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SUMMARY

The Pennsylvania Commonwealth Court considers consolidated appeals concerning whether Wilben
Gonzalez was an employee of J&S Technology Solutions, Inc., and whether Dish Network, LLC was
his statutory employer under Section 302(a) of the Pennsylvania Workers’ Compensation Act. The
opinion also addresses whether Dish Network justifiably relied on a certificate of workers’
compensation insurance and whether Brickstreet Insurance Company was estopped from denying
coverage. The appeals arise from a Workers’ Compensation Appeal Board order affirming the
workers’ compensation judge’s determinations.
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STANDARD OF REVIEW The Court reviews whether constitutional rights were violated, errors
of law were committed, or necessary findings of fact were supported
by substantial evidence. Employment status is a question of law based
on the facts found, while the WCJ remains the ultimate fact finder and
arbiter of credibility and evidentiary weight. Equitable estoppel
presents a question of law reviewable on appeal.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Gonzalez was an employee of J&S rather than an independent contractor under Pennsylvania
workers’ compensation law.

2. Whether Dish Network was a statutory employer liable for Gonzalez’s workers’ compensation benefits
under Section 302(a) of the Workers’ Compensation Act.

3. Whether Brickstreet was equitably estopped, at least as to Dish Network, from denying workers’
compensation coverage based on the certificate issued by its authorized agent.

4. Whether Dish Network preserved its challenges to the WCJ’s findings and equitable-estoppel ruling.

HOLDINGS

1. Gonzalez was J&S’s employee, not an independent contractor, when he sustained his work injury.

2. The Court did not finally sustain Dish Network’s statutory-employer liability because Brickstreet was
equitably estopped, at least as to Dish Network, from denying the coverage represented in its certificate.

3. Brickstreet was equitably estopped, at least as to Dish Network, from denying the workers’
compensation coverage represented in the certificate issued by its authorized agent.

4. Dish Network preserved its challenges to the relevant findings, statutory-employer determination, and
equitable-estoppel ruling.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The credited evidence and facts here support the legal conclusion that Claimant is an employee, not an
independent contractor, as they favor, both directly and inferentially, the claim of employment and “make



[more than a] slightly stronger appeal to [that conclusion] than those opposed.”” (21)

“Holding that a third-party certificate holder cannot reasonably or justifiably rely upon a certificate of
insurance that contains the statutorily required information and a certification by an insurer’s authorized
representative that such information is correct because it also includes a boilerplate disclaimer would
effectively make that certificate worthless for its statutorily prescribed purpose of being proof of WC
insurance.” (45-46)

“As between Dish Network and Brickstreet, whose agent misrepresented the status of J&S’s WC coverage to
Dish Network, “it is more reasonable for [Brickstreet as the] principal, who has placed the agent[, Mr.
Hiney,] in the position of trust and confidence, to be the one to suffer from the wrongful act . . . , as opposed to
an innocent stranger[, Dish Network].”” (47)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Gonzalez installed and repaired satellite equipment for J&S, which performed installation work for Dish
Network. Although Gonzalez initially signed a one-year independent contractor agreement, it expired in June
2016 and no new agreement was signed. The credited evidence showed that J&S trained Gonzalez, scheduled
and tracked his work, restricted him from working for competing installers or using helpers, supplied major
equipment, and exercised control over the manner of his work. J&S’s prior workers’ compensation policy
through Brickstreet expired on September 25, 2019, and no renewal policy was issued because the premium was
not paid; nevertheless, Brickstreet’s authorized agent issued a certificate stating that coverage existed from
September 25, 2019, through September 25, 2020, and Dish Network relied on that certificate in continuing to
use J&S.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Gonzalez filed a workers’ compensation claim petition after sustaining disabling injuries while installing a
satellite dish for a Dish Network customer. The WCJ determined that Gonzalez was an employee of J&S, that
J&S lacked workers’ compensation coverage on the injury date, that Dish Network was a statutory employer,
and that Brickstreet was not estopped from denying coverage. The Board affirmed. The Commonwealth Court
affirmed the employee-status determination, reversed the determination that Brickstreet was not equitably
estopped as to Dish Network, and remanded for further proceedings concerning liability and reimbursement.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Board’s order was affirmed insofar as it upheld the determination that Gonzalez was J&S’s employee. The
order was reversed insofar as it rejected Dish Network’s equitable-estoppel claim. The matter at Docket Number
928 C.D. 2023 was remanded to the Board for further remand to the WCJ for proceedings consistent with the
opinion, including determination of the consequences of Brickstreet’s estoppel and any reimbursement or
allocation of benefits already paid. Jurisdiction was relinquished.
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