filed an amended claim asserting that the same back injury may have occurred as early as
September 1 rather than October 26, 1994.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Workers' Compensation Board denied Robertson's original claim for benefits and later denied his motion to
modify that decision. While appealing the modification denial to the superior court, Robertson filed an amended
occupational-injury report asserting that the injury may have occurred on an earlier date. The Board dismissed
the amended claim as barred by res judicata, collateral estoppel, untimeliness, laches, equitable estoppel, and
quasi-estoppel. The superior court affirmed, principally on res judicata grounds, and the Alaska Supreme Court
affirmed.
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