SUPREME COURT OF MINNESOTA

William Monson v. White Bear Mitsubishi, and Western National

Insurance Co.

663 N.W.2d 534 (Minn. 2003) - No. CX-03-235 - Decided June 12, 2003

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Minnesota reviewed the denial of a petition to vacate a workers' compensation

settlement award. The court held that the medical records and settlement agreement established a

prima facie showing of sufficient cause based on newly discovered evidence and mistake concerning

the extent of the employee's disability, reversed the denial, and remanded for a hearing.
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Petition for review by certiorari of the Workers' Compensation Court
of Appeals' denial of a petition to vacate an award on a workers'

compensation settlement agreement.

The Workers' Compensation Court of Appeals has broad but not
unlimited discretion in determining whether to vacate a workers'
compensation award. Refusal to vacate is an abuse of discretion when
undisputed new evidence establishes substantial additional disability

sufficient to justify reopening.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the workers' compensation settlement award could be reopened based on newly developed facts
and medical evidence showing that Monson's spinal fusion had failed and that his disability was

substantially greater than understood at the time of settlement.

2. Whether the medical records and settlement agreement established sufficient cause under Minn. Stat. §
176.461 to vacate the award for mutual mistake of fact, newly discovered evidence, or substantial

change in medical condition.

3. Whether the Workers' Compensation Court of Appeals abused its discretion by denying Monson's

petition to vacate the award.

HOLDINGS

1. A workers' compensation award, including an award based on a negotiated settlement, may be vacated
when facts developing after the award or previously unknown facts establish substantial additional

disability or a genuine mistake concerning the nature and severity of the injury.

2. The Workers' Compensation Court of Appeals abused its discretion by denying the petition because the
medical records and settlement agreement made a prima facie showing of cause sufficient to justify

reopening the award.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“workers' compensation, on the other hand, is social legislation, providing a measure of security to workers
injured on the job, with the burden of that expense considered a proportionate part of the expense of

production.” (539)

“We believe the medical records and settlement agreement establish a prima facie showing of cause sufficient
to justify reopening the award.” (541)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

William Monson injured his lower back while working as an auto technician for White Bear Mitsubishi and
underwent two spinal fusion surgeries. Although he continued to experience significant pain, he was released to
full-time restricted work and settled his workers' compensation claims in 1998. After losing his job and
experiencing substantially worsened symptoms, later surgery revealed pseudoarthrosis and loose spinal cages;
physicians ultimately concluded that he was permanently totally disabled. Monson then sought to vacate the

settlement award.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Monson sustained a work-related back injury and entered into a workers' compensation settlement with White

Bear Mitsubishi and Western National Insurance Company. The settlement was approved and an award issued on



December 14, 1998. After later medical evidence showed that his spinal fusion had not healed and that he was
permanently totally disabled, Monson petitioned to vacate the award based on substantial change in condition,
mistake, and newly discovered evidence. The Workers' Compensation Court of Appeals denied the petition, and
the Minnesota Supreme Court granted review by certiorari, reversed, and remanded for the award to be set aside

and a hearing held.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Set aside the workers' compensation award and grant Monson a hearing on his petition to vacate. The court also

awarded Monson $1,200 in attorney fees.
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