SUPREME COURT OF MONTANA

Newlon v. Teck American, Inc.

381 Mont. 378, 2015 MT 317 (2015) - No. DA 15-0013 - Decided November 10, 2015

SUMMARY

The Montana Supreme Court affirmed a Workers’ Compensation Court judgment requiring Teck

American, Inc. to continue providing medical benefits for Nick Newlon’s knee and back injuries. The

court held that the parties formed an enforceable settlement contract promising lifetime medical
coverage and that Teck could not invoke the 60-month limitation in § 39-71-704(1)(d), MCA (1991),

to avoid that contractual obligation.
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Teck American appealed the Montana Workers’ Compensation Court's
judgment requiring it to continue paying medical benefits for Newlon's

knee and back injuries.

The court reviewed the Workers” Compensation Court’s conclusions of

law de novo and its factual findings for substantial credible evidence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Teck and Newlon formed an enforceable contract under which Newlon received a lump-sum

payment and lifetime medical benefits in exchange for closing several workers’ compensation claims.

2. Whether Teck could invoke the 60-month rule in section 39-71-704(1)(d), MCA (1991), to avoid its

contractual promise to provide lifetime medical benefits.

HOLDINGS

1. Teck and Newlon formed a valid and enforceable contract granting Newlon lifetime medical coverage

for his knee and back injuries.

2. The 60-month rule did not permit Teck to deny Newlon’s medical benefits because Teck contracted to

provide lifetime coverage and no applicable statute prohibited that promise.

3. The court would not consider Teck’s argument concerning the second element of equitable estoppel

because Teck raised that theory for the first time on appeal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“On review of the relevant Workers’ Compensation statutes, we find no provision preventing an employer
from contracting around the statute, or specifically, preventing an employer from promising more than is
provided in the statute.” ( 16)

“We find that the tenet of freedom to contract allows a party to a settlement agreement to make a promise that
is durable even beyond the limits of the 60-month rule found in § 39-71-704(1)(d), MCA (1991).” (1 18)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Nick Newlon worked for Teck for more than twenty years and sustained multiple work-related injuries,
including serious left-knee injuries. In 1996, Newlon agreed to close thirteen of fifteen workers’ compensation
claims in exchange for $25,000 and lifetime medical coverage for his left knee and back. Teck paid his knee-
related medical benefits through September 2010, but later asserted that the 60-month rule in section 39-71-
704(1)(d), MCA (1991), barred further benefits.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Newlon petitioned the Montana Workers’ Compensation Court for an order requiring Teck to continue providing
medical coverage for his left knee injury. The Workers’ Compensation Court found that the parties had formed
an enforceable settlement contract, that Teck was equitably estopped from relying on the 60-month limitation in
section 39-71-704(1)(d), MCA (1991), and that Newlon's claim was not barred by limitations or repose. The
Montana Supreme Court affirmed, although it resolved the dispute primarily under contract law rather than

equitable estoppel.
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