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SUMMARY

The Utah Supreme Court affirmed the Utah Labor Commission’s award of permanent total disability

benefits to Duane Serrano following a work-related automobile accident that aggravated a congenital

spinal condition. The court held that substantial evidence supported the commission’s findings on the

statutory disability elements and rejected challenges concerning causation, remand proceedings, and

the timing of benefits.
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Provo City and the Workers Compensation Fund petitioned for review
of the Utah Labor Commission's order awarding Duane Serrano
permanent total disability benefits. The Utah Court of Appeals

certified the case to the Supreme Court of Utah.

Agency findings of fact are reviewed for substantial evidence,
meaning the quantum and quality of relevant evidence adequate to
convince a reasonable mind. Legal issues are reviewed for correctness,
and legal causation was reviewed de novo. The court does not reweigh

evidence or independently select among reasonable inferences.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether substantial evidence supported the Labor Commission's findings that Serrano satisfied the

statutory elements of permanent total disability.

2. What standards of review apply to the various elements of a permanent total disability claim under
Utah's Administrative Procedures Act.

3. Whether the administrative law judge abused her discretion by reaching a different result after remand

and consideration of a medical panel report.

4. Whether the delay in adjudicating Serrano's claim warranted modifying the onset date or amount of
benefits.

5. Whether an industrial accident that aggravates a preexisting condition can constitute the direct legal

cause of permanent total disability.

HOLDINGS

1. The Labor Commission's award of permanent total disability benefits was supported by substantial

evidence, and the Workers Compensation Fund failed to show reversible error.

2. Whether an employee's impairments limit the ability to perform basic work activities, prevent
performance of former work, or prevent performance of other reasonably available work are questions of

fact reviewed for substantial evidence.

3. The significant-impairment element presents a mixed question of law and fact; factual findings
concerning impairment severity are reviewed for substantial evidence, while legal questions are

reviewed for correctness.

4. An industrial accident that aggravates a preexisting condition may be the direct cause of permanent total
disability; the claimant must establish medical and legal causation, and a preexisting condition does not

categorically defeat compensability.

5. The administrative law judge did not abuse her discretion by awarding benefits after initially denying the
claim because the medical-panel report constituted new evidence and no legal authority prohibited a

different result after remand.

6. The delay in adjudicating Serrano's claim did not justify shifting the burden of the delayed award to

Serrano or modifying the onset date of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“To meet the legal causation requirement, a claimant with a preexisting condition must show that the

employment contributed something substantial to increase the risk he already faced in everyday life because
of his condition.” (] 21)

“Just because a person suffers a preexisting condition, he or she is not disqualified from obtaining

compensation.” (Y 36)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Duane Serrano was injured in a motor-vehicle accident while driving a truck within the scope of his employment
with Provo City. The accident aggravated a congenital spinal condition, causing chronic pain and other
impairments. After continuing to work for more than four years, Serrano quit when Provo City could not provide
a less physically demanding position and then sought permanent total disability benefits. Medical and vocational
evidence conflicted, but the Labor Commission found that his impairments prevented him from performing his

prior work and other reasonably available work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

An administrative law judge initially denied Serrano's permanent total disability claim. The Utah Labor
Commission set aside that decision and remanded for appointment of a medical panel and reconsideration of the
record. On remand, the administrative law judge awarded benefits, and the Labor Commission affirmed. The
Workers Compensation Fund appealed, and the court of appeals certified the case to the Utah Supreme Court,

which affirmed.
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