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1. Workers’ compensation bar does not preclude discrimination complaints

against the government.

Sullivan v. U.S., 428 F.Supp. 79 (E.D. Wis. 1977)(FECA does not preclude
complaints arising under anti-discrimination laws generally); Kleinman v. Postmaster
General, EEOC No. 05921086, 3690/A2 (1993)(Employee’s receipt of OWCP benefits
does not preclude a complaint of disability discrimination); Douglas v. Postmaster
General, EEOC Appeal No. 01A04625 (2001)(Decision that employee is not entitled to
OWCP benefits does not equate with a finding that s/he is not disabled and therefore not
entitled to reasonable accommodation); Dubee v. Henderson, 56 F. Supp. 2d 430 (D. Vt.
1999)(Postal employee was sexually harassed by a coworker. She began receiving
OWCP benefits for the stress, then sued for sex harassment under Title VII and disability
discrimination under the Rehab Act. US argued that FECA was the exclusive remedy.
Court held discrimination falls outside the parameters of workers’ compensation);
Nichols v. Frank, 42 F.3d 503 (9" Cir. 1994)(FECA does not preclude Rehabilitation Act
complaints); Meester v. Runyon, Postmaster General, USPS, 149 F.3d 855 (8" Cir.
1998)(and multiple cases cited therein).

See also Williams v. Tapella, Public Printer, GPO, 658 F. Supp 2d 204 (D.D.C. 2009) in
which the court summarized the law stating:

“The FECA does not bar plaintiff's discrimination claims. See Miller v.
Bolger, 802 F.2d 660, 666 (3d Cir. 1986) ("We reject the Postmaster
General's argument that allowing [plaintiff] to pursue Title VII remedies
will usurp the Secretary of Labor's power under 5 U.S.C. § 8128(b) to
make final and unreviewable determinations of FECA benefits.");
DekFord v. Sec'y of Labor, 700 F.2d 281, 290 (6th Cir. 1983) ("Neither the
language of the statute itself nor the policy foundations underlying
workmen's compensation acts support a conclusion that intentional
discrimination is to be viewed as causing an 'injury' subject to FECA
coverage."); Morris v. Roche, 182 F. Supp. 2d 1260, 1273-74 (W.D. Ga.
2002) (citing cases) ("The greater weight of authority, however, holds that
recovery of FECA benefits does not bar a subsequent claim for
discrimination."); Johnson v. Sullivan, 764 F. Supp. 1053, 1063 (D. Md.
1991) ("This Court is aware of no law that precludes a FECA beneficiary
from recovering for discrimination under Title VII or the Rehabilitation
Act."); see also Meester v. Runyon, 149 F.3d 855, 857 (8th Cir. 1998),
cert. denied sub nom. Meester v. Henderson, 526 U.S. 1144, 119 S. Ct.
2018, 143 L. Ed. 2d 1031 (1999) (recognizing that, although "a frustrated
FECA claimant cannot secure judicial review of a FECA compensation
decision by claiming that the Rehabilitation Act entitles her to
accommodation in performing an alternative position approved by the
Department of Labor when the claim is predicated upon the same illness
or injury that gave rise to the Department of Labor's initial decision,"
FECA does not bar all discrimination ¢laims).”
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2. Alleged discrimination as basis for workers’ compensation claim

When a complaint of discrimination is filed in a workers’ compensation claim,
“the issue generally speaking is not whether in fact there was harassment, or
discrimination, but whether the disabling emotional reaction was ‘precipitated or
aggravated by the conditions of the employment.”” Leonard Dureseau, Jr., 39 ECAB
1062 (1988). Employment disputes in the form of administrative or personnel matters,
not directly involving the employee’s day-to-day work duties, however, are excluded
from FECA coverage unless the employee can show the Agency acted erroneously or
abusively in connection with the dispute. Thomas D. McFEuen, 41 ECAB 387 (1990),
reaff’d on recon., 42 ECAB 566 (1991).

One type of erroneous action is illegal discrimination. See, for example, Donna J.
DiBernardo, 47 ECAB 700 (1996), holding sexual harassment is compensable if shown
to have occurred (in absence of any EEOC determination).

“Appellant also alleged that harassment and discrimination on the part of her
supervisors and coworkers contributed to her claimed stress-related condition.
To the extent that disputes and incidents alleged as constituting harassment and
discrimination by supervisors and coworkers are established as occurring and
arising from appellant's performance of her regular duties, these could constitute
employment factors. However, for harassment or discrimination to give rise to
a compensable disability under the Act, there must be evidence that harassment
or discrimination did in fact occur. Mere perceptions of harassment or
discrimination are not compensable under the Act. In the present case,
appellant submitted affidavits in which a supervisor and several coworkers
supported her claim that she was subjected to harassment in the form of sexist
jokes and comments, touching of a sexual nature and verbal sexual
advances, including instances, beginning in 1985, when a coworker harassed
her by calling her unlisted home telephone number. Thus, appellant has
submitted sufficient evidence to establish a compensable employment factor
under the Act with respect to her exposure to this harassment in the workplace.”
[emphasis added]

Compensable work-related stress may be found regardless of whether
discrimination is ever proven. For example, in Martha L. Cook. 47 ECAB 226 (1995),
the claimant alleged harassment by the Postmaster. When the EEOC issued its opinion
that no finding of discrimination was found, OWCP rescinded its previous acceptance of
claimant’s psychiatric condition, citing the EEOC decision as its reasoning for doing so.
In reversing on appeal the Office’s decision to rescind acceptance, the Board [ECAB]
stated that “[while the Office [OWCP] may look to evidence from an EEOC claim in
making a determination as to whether incidents of harassment have occurred as alleged,
the Office must make its own independent finding.”
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The Board followed this ruling in _Steven E. Heath. 2003 WL 22076723, Docket
No. 02-1028 (ECAB 07/13/03):

“Where, as in this case, an employee alleges harassment and cites to specific
incidents or working conditions and the employer denies that harassment
occurred, the Office, as part of its adjudicatory function must make findings
of fact regarding whether the alleged factors are factually established and
constitute compensable factors of employment. The issue in such cases is not
whether the claimant has established harassment or discrimination under
standards applied by the EEOC. Rather, under the Act, the issue is whether the
claimant has submitted evidence sufficient to establish an injury in the
performance of duty. The standards for harassment or discrimination as defined
by the EEOC do not represent the standard for claim adjudication under the Act,
where the term harassment is synonymous, as generally defined, with a persistent
disturbance, torment or persecution, i.e., mistreatment by coemployees or
supervisors. [FN20] While the Office may look to evidence from an EEOC
claim in determining whether incidents of harassment occurred as alleged,
the Office must make its own independent findings. The standard for
‘harassment’ or ‘discrimination’ as defined by EEOC statutory or case law is not
the applicable standard for a claim under the Act [emphasis added].”

