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SUMMARY

The Maryland Court of Appeals held that degenerative medial and lateral meniscal tears suffered by a
paramedic could qualify as a compensable occupational disease under Maryland’s Workers’
Compensation Act. The court concluded that the nature of the paramedic’s employment involved
hazards placing the employee at greater risk of degenerative knee conditions and that sufficient
evidence supported the jury’s finding that the condition arose from the employment. The court also
upheld the denial of the employer’s motion for summary judgment.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Baltimore County sought review of a jury verdict awarding workers'
compensation benefits to Michael Quinlan for degenerative meniscal
tears claimed as an occupational disease. The Court of Appeals
reviewed the denial of the County's summary-judgment motion and
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STANDARD OF REVIEW The denial of summary judgment was reviewed for abuse of discretion
because the trial court had discretion to deny summary judgment in
favor of a full hearing on the merits. Issues concerning construction
and application of the workers' compensation statute were reviewed as
questions of law, without deference to the lower court's legal
conclusions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the circuit court abused its discretion by denying Baltimore County's motion for summary
judgment based on the characterization and evidentiary support of Quinlan's occupational-disease claim.

2. Whether degenerative tears of the medial and lateral menisci could qualify as an occupational disease
under Maryland Labor and Employment Article § 9-502(d).

3. Whether the evidence permitted the jury to reasonably conclude that Quinlan's degenerative meniscal
tears were due to the nature of his employment and incurred as a result of that employment.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court did not abuse its discretion by denying Baltimore County's motion for summary
judgment because the record presented a material factual dispute and the court could properly allow a
full hearing on the merits.

2. Degenerative meniscal tears may qualify as an occupational disease under Maryland Labor and
Employment Article § 9-502(d) when the nature of the employment exposes the employee to hazards of
the disease to a greater degree than the general public and the employee's job functions expose the
employee to those hazards.

3. The evidence was sufficient for the jury to reasonably conclude that Quinlan's degenerative meniscal
tears were due to the nature of his paramedic employment and incurred as a result of that employment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Determining applicability under this section can be divided into two steps. First, the court must identify the
professional tasks of the specific employee, remembering that “function outweighs form.”” (at 12-13)

“As a matter of law, degenerative meniscal tears should not be excluded from the universe of occupational
diseases.” (at 25)

“Therefore, the jury was within its power to find that Quinlan “sustain[ed] an occupational disease of right
knee degenerative tears of the . . . medial and lateral menisci . . . arising out of and in the course of his
employment[.]”” (at 25)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Michael Quinlan worked as a Baltimore County paramedic for 24 years and performed numerous emergency-
response tasks, including repetitive kneeling, bending, climbing, carrying equipment, lifting and moving



patients, and using stairs. He developed degenerative tears in the medial and lateral menisci of his right knee and
underwent surgery. Medical testimony included evidence that paramedic/firefighters face a substantially
increased risk of degenerative knee conditions and that Quinlan's repetitive job duties caused or contributed to
his condition, although the County's expert attributed primary causation to age and weight.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Quinlan filed a workers' compensation claim with the Maryland Workers' Compensation Commission in October
2015. The Commission disallowed the claim, but Quinlan sought circuit-court review and a jury trial. The
Circuit Court for Baltimore County denied the County's motion for summary judgment, and the jury found that
Quinlan sustained compensable occupational disease arising out of his employment. The Court of Special
Appeals affirmed, and the Court of Appeals granted certiorari and affirmed the judgment.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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