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SUMMARY

The Wyoming Supreme Court held that the Workers' Safety and Compensation Division's Internal

Hearing Unit lacked subject-matter jurisdiction to decide equitable estoppel, a substantive legal issue.

The court concluded that the claimant's reliance on misleading agency communications was

reasonable and that equitable estoppel could apply despite the untimely hearing request. The court

reversed and remanded for a contested case hearing before the appropriate hearing authority.
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Appleby sought review of an agency decision denying her a contested-
case hearing as untimely. The Seventh Judicial District Court affirmed
the agency order, and the Wyoming Supreme Court reviewed that

judgment and the underlying agency decision.

The Supreme Court reviews the agency order directly rather than
deferring to the district court. Interpretation and application of the
Wyoming Workers' Compensation Act are reviewed de novo as
questions of law, and agency legal conclusions are affirmed only if in

accordance with law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Internal Hearing Unit had subject-matter jurisdiction to decide whether equitable estoppel

prevented the Division from denying a contested-case hearing as untimely.

2. Whether equitable estoppel could apply against the Division based on its representative's misleading

statements and the Division's erroneous final determination.

3. Whether the Division's statutory amendment eliminating liberal construction of workers' compensation

laws eliminated equitable estoppel as a substantive defense.

4. Whether the district court erred by affirming the Director's denial of a contested-case hearing.

HOLDINGS

1. The Internal Hearing Unit has jurisdiction to review the procedural question whether a hearing request
was timely, but it lacks subject-matter jurisdiction to decide equitable estoppel because equitable

estoppel is a substantive legal doctrine that must be determined in a contested-case proceeding.

2. Equitable estoppel may be invoked against the Division when an employee reasonably relies to her
detriment on a misleading statement by a government representative, including to prevent strict

application of workers' compensation filing requirements.

3. The statutory amendment eliminating liberal construction of the Workers' Compensation Act did not

eliminate equitable estoppel or other substantive rules that prevent inequitable application of the Act.
4. The Division was equitably estopped from asserting that Appleby's request for a hearing was untimely,
and Appleby was entitled to a contested-case hearing on the denial of benefits.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“The IHU does not have subject matter jurisdiction to determine rights under the substantive legal doctrine of
equitable estoppel.” (619)

“We, therefore, conclude that the emphasized statutory language applies to the elimination of causes of action
arising under tort law, and does not apply to those rules of substantive law that are applicable to avoid
inequity in application of the Act.” (622)

“We have decided that the Division is equitably estopped from claiming that Appleby's request for hearing
was untimely.” (623)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Appleby, a Safeway checker, developed aching wrists and arms after twenty-five years of work and filed an
injury report before undergoing surgery. The Division denied benefits, stating that the claim was untimely and
that the condition was preexisting or related to natural aging, and advised that a hearing request had to be filed
by May 14, 1999. After Appleby's husband called the claims analyst, Appleby did not request a hearing by the
deadline because she was allegedly told that doing so would be futile. She later requested a hearing, and the

hearing examiner found that the claims analyst's misleading statement supported equitable estoppel.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Division denied Appleby's workers' compensation benefits and advised that a hearing request was due by
May 14, 1999. After Appleby filed a request on September 8, 1999, the Division treated it as untimely. An
Internal Hearing Unit hearing examiner recommended a contested-case hearing based on equitable estoppel, but
the Interim Director rejected that recommendation and denied a hearing. The Seventh Judicial District Court

affirmed, and the Wyoming Supreme Court reversed and remanded for a contested-case hearing.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The district court's order affirming the Director's denial of a contested-case hearing is reversed. The case is
remanded for a contested-case hearing before the appropriate hearing authority, either the Office of

Administrative Hearings or the Medical Commission, as required by statute.
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