Conversely, if EEOC has found, on a detailed record, that illegal discrimination
has occurred, OWCP will normally accept that finding as establishing erroneous action
by the employer, and grant workers’ compensation benefits — in effect deferring to EEOC
on issues within the latter’s expertise. See Thomas L. Lineberg, ECAB Docket No. 03-
1443, 2003 WL 22481660 (ECAB 2003) (EEOC finding of race-based harassment). Cf:
Brian T. Porter, ECAB Docket No. 03-2072, 2003 WL 23170587 (ECAB 2003) (EEOC
order not ruling on the merits is insufficient to establish that the employing establishment
committed error or abuse).

And see cases discussed under topic 3, below.
3. Alleged harassment or “stress” as basis for workers’ compensation claim

Leonard Dureseau, Jr., 39 ECAB 1062 (1988) (appellant's feeling of being
harassed and/or discriminated against at work was work-related because (1) where the
disability results from an employee's emotional reaction to his regular or specially
assigned work duties or to a requirement imposed by the employment, the disability is
within FECA coverage; (2) where employee has alleged that the employment situation
which caused his emotional reaction included actions taken by his superiors which the
employee described as constituting harassment, the issue generally speaking is not
whether in fact there was harassment, or discrimination, but whether the disabling
emotional reaction was ‘precipitated or aggravated by the conditions of the
employment’.
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“Erroneous” or “abusive” actions by the employer can give rise to a valid FECA
claim as mentioned under topic 2, above. Thomas B. McEuen, 41 ECAB 387 (1990),
reaff’d on recon., 42 ECAB 566 (1991). The term “abusive” is nowhere defined, and is
decided on a case-by-case basis based on whether the Board feels the agency acted
“unreasonably”. Troy R. Washum, 44 ECAB 629 (1993).

The following are examples of fact situations of alleged error or abuse that have
given rise to workers’ compensation emotional stress claims that were approved:

- Verbal abuse. Ann L. Norris, ECAB Docket No. 90-165 (07/08/91); Neil F.
Carney, 36 ECAB 289 (1984); Rita L. Power, 35 ECAB 403 (1983).

- Verbal altercations, name calling or difficult relationships with supervisors in the
workplace - if there is objective factual evidence supporting such allegations of
mistreatment in relationships at work or of conduct or language which is
otherwise unusual or not encountered as the norm of the employment. G.P. and
Department of Education, Office of Intergovernmental & Internal Affairs, 106
LRP 60502 (ECAB 2006); Samuel F. Manguin, Jr., 42 ECAB 671 (1991).

- Harassment - where claimant introduces evidence that harassment did in fact
occur. Mere perceptions of harassment are not compensable. V.B. and U.S. Postal
Service, 106 LRP 61741 (ECAB 2006)(claim denied where claimant did not
substantiate her allegations through corroborating testimony, and the witness
statements upon which she relied did not address specific instances of the
postmaster's conduct towards her).

- Letters of warning. David F. Cianciolo, 45 ECAB 731 (1994).

- Performance evaluation and failure to give step increase. Janet I, Jones, 47
ECAB 385 (1996)(MSPB decision showing error by agency was not credited by
hearing officer - but the case was remanded for further development by the
Board); Thomas B. McEuen, 41 ECAB 387 (1990), reaff’d on recon., 42 ECAB
566 (1991).

- Heart attack and death due to personnel action that was later reversed, resulting in
an award of widow’s benefits. Mary Alice Cannon, 32 ECAB 1235 (1981).

- Emotional upset at a change in policy that would not otherwise be a
compensable factor of employment under FECA, if the policy change increased
the difficulty of the job. Donald E. Ewals, ECAB Docket No. 94-2604 (1997).

- Supervisor's mishandling of a situation at work. Robert J. Eglington, 40 ECAB
195 (1988)(altercation between claimant and a Postal Inspector, after supervisor
told claimant the PM wanted to see him in his office, but when he got there it was
a Postal Inspector who started asking him questions. Employee got upset because
he was expecting the PM and "didn't know who this guy was", and a physical
fight ensued. The investigation was caused by claimant's allegedly threatening to
"shoot this place up. It will be like Edmond OK all over again.").

- Administrative and personnel matters generally. B.C. and USPS, ECAB Docket
07-1292 (2007)(A reaction to an administrative or personnel matter is generally
not covered; [but] ... if the evidence demonstrates that the employing
establishment erred, acted abusively or unreasonably in the administration of a
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personnel matter, any physical or emotional condition arising in reaction to such
error or abuse may be covered (citing Margreate Lublin, 44 ECAB 945, 956
(1993).

- Harassment alleged in EEOC case in which EEOC found no discrimination.
Martha L. Cook. 47 E.C.A.B. 226 (1995). Here the claimant alleged harassment
by the Postmaster, and the claim was initially accepted. When the EEOC issued
its opinion that no finding of discrimination was found, the office rescinded its
previous acceptance of claimant’s psychiatric condition, citing the EEOC
decision as its reasoning for doing so. In reversing the Office’s decision to
rescind acceptance, the Board stated that, “[w]hile the Office may look to
evidence from an EEOC claim in making a determination as to whether
incidents of harassment have occurred as alleged, the Office must make its own
independent finding.” (emphasis added). Accord, Steven E. Heath. 2003 WL
22076723, Docket No. 02-1028 (ECAB, 2003), supra at page 4.

Thus an employee can win a workers’ compensation claim based on stress from
harassment, even if the same employee’s EEO complaint is or would be unsuccessful.

However, unlike with all other areas of FECA, where no unusual or special event
is required, the Board has more recently adopted the position that verbal altercations,
name calling or difficult relationships with supervisors in the workplace may not be
compensable unless there is objective factual evidence supporting such allegations of
mistreatment in relationships at work or of conduct or language which is otherwise
unusual or not encountered as the norm of the employment. G.P. and Department of
Education, Office of Intergovernmental & Internal Affairs, 106 LRP 60502 (ECAB 2006)
(emphasis added).

