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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of South Carolina held that the Workers’ Compensation Commission lacked
authority to prorate a lump-sum workers’ compensation award over a claimant’s life expectancy
without the consent of both parties or an express legislative grant. The court affirmed the circuit
court’s decision upholding the Commission’s denial of the requested proration language. Justice
Beatty dissented, joined by Justice Waller, concluding that the Commission possessed such authority
under its general statutory powers.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the South Carolina Workers' Compensation Commission had statutory authority to include life-
expectancy proration language in a lump-sum award without the consent of both parties.

2. Whether South Carolina Code section 42-3-180's general grant of authority to determine questions
arising under the Workers' Compensation Act authorized the Commission to order such proration.

HOLDINGS

1. The Commission lacked authority to prorate James's lump-sum workers' compensation award over her
life expectancy without the consent of both parties because no specific legislative grant authorized that
procedure.

2. The fact that life-expectancy proration could affect the calculation of James's Social Security benefits
did not independently confer authority on the Commission to order proration.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Without an express grant from the legislature, the Commission is without that power.” (386 S.C. at 329)

“Although we recognize that the Social Security Administration modifies its payments to account for lump
sum awards that are prorated over a claimant's life expectancy, we remain convinced that the Commission
must derive its authority to do so from the legislature.” (386 S.C. at 330)

“The authority of the Commission is statutorily derived, therefore, the Commission cannot exceed the scope of
the legislature's grant of authority.” (386 S.C. at 330)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

James fell down steps while working at Anne's Dress Shop and was found totally and permanently disabled. The
Workers' Compensation Commission awarded her 500 weeks of compensation and determined that a lump-sum
payment was in her best interests. James sought life-expectancy proration language in the award order because
the allocation could reduce the effect of the federal Social Security disability offset, but her employer and carrier
objected.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Workers' Compensation Commission found James totally and permanently disabled and awarded her 500
weeks of compensation, with a lump-sum payment determined to be in her best interests. James requested that
the award order prorate the lump sum over her life expectancy to affect the calculation of her Social Security
offset. The Commission found it lacked authority to include the language without the respondents' consent, and
the circuit court affirmed.
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