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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Iowa held that an employee's hepatitis C infection resulting from a specific
workplace blood-exposure incident was an industrial injury under Iowa Code chapter 85, rather than
an occupational disease under chapter 85A. The court further held that the workers' compensation
limitations period began when the hepatitis C was diagnosed, not when the employee was merely
exposed to the disease. The court affirmed the court of appeals and district court judgment reinstating
the arbitrator's award.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Perkins's hepatitis C infection was an 'injury' under Iowa Code chapter 85 rather than an
'occupational disease' under chapter 85A.

2. Whether the two-year statute of limitations in Iowa Code section 85.26(1) began to run from the date of
exposure or from the date of diagnosis under the discovery rule.

HOLDINGS

1. The infection was an 'injury' under chapter 85 because it originated from a sudden, specific traumatic
event (a rupture of the patient's shunt causing blood exposure), not through passive exposure
characteristic of an occupational disease.

2. The date of injury was the date Perkins discovered she had hepatitis C (April 20, 1996), not the date of
exposure. Mere exposure to a disease does not trigger inquiry notice because the claimant has not yet
suffered an injury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“It is significant in determining whether Perkins suffered an occupational disease, or an injury under
workers' compensation, that Perkins' infection was linked to a sudden, specific incident of exposure. The
contraction of disease is deemed an injury by accident in most states if due to some unexpected or unusual
event or exposure.” (44)

“We hold the date of injury was the date Perkins discovered she had hepatitis C, April 20, 1996, the date it
was diagnosed. It did not commence from the date she was exposed to it.” (47)

“If, as we have said, inquiry notice does not arise from 'every minor ache, pain, or symptom,' Swartzendruber,
613 N.W.2d at 650, inquiry notice surely cannot be triggered when there is no ache, pain, or symptom of an
injury.” (47)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Diane Perkins, a nurse at a Clinton retirement facility, was exposed to a patient's blood when the patient's shunt
ruptured in October 1990. The patient had hepatitis C. Perkins tested negative shortly afterward and was advised
to retest in six months and one year, but did not. In 1995-96 she developed abnormal liver function, and hepatitis
C was diagnosed in April 1996. She filed a workers' compensation claim in October 1996.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The arbitrator awarded Perkins workers' compensation benefits, but the acting industrial commissioner vacated
the award. The district court reinstated the award on judicial review, finding the commissioner's discovery-rule
findings unsupported by substantial evidence. The court of appeals affirmed on a divided vote, and the Iowa
Supreme Court granted further review.
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