Emotional stress claims that have been denied FECA coverage include:

- Disputes over denial of advanced sick leave or denials of promotions are not
compensable work factors. Edgar Lloyd Pake, 33 ECAB 872 (1982). Regarding
leave usage see also Joseph C. DeDonato, 39 ECAB 1260 (1988) and Ralph O.
Webster, 38 ECAB 521 (1987), which held that actions taken by the employing
establishment in use of leave situations is a personnel matter that does not arise
within the performance of duty.

- Stress resulting from failure to provide reasonable accommodation is not
compensable where the delay in providing accommodations was caused by
the employee’s own failure to tell the new job site about his need for them. Ear/
D. Smith, 48 ECAB 615 (1997).

- Frustration with the processing of the employee’s claims by the OWCP and the
agency, and the filing of an EEO grievance regarding an alleged physical assault
and name calling incidents Gary E. Kruger and U.S. Postal Service, 105 LRP
48555 (ECAB 2005)(such claims involved an administrative function of the
employer and not the employee's regular or specially assigned work duties.
Actions of the agency in administrative or personnel matters, unrelated to the
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employee's regular or specially assigned work duties, do not fall within coverage
of the FECA absent error or abuse).

- The refusal of the Agency to allow the employee to return to work or to provide
her with vocational rehabilitation is not itself an injury in performance of duty.
The employee’s emotional reaction to this is self-generated. Failure of Agency to
comply with 5 U.S.C. §8152(b)(2) [regarding restoration of duty] does not fall
within FECA coverage. There is no requirement to provide voc rehab to every
employee who is permanently disabled due to a compensable condition under the
Act. Billie M. Gentry, 38 ECAB 498 (1987).

- A change in schedule, as opposed to a change in shift. dpostol Gonzalez, 44
ECAB 901 (1993).

- Frustration over nature of work assignments. David M, Furey, 44 ECAB 302
(1992).

- Unhappiness over a reassignment, unless shown to be erroneous or abusive.
James W._ Griffin, 45 ECAB 774 (1994).

- Emotional upset due to termination from employment for misconduct. Nicholas
D. Buckley, ECAB Docket No. 91-673 (1991).

- Emotional upset at being investigated by employer. Sandra F. Powell, 45 ECAB
877 (1994).

- Filing of an EEO complaint with no finding of discrimination by EEOC and no
detailed witness statements supporting incidents of discrimination. B.C. and
USPS, ECAB Docket 07-1292 (2007).

Other emotional conditions (not necessarily caused by “stress”) that can give rise
to a valid FECA claim include:

- An emotional condition related to chronic pain and limitations resulting from an
employment injury. Arnold A. Alley, 44 ECAB 912 (1993); Charles J. Jenkins,
40 ECAB 362 (1988); Edith A. Berman, 6 ECAB 1028 (1964).

Other emotional conditions (not necessarily caused by “error” or “abuse”) that
can give rise to a valid FECA claim include:

- An emotional condition due to a shift change (i.e. from day to night work).
Dodge Osborne, 44 ECAB 849 (1993)(but: refusal to attempt to perform the
new duties means the employee can’t claim those new duties were a
compensable factor of employment); Charles Jenkins, 40 ECAB 362 (1988).

And, of course, emotional conditions caused by the stress of the work duties
themselves, including where the employee is trying to meet the regular or specially
assigned duties of his/her position, are fully compensable. See, e.g., Robert J. Benetti and
Department of Transportation, Federal Aviation Agency, 106 LRP 42673 (ECAB 2006).
But emotional conditions caused by the alleged “stress of federal employment” or other
vague allegations are not compensable.
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4. Unique aspects of workers’ compensation system that favor the employee

Once OWCP grants disability benefits to an injured employee, the benefits cannot
be reduced or terminated without due process of law. “... [D}ue process and elementary
fairness require that the Office observe certain procedures before terminating a claimant’s
monetary benefits.” Charlene R. Herrera, 44 ECAB 361 (1993); “The Supreme Court
has held that the essential requirements of due process are ‘notice and an opportunity to
respond’.” Mary 4. Howard, 45 ECAB 646 (1994)(applying this principle to termina-
tions of benefits for abandonment or refusal of suitable work under 5 USC §8106(c)).

Proceedings under the FECA are not adversarial in nature. 20 CFR §10.0.
While the claimant has the burden of establishing entitlement to compensation, the
Office shares responsibility in the development of the evidence. Dorothy L. Sidwell, 36
ECAB 699 (1985). Proceedings under the FECA are not adversarial in nature, unlike
proceedings before state workers' compensation tribunals. The Office has dual role: (1)
investigator of facts and protector of the Compensation Fund, and (2) quasi-judicial
function of deciding the rights of claimant. Joel C. Webb, 4 ECAB 79 (1950).

“Workers' compensation statutes are remedial legislation and should be liberally
construed in favor of the employee.” Pearl Phillips Parker (George Tom Parker), 9
ECAB 200 (1956). For example, see Peggy Ann Avila, 45 ECAB 812 (1994), in which
Claimant missed her FECA hearing, stating she could not find Room 9100 in the federal
building. The Office denied her request for a new hearing date, saying any reasonable
person would have made inquiries and found it. The Board held that claimant made a
sufficient showing that she deserved a new hearing date, citing its case law about the
remedial nature of the statute.

A grant of benefits to the employee cannot be appealed by the employer. John
J. O'Rourke, 38 ECAB 324 (1986).

Compensation benefits are exempt from the claims of creditors, and cannot be
assigned to someone else. 5 U.S.C. §8130. This does not prevent division of such
benefits in state family law proceedings where appropriate, however. See, e.g., In re
Marriage of Geigle, 920 P.2d 251 (Wash. 1996).

The FECA benefit for total temporary disability is 66-2/3% of regular pay, or
75% for employees who are married and/or have a dependent. 5 U.S.C. §§8105, 8110.
All FECA benefits are tax-free. 26 U.S.C. §104(a)(1). There is no “cap” on the amount
of benefits per claim or the length of time benefits can be received.

Once the work-connected character of any injury has been established, the
subsequent progression of that condition remains compensable. Charlet Garrett Smith,
47 ECAB 562 (1996)(recurrence of PTSD accepted — employee attended a training
session in which teacher mentioned her prior incident 4 years earlier in which two other
employees died, and she experienced an exacerbation of her PTSD, with sleep
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disturbance, nightmares, anxiety and depression).

Any contribution — no matter how slight — by the employment to the production of
the injury or disease is sufficient to make the entire disability compensable, without
apportionment. Beth P. Chaput, 37 ECAB 158 (1985).

