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SUMMARY

The Wyoming Supreme Court affirmed the district court's order upholding a hearing examiner's denial
of Joshua Todd Alphin's workers' compensation claim. The court held that substantial evidence
supported the determination that Alphin's low-back condition was preexisting and was not caused or
materially aggravated by his workplace injury, and that the arbitrary-and-capricious safety-net
standard did not apply.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Alphin appealed the district court's order affirming a hearing
examiner's denial of his workers' compensation claim.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The substantial-evidence standard applies to review of evidentiary
rulings and to review of an agency's decision that a claimant failed to
meet the burden of proof. The court asks whether the agency's
rejection of the claimant's evidence was contrary to the overwhelming
weight of the evidence in the record as a whole. The arbitrary-and-
capricious standard remains a safety net for agency action prejudicing
substantial rights or failing other Wyoming Administrative Procedure
Act review standards, but it does not apply to true evidentiary
questions; it may apply when an examiner refuses clearly admissible
evidence or fails to provide appropriate findings of fact or conclusions
of law.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published Wyoming Supreme Court opinion
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the hearing examiner's denial of workers' compensation benefits was supported by substantial
evidence.

2. Whether the hearing examiner acted arbitrarily, capriciously, or otherwise not in accordance with law in
denying benefits.

3. Whether the workplace incident caused a new lumbar injury or materially aggravated Alphin's
preexisting lumbar condition.

HOLDINGS

1. The denial of benefits was supported by substantial evidence because the examiner reasonably rejected
Alphin's evidence and credited evidence that his lumbar condition predated the workplace incident and
was not caused or materially aggravated by it.

2. The arbitrary-and-capricious safety-net standard did not apply to Alphin's circumstances.

3. A workers' compensation claimant must prove by a preponderance of the evidence that the employment-
related incident caused the claimed injury or substantially or materially aggravated a preexisting
condition.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The arbitrary and capricious standard remains a "`safety net' to catch agency action which prejudices a
party's substantial rights or which may be contrary to the other W.A.P.A. review standards yet is not easily
categorized or fit to any one particular standard."” (at 66-67)

“Importantly, our review of any particular decision turns not on whether we agree with the outcome, but on
whether the agency could reasonably conclude as it did, based on all the evidence before it.” (at 67)

“If an employee suffers from a preexisting condition, that employee may still recover if his employment
substantially or materially aggravates that condition.” (at 68)

“We conclude that there is substantial evidence to support the agency's decision to reject the evidence offered
by Alphin after considering whether that conclusion was contrary to the overwhelming weight of the evidence
in the record as a whole.” (at 69)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Alphin was struck and pinned against a trailer by a backhoe while working on December 12, 2005. Immediately
afterward, physicians documented pelvic and hip contusions but no lumbar-spine injury or current back pain.
Alphin had a significant preexisting history of lumbar problems, including disc herniations, years of intermittent
back pain after a 2001 fall, an epidural injection, and a recommendation for surgery before the workplace
accident. Although one physician later opined that the work incident materially aggravated his condition, the
hearing examiner credited contrary medical evidence and found that Alphin failed to prove causation.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Alphin was injured while working for Black Horse Construction, Inc., on December 12, 2005. The Division
initially denied his claim as untimely but agreed that the claim should be heard on the merits. After a hearing, an
Office of Administrative Hearings examiner denied benefits, finding that Alphin failed to establish that his
current low-back condition was caused or materially aggravated by the workplace incident. The district court
affirmed, and the Wyoming Supreme Court affirmed the district court.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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