If the employee suffers a “traumatic injury” (something that occurs over a period
no longer than one work day or one work shift), the employee’s regular pay is continued
by the employing agency for 45 calendar days. 5 U.S.C. §8118.

Regarding accommodation, for workers’ compensation purposes OWCP cannot
place the burden on the employee to ask his/her doctor for, and receive from the doctor,
medical work restrictions. Charlene R. Herrera, 44 ECAB 361 (1993)(citing former
regulation 20 CFR §10.124(b) to the effect that the employer must make a written offer
of employment to employee). Now see new regulation 20 CFR §10.507.

The ECAB in Maggie L. Moore, 43 ECAB 819, 823 (1992)(Maggie Moore
I1I) held that an employee has a property interest in not having his or her benefits
terminated and “In addition, a claimant who has sustained an employment related
injury has a vested interest in not being coerced into accepting a job that may

aggravate his or her condition or cause re-injury.” A similar holding was issued
in Sandra J. Corson, ECAB Docket No. 95-1933 (07/02/98).

The injured worker is afforded nearly infinite “bites at the apple.” After each
denial on the merits, a claimant can submit additional evidence and request that OWCP
reconsider its decision, with no limit on the number of such requests that can be filed. See
20 C.F.R §10.600.

Any waiver of FECA workers’ compensation rights is invalid. See 20 CFR
§10.15: “May compensation rights be waived? No employer or other person may
require an employee or other claimant to enter into any agreement, either before or after
an injury or death, to waive his or her right to claim compensation under the FECA. No
waiver of compensation rights shall be valid.”

The disadvantages inherent in the FECA system include:

- no right to judicial review, except in rare instances of constitutional rights
violations. 5 U.S.C. §8128(b); Duncan v. Department of Labor, 49 Fed.
Appx. 653 (8™ Cir. 2002); Rodrigues v. Donovan, 769 F.2d 1344 (9" Cir.
1985); Czerkies v. USDOL, 73 F.3d 1435, 1439 (7" Cir. 1996).

- inconsistent application of the law and interpretation of the facts by OWCP.

- excessive OWCP delays in taking actions and making decisions, with no
penalty (such as interest added to benefits or payment of attorney fees) against
the government for same.

- difficulty communicating with and obtaining information from OWCP.
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5. Discrimination alleged in Agency’s processing of a FECA claim

An employing agency’s actions in the processing of a workers’ compensation
claim will generally not support a discrimination complaint, unless the agency delays or
refuses to process the claim forms or other data. The Commission’s decisions hold that
otherwise the EEO process could be used to mount a collateral attack on another agency’s
proceedings, thus depriving that agency of jurisdiction. See discussion in Robert S.
Tucker v. United States Postal Service, EEOC Appeal No. 01A05003 (October 2, 2001):

“The Commission has held that a complainant states a claim where he or
she alleges that, motivated by discriminatory animus, the agency took
specific steps to interfere with a workers' compensation claim. Bray v.
United States Postal Service, EEOC Appeal No. 01944243 (February 6,
1995), req. to reopen den., EEOC Request No. 05950410 (February 1,
1996); Hogan v. Department of the Army, EEOC Request No. 05940407
(September 29, 1994); O'Neal v. United States Postal Service, EEOC
Request No. 05900620 (August 30, 1990). These cases typically involve
failure of the agency to provide information or signatures necessary to
process the workers' compensation claim. See id. Here, complainant
alleges that the agency conspired with OWCP to force him to return to
work despite having a medical condition that makes him unemployable.

“To address this aspect of his complaint, the Commission would have to
review the determinations of OWCP which led to the determination that
complainant's disability did not preclude his re-employment. Review of
OWCP determinations is within the jurisdiction of the agency's
Employees' Compensation Appeals Board, not the Commission, and does
not fall within the limited circumstances under which a complainant may
appeal to the Commission. See Hogan, EEOC Request No. 05940407
(September 29, 1994); Gray v. Department of the Army, EEOC Appeal
No. 01944944 (August 8, 1995). Accordingly, we AFFIRM the agency's
dismissal of complainant's claim.”

See also:

Revere-Payne v. VA, EEOC request No. 0120100342 (3/22/10) — “The Commission has
held that an employee cannot use the EEO complaint process to lodge a collateral attack
on another proceeding. See Wills v, Department of Defense, EEOC Request No.
05970596 (July 30, 1998); Kleinman v. United States Postal Service, EEOC Request No.
05940585 (September 22, 1994); Lingad v. United States Postal Service, EEOC Request
No. 05930106 (June 25, 1993). Upon review of the record, we find that events raised as
claims (2) and (6) are related to the processing of complainant's OWCP claim. The proper
forum for complainant to have raised her challenges regarding the OWCP process with
the Department of Labor, not the EEOC.”
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Story v. USPS, EEOC request No. 05960314 (10/18/96) - EEOC complainant may not
use the EEO process to launch a collateral attack on the workers’ compensation process.

Hogan v. Dept. of Army, EEOC request No. 05940407 (09/24/94) - Employing agency
has the right to represent its position and interest in the OWCP forum, and the EEOC will
not review decisions that would require it to judge the merits of the workers’
compensation claim.

Schultz v. Potter, EEOC Appeal No. 01993177 (06/13/01):

“With respect to allegations #5, 6, 7, and 8, the Commission finds that
these allegations have previously been raised and addressed in prior
proceedings or they constitute a collateral attack on decisions rendered by
OWCP or OPM. The Commission has held that an employee cannot use
the EEO complaint process to lodge a collateral attack on another
proceeding. See Wills v. Department of Defense , EEOC Request No.
05970596 (July 30, 1998); Kleinman v. United States Postal Service,
EEOC Request No. 05940585 (September 22, 1994); Lingad v. United
States Postal Service, EEOC Request No. 05930106 (June 25, 1993).
The Commission also finds that with respect to allegations #5 and #6,
complainant suffered no harm by the agency's efforts to obtain or use
medical reports. Consequently, complainant was not an aggrieved
employee with respect to these allegations and the agency acted properly
when it dismissed them for failure to state a claim. See Diaz v.
Department of the Air Force, EEOC Request No. 05931049 (April 21,
1994). Moreover, the regulation set forth at 29 C.F.R. § 1614.107(a)(1)
provides, in relevant part, that an agency shall dismiss a complaint that
fails to state a claim. Accordingly, the agency's final decision dismissing
complainant's complaint is AFFIRMED.”

Lau v. D ’Amours, EEOC request No. 05950037 (1996), Bonham v. Potter, EEOPUB
2093 (2002) - Allegation of false statements made by employing agency to OWCP
cannot support a valid EEOC complaint.

Downey v. Henderson, EEOC request No. 05990475 ( May 1, 2001):

“We have previously held that claims which challenge the proceeding or
decision of another forum constitute a collateral attack and fail to state a
claim under EEOC Regulations. See Fisher v. Department of Defense,
EEOC Request No. 05930106 (July 15, 1994). The Commission has also
held that it is within OWCP’s jurisdiction to determine whether a
compensation claim with OWCP has merit, and OWCP claims are not
appealable to the EEOC. See Hogan v. Department of the Army, EEOC
Request No. 05940407 (Sept. 29, 1994).”
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But see Andel v. Postmaster General, EEOC No. 01975337 (1998) - 1t is
retaliation for an agency to make disparaging remarks about an employee’s EEO activity
in responding to an OWCP claim. In such a case, a claim lies against both the
employing agency and OWCP if the claim is denied. Accord: Mares v. Sec. of Army,
EEOC No. 01960499 (1998)(employee alleged supervisor made disparaging remarks
about his past EEO activity in his response to employee’s OWCP claim).

There is a criminal statute that makes a supervisor’s interference with a FECA
claim a crime. See 18 U.S.C. §1922, which provides:

§ 1922. False or withheld report concerning Federal employees'
compensation.

“Whoever, being an officer or employee of the United States charged with
the responsibility for making the reports of the immediate superior
specified by section 8120 of'title 5, willfully fails, neglects, or refuses to
make any of the reports, or knowingly files a false report, or induces,
compels, or directs an injured employee to forego filing of any claim for
compensation or other benefits provided under subchapter I of chapter 81
of title 5 [5 USCS §§ 8101 et seq.] or any extension or application thereof,
or willfully retains any notice, report, claim, or paper which is required to
be filed under that subchapter [5 USCS §§ 8101 et seq.] or any extension
or application thereof, or regulations prescribed thereunder, shall be fined
under this title or imprisoned not more than one year, or both.”

The workers’ compensation statute contains the following provisions regarding the filing

of claims:
- 5US.C. §8120 - supervisor must immediately report any injury resulting in death
or probable disability.

- 5U.S.C. §8121 - claims must be in writing, but the requirements that they be
made on official forms or accompanied by a medical report can be waived for
good cause.

USDOL regulations state:
20 C.F.R. § 10.7 What forms are needed to process claims under the FECA?
“(a) Notice of injury, claims and certain specified reports shall be made on
forms prescribed by OWCP. Employers shall not modify these forms or
use substitute forms. Employers are expected to maintain an adequate
supply of the basic forms needed for the proper recording and reporting of
injuries. ...
(b) Copies of the forms listed in this paragraph are available for public
inspection at the Office of Workers' Compensation Programs,
Employment Standards Administration, U.S. Department of Labor,
Washington, D.C. 20210. They may also be obtained from district offices,
employers (i.e., safety and health offices, supervisors), and the Internet, at
http://www.dol.goviowep/dfec/regs/compliance/forms.hitm.

20 C.F.R. §10.16 What criminal penalties may be imposed in connection with a
claim under the FECA?
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“(a) A number of statutory provisions make it a crime to file a false or
fraudulent claim or statement with the Government in connection with a
claim under the FECA, or to wrongfully impede a FECA claim. Included
among these provisions are sections 287, 1001, 1920, and 1922 of title 18,
United States Code. Enforcement of these and other criminal provisions
that may apply to claims under the FECA are within the jurisdiction of the
Department of Justice.”

20 C.F.R. § 10.110 What should the employer do when an employee files
a notice of traumatic injury or occupational disease?

“(a) The employer shall complete the agency portion of Form CA-1 (for
traumatic injury) or CA-2 (for occupational disease) no more than 10
working days after receipt of notice from the employee. The employer
shall also complete the Receipt of Notice and give it to the employee,
along with copies of both sides of Form CA-1 or Form CA-2.

(b) The employer must complete and transmit the form to OWCP within
10 working days after receipt of notice from the employee if the injury or
disease will likely result in:

(1) A medical charge against OWCP;

(2) Disability for work beyond the day or shift of injury;

(3) The need for more than two appointments for medical
examination and/or treatment on separate days, leading to time

loss from work;

(4) Future disability;

(5) Permanent impairment; or

(6) Continuation of pay pursuant to 5 U.S.C. 8118.

(c) The employer should not wait for submittal of supporting evidence
before sending the form to OWCP.”

In practice, criminal prosecutions for interfering with FECA claims are so rare as
to be nearly non-existent. The author has only heard of two such prosecutions ever
brought. FECA itself has no anti-retaliation provisions. One remedy available is to file
EEO complaints for hostile work environment and failure to accommodate.

Interference with the right of a federal civilian employee to file a workers’
compensation claim may give rise to a Bivens claim for violation of due process rights
guaranteed by the Constitution, regardless of whether FECA benefits were later granted
or denied. Grichenko v. U._S. Postal Service, 524 F. Supp. 672, 677 (E.D.N.Y 1981).

6. Coordination of EEO pecuniary damage awards and FECA benefits

Where there is a potential for overlap between a FECA claim and an EEO
complaint, double recovery must be avoided. Baker v. Runyon, 922 F.Supp. 1300 (N.D.
ML 1996). There is no potential for overlap regarding compensatory damages for
emotional distress, but to the extent FECA provides wage loss compensation and Title
VII provide a remedy of back pay, there is a potential for overlap. But FECA is not an
exclusive remedy for the emotional harm caused by illegal discrimination. Finlay v.
Postmaster General, EEOC No. 01942985 (1997).
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Another area of potential overlap is damages for medical expenses. For example,
in making an award for future pecuniary damages, allowance must be made for the
continuation of FECA medical benefits, and the agency is entitled to deduct such benefits
from the future pecuniary damage award. Cook v. Postmaster General, EEOC No.
01950027 (1998).

“Under the Federal Employees Compensation Act (FECA), compensation from
the Office of Workers' Compensation Programs (OWCP) is deductible from back pay if it
is in the form of a wage-replacement benefit. This is to avoid double wage recovery.”
EEOC website, and see Nichols v. Frank, 42 F.3d 503, 516 (9™ Cir. 1994).

However, the portion of the OWCP award that is paid as reparation for physical
injuries [i.e., “scheduled awards™] is not subject to deduction because such compensation
is not designed to compensate for lost wages. See Sands v. Department of Defense,
EEOC Petition No. 04990001 (February 25, 2000). OWCP awards for physical injuries
in this context are referred to as “scheduled awards”, and are paid for certain injuries
resulting in permanent impairment to particular body parts. See 5 U.S.C. §8107.

See also, for cases holding that the workers’ comp bar does not preempt ADA
claims generally: Wood v. Alameda, 875 F Supp 659, 665 (ND Cal 1995)(ADA); Smith v.
Lake City Nursing Home, 771 F Supp 985, 986-987 (D Minn. 1991)(Rehabilitation Act);
and EEOC Enforcement Guidance: Workers' Compensation and the ADA (09/03/96),
Question 30 see http://www.eeoc.gov/policy/docs/workcomp.html.

If the employee was disabled during a period of time for which a claim for back
pay is made, s/he cannot obtain back pay for that period — assuming that the inability to
work would also have existed even if the employer had reasonably accommodated the
employee. But in the absence of reasonable accommodation, back pay is still recoverable
for such a period. Morris v. Roche, 182 F.Supp.2d 1260, 1278-1280 (M.D.Ga. 2002).

And see Albert P. Schultz v. Henderson, Postmaster General, U.S. Postal Service,
EEOC No. 03980087 (1999): “The fact that petitioner applied for and received wage-
replacement benefits under FECA does not necessarily mean that he was unavailable for
work and therefore precluded from obtaining back pay. See Enforcement Guidance on
the Effect of Representations made in Applications for Benefits on the Determination of
Whether a Person is a "Qualified Individual with a Disability"” Under the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990, EEOC Notice 915.002 (February 12, 1997); see also, e.g.,
Boomer v. Dept. of the Navy, 91 FMSR 5580 (petitioner unable to work solely because
agency failed to accommodate disability is entitled to back pay, offset by FECA wage
replacement benefits).”

/"

1
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7. OWCP “factual” determinations are not binding on other agencies or courts

See NALC v. USPS, 272 F.3d 182, 187 (2001):

“While we have not addressed the issue, the Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit and
a district court have adopted the Postal Service's interpretation that [5 USC] section
8128(b) [the section of FECA that precludes judicial review of USDOL decisions] only
precludes subsequent courts and tribunals from challenging or contradicting OWCP's
factual or legal determinations with respect to granting or denying payments under
FECA. See Minor v. Merit Sys. Prot. Bd., 819 F.2d 280 (Fed. Cir. 1987); United States v.
Carpentieri, 23 F. Supp. 2d 433 (S.D.N.Y 1988). Both of these courts held that in
proceedings following OWCP determinations courts are bound only by the "Labor
Department's decisions on the making or denying of compensation awards," and are not
bound by the OWCP's factual conclusions. Minor, 819 F.2d at 283 see Carpentieri, 23 F.
Supp. 2d at 438.”

To similar effect, see U. S. v. Sforza, 326 F.3d 107 (2002):

“The jurisdictional bar in § 8128(b) seems to have been designed chiefly to ensure ‘[1]
that the courts not be burdened by a flood of small claims challenging the merits of
compensation decisions and [2] that the Secretary should be left free to make the policy
choices associated with disability decisions.” ... Neither goal is disserved by allowing
the government to pursue fraudulent claim-seekers under the [False Claims Act] (at least
so long as OWCP's decision awarding or denying benefits on the basis of the record
before it is respected). See United States v. Carpentieri ("Carpentieri I"), 23 F. Supp. 2d
433,438 (S.D.N.Y. 1998) (holding that §8128(b) does not bar suit under the FCA
because the government's FCA suit would not ‘entail a re-litigation of issues already
presented to and resolved by the OWCP”). Our reading of § 8128(b) is consistent with
decisions of other courts in analogous cases. Thus the Federal Circuit held in Minor v.
Merit Systems Protection Board, 819 F.2d 280 (Fed. Cir. 1987), that § 8128(b) does not
bar an action seeking the termination of a civil service employee based upon allegations
of FECA fraud, notwithstanding a prior determination by OWCP that the employee was
entitled to full benefits. See id. at 283. The court relied on the different remedies at issue
in the OWCP action and the civil service proceeding: ‘even though much the same facts
and evidence may have been before the [arbitrator deciding whether the FECA
beneficiary could be terminated,) and also before the [OWCP deciding whether benefits
were warranted], it was the [arbitrator] that had power to decide [the employee's]
fraudulent acts and to remove her on that ground.’ n4 Id. The Third Circuit, facing a
similar issue, likewise rejected the claim that § 8128(b) precluded re-litigation of all
issues decided by OWCP. See Nat'l Ass'n. of Letter Carriers, AFL-CIO, v. United States
Postal Serv., 272 F.3d 182, 188-89 (3d Cir. 2001) (holding that arbitrator of employee's
wrongful termination claim was not bound by factual determinations made by OWCP in
granting employee FECA benefits). n5
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n4 The Merit Systems Protection Board, which reviews the decisions of arbitrators such
as those at issue in Minor, has similarly read § 8128(b) to preclude relitigation of
OWCP's decisions concerning the award or denial of FECA benefits but to not preclude
judicial review of collateral issues such as whether an employee has defrauded the
government. See Miller v. U.S. Postal Serv., 26 MSPR 210, 213 (1985); see also Smith v.
U.S. Postal Serv., 81 MSPR 92, 98 (1999); Daniels v. U.S. Postal Serv., 57 MSPR 272,
279 (1993).

n5 In reaching its conclusion regarding the scope of § 8128(b), the Third Circuit relied in
part on the fact that OWCP proceedings are non-adversarial: It would be strange if a
determination in a non adversarial proceeding had a preclusive effect in an adversarial
proceeding as "the general rule [is] that issue preclusion attaches only 'when an issue of
fact or law is actually litigated and determined by a valid and final judgment . . . .""
Arizona v. California, 530 U.S. 392, 414, 147 L. Ed. 2d 374, 120 S. Ct. 2304[] (2000).
While we do not suggest that Congress could not make a ruling under section 8128(b)
preclusive in the circumstances here, we hold that it did not do so. Nat'l Ass'n. of Letter
Carriers, 272 F.3d at 189.”

See also: New v. Department of Veterans Affairs, 142 F.3d 1259, 1264 (Fed. Cir.
1998, holding that OWCP decisions do not bind agencies or the Board acting within their
own statutory sphere of authority.

Compare: Agencies tend to give deference to OWCP determinations as to the
suitability of a job offered as an accommodation. “[I]t is well settled that where OWCP
has made a decision on the suitability of an offered position, such decisions are within the
exclusive domain of OWCP, and it is that agency, and not the Board [MSPB], which
possesses the requisite expertise to evaluate whether a position is suitable in light of an
employee’s particular medical condition [citing New v. Department of Veterans Affairs,
supral.” Ballesteros v. USPS, Docket No. CH-0353-00-0517-1-1 (2001). And see topic
13, below.

The same is true of OWCP determinations as to date of full recovery from an
industrial injury. See DeBlock v. USPS, MSPB Docket No. CH-0353-07-0024-1-1
(issued 10/05/07) holding that OWCP’s determination that the employee fully recovered
from his industrial injury “is final and conclusive for all purposes and with respect to all
questions of law and fact”, citing 5 USC §8128(b)(1), 5 CFR 353.102, and AsSalaam v.
USPS, 85 MSPR 76 915 (2000) .

8. MSPB appeals and workers’ compensation

An MSPB appeal of an employee’s removal for failure to accept an
accommodation position was remanded to the AJ in light of a subsequent OWCP letter
reopening appellant's claim for occupational disease, and because there was no evidence
that OWCP had reviewed the suitability of the accommodation position offered to
appellant. Smart v Dep't of the Navy, 92 MSPR 120 (2002). This points out the
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deference other agencies give to OWCP determinations about suitability of positions
offered as accommodations.

An MSPB decision showing error by the Agency was not credited by the OWCP
hearing officer, and on appeal to ECAB the case was remanded to OWCP for further
development by the Board. Error or abuse in a personnel matter (bad performance
evaluation and failure to give step increase) may give rise to a workers’ compensation
stress claim. Janet I. Jones, 47 ECAB 385 (1996).

An employee’s resignation may not be a bar to her subsequent claim for workers’
compensation lost earnings benefits, when the employee made efforts to find suitable
other employment with the Agency before resigning. Catherine G. Hammond, 41 ECAB
375, 385-87 (1990).

Removal for cause does not necessarily terminate a claimant’s right to wage loss
compensation. Janice J. Green, Docket No. 96-874 ECAB (1998). In that case, the
claimant was removed for cause while she was working 4 hours per day and collecting 4
hours of OWCP wage-loss compensation. When she was terminated for cause, OWCP
cut off all of her wage-loss benefits. She appealed. The ECAB overturned OWCP’s
decision and determined that the claimant continued to be entitled to the 4 hours per day
of wage-loss compensation, because she was unable to work for those four hours
regardless of whether she had been removed or not.

9. Restoration rights and workers’ compensation injuries

An employee who fully recovers from an industrial injury within one year of the
date workers’ compensation benefits begin is entitled to mandatory job restoration. 5
U.S.C. §8151(b)(1). In practice, this means that if the employee is terminated less than a
year after work-related disability begins, s/he can file an MSPB restoration rights appeal;
but unless the employee fully recovers before the one-year elapses, the mandatory job
restoration right will expire.

An employee who fully recovers from an industrial injury more than one year of
the date workers’ compensation benefits begin is entitled to priority in placement,
agency-wide, in the same or similar position. 5 U.S.C. §8151(b)(2). An employee who
only partially recovers from an industrial injury is only entitled to challenge denials of
job restoration based on the Agency’s acting arbitrarily and capriciously and/or in a
discriminatory manner. The following cases interpret some of these rights.

New v. Dept. of Veterans Affairs, 142 F.3d 1259 (Fed. Cir. 1998) — refusal to
restore after termination for excessive absences violates restoration rights under 5 C.F.R.
§353.303, since absence was substantially related to work injury. The Court held that,
absent cause for removal unrelated to employee's compensable injury, agency was
required to afford employee priority consideration for restoration, where it had failed to
restore her because she had refused to return to work following compensable injury, and
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Office of Workers' Compensation Programs (OWCP) had not made determination that
accommodations offered to her by agency were suitable. The Court also held that the
principle that decisions of OWCP do not bind MSPB applies only when MSPB or agency
acts within its own statutory sphere of authority.

In Laura V. King v. Department of the Navy, 103 LRP 16698 (unpublished, May
2003), the Federal Circuit aftirmed the MSPB's decision that the petitioner was entitled to
priority consideration for the position she left or an equivalent position. Pursuant to 5
CFR §353.301(b), an individual who fully recovers from a compensable injury more than
one year after compensation began is entitled to priority consideration, agency-wide, for
restoration to the position she left or an equivalent position. The individual must apply
for reappointment within 30 days of the cessation of workers’ compensation benefits.

Allen v United States Postal Sery., 73 MSPR 73 (1997) - MSPB has jurisdiction
over Postal Service employees' claims that their restoration rights following leave taken
for a work-related disability have been violated, regardless of whether they are
preference-eligible, or supervisory or managerial employees. That case also held that
discontinuing a light-duty position to which an agency has restored a partially recovered
employee may constitute a denial of restoration for the purposes of Board jurisdiction
under 5 C.F.R. part 353).

Chavez v United States Postal Serv. 85 MSPR 481 (2000) - Court's remand to
Board foreclosed finding that the Board lacked jurisdiction over appeal from denial of
restoration following partial recovery from work-related disability, since court cited
regulation expressly authorizing partially recovered employee to appeal improper
restoration to Board and reiterated that appellant's claim was expressly within Board's
jurisdiction.

Brathwaite v. US Postal Service, 34 MSPR 239 (1987) - Former employee who
resigned from his position for medical reasons and who sought reinstatement but lacked
restoration rights, is in position of new applicant seeking re-employment, such that
MSPB has no jurisdiction over agency's decision not to rehire former employee. The
evidence of record did not indicate that the appellant's medical reasons constituted a
compensable injury under FECA.

An employee who returns to work on limited duty after an industrial injury and
for whom OWCP has made a formal loss of wage-earning capacity (LWEC)
determination may not be entitled to lost wage benefits if that limited duty assignment is
later withdrawn. See discussion at topic 9a below.

9a.  Restoration rights and workers’ compensation injuries in the Postal Service

As part of its current National Reassessment Process (NRP), the Postal Service
has been declaring no work available to many employees who suffer residual disabilities
due to on-the-job injuries covered by FECA. This has resulted in litigation over
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restoration rights, since MSPB has found withdrawal of a suitable limited-duty position
to be a denial of restoration rights. Brehmer v. USPS, 106 MSPR 463 (2007)(citing 5
C.F.R. §353.304(c)). But ECAB has recently ruled that where OWCP has issued a loss of
wage-earning capacity (LWEC) decision before the employee is sent home, that
employee will not be entitled to workers” compensation for the lost earnings if there is no
showing that the original LWEC decision was erroneous or the claimant’s medical
condition has not gotten worse. The Board also ruled that withdrawal of the limited-duty
work does not constitute a recurrence of disability as defined under FECA. K.R. and
USPS, ECAB Docket No. 09-415, 110 LRP 13276 (02/24/10).

While LWEC decisions are frequently not issued when Postal workers return to
work on limited duty after an industrial injury, and thus there would be no prohibition
against the employee simply going back on temporary total disability workers’
compensation benefits, in those situations where an LWEC is in place the employee may
not be able to obtain wage-loss benefits from OWCP.

In limited circumstances, though, that same employee may be able to successfully
challenge the action of sending him home due to no available work by filing an MSPB
appeal based on denial of restoration rights. See, e.g., Chen v. U.S. Postal Service, 97
M.S.P.R. 527 (2004)(Postal employee is entitled to relief he can prove (1) he was absent
from his position due to a compensable (work-related) injury; (2) he recovered
sufficiently to return to duty on a part-time basis, or to return to work in a position with
less demanding physical requirements than those previously required of him; (3) the
agency denied his request for restoration; and (4) the agency’s denial of restoration was
“arbitrary and capricious”; Elfreda M. Barachina v. USPS, MSPB Docket No. SF-0353-
09-0554-1-1 (12/14/09)(holding that a general allegation that the whole NRP process is
arbitrary and capricious is insufficient to show the fourth prong of Chen); Irma Urena,
MSPB Docket No. SF-0353-09-0650-1-1 (12//4/09)(holding that where USPS fails to
show that it did a search for a vacant, funded position that the employee could perform,
not just at his duty station but within his general commuting area as well, the regulation’s
requirements have not been met and the case should be set for hearing).

10.  Coordination of MSPB appeal rights and disability retirement remedy

An employee who is terminated for medical inability to perform essential
functions of his or her position is presumed to be entitled to disability retirement benefits.
In that situation, the removal constitutes prima facie evidence that s/he is entitled to
disability retirement, and the burden of production then shifts to OPM to produce
evidence sufficient to support a finding that the applicant is not entitled to disability
retirement. Bruner v. OPM, 996 F.2d 290, 294 (Fed. Cir. 1992); Marczewski v. OPM, 80
MSPR 343, 94 (1998). 1f OPM meets its burden of production, the applicant must then
come forward with evidence to rebut OPM’s assertion that s/he is not entitled to benefits.
Klein v. OPM, 71 MSPR 366, 370 (1996). Notwithstanding the shifting burdens of
production, however, the applicant for disability retirement retains the burden of
persuasion at all times to establish entitlement. /d.
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The Bruner presumption may apply even if the specific reason for the termination
is not physical or mental inability to perform duties. See, e.g., Bell v. OPM, MSPB
Docket No. CH-844E-99-0600-1-1 (2000)(*“Although the Postal Service charged the
appellant with failure to meet the requirements of her position, it was clear that the
agency removed the appellant because it found that she was unable to perform her duties
based on the medical evidence in which various physicians found the appellant’s
psychological problems incapacitating.”); Avers-Kavtaradze v. OPM, 91 MSPR 397, 9 11
(2002)(removal for extended absences is equivalent to removal for physical inability to
perform where it is accompanied by specifications indicating that the decision to remove
was based on medical documentation suggesting that the appellant was disabled and
unable to perform her duties); McCurdy v. OPM, 96 MSPR 90 (2004)(also holding that if
the termination occurs after OPM’s decision and the Board’s initial decision, the case
should be remanded for the parties to present evidence and argument relative to the
presumption).

An agreement of the parties to an MSPB appeal that the employee’s termination
be changed to non-disciplinary termination for medical inability to perform duties does
not automatically entitle the employee to disability retirement. Summers v. OPM, 48 Fed.
Appx. 762; 2002 U.S. App. LEXIS 21677 (Fed. Cir. nonprecedential, 2002 - Employing
agency’s agreement, in a settlement of wrongful termination case, that the termination be
changed to a termination for medical inability to perform duties, and that employee will
apply for disability retirement, does not entitle employee to OPM grant of benefits).

The Board has held that parties to a settlement agreement may not bind non-
parties such as OPM. See Parker v. OPM, MSPB Docket No. BN-831M-97-0035-R-1
(2003), in which the Board held, in overruling prior precedent: “Rather, we now hold
that, with respect to a settlement agreement to which OPM is not a party, OPM has the
authority to determine whether any separation date established by the agreement is an
artifice designed to evade the statutory requirements for entitlement to an annuity.
Subject to the Board’s review under 5 U.S.C. §8347, OPM’s authority to question a
personnel action taken as a result of a settlement agreement applies whether the statutory
provisions at issue implicate filing deadlines, as in Jordan, or substantive criteria for
entitlement to a retirement benefit, as in this case.” Note: The settlement in the Parker
case was to declare that Mr. Parker began work for the agency prior to his actual start
date, at a time he was still in active military duty. In practice, OPM is unlikely to
challenge a settlement which agrees that an employee has been removed for medical
inability to perform his/her duties.

11.  Coordination of EEO pecuniary damages and disability retirement benefits.

In civil rights cases, disability retirement benefits should not be deducted from a
back-pay award. Arneson v. Callahan, 128 F.3d 1243, 1247-48 (8th Cir. 1997)
(exploring the "collateral source" rule).
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Practitioners should be aware that the Office of Personnel Management (OPM)
may not implement terms of an EEOC settlement agreement that impinges on its
(OPM’s) jurisdiction by granting a promotion that impacts retirement calculations. See
Freeman v. Department of the Army, EEOC Request No. 05990031 (2001)(Complainant,
a GS-12 employee raised a claim of hostile work environment, under Title VII and the
Rehabilitation Act. The parties entered into a settlement agreement which provided for
the agency to recalculate complainant's disability retirement at the GS-14, step 10 level.
However, subsequent to the execution of the agreement, OPM, as administrator of the
Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS), advised the agency that it would not implement
the provision because, inter alia, it appeared that the agreement had been drafted solely to
provide complainant with an annuity in excess of that to which he was entitled.
Complainant claimed breach of the agreement. The Commission found the provision to
be unenforceable. It noted that the monetary relief available for hostile environment
harassment under Title VII and the Rehabilitation Act was an award of compensatory
damages, instead of a promotion for which complainant never claimed he had applied or
been denied. The Commission urged the parties to renegotiate the agreement, ratify it in
the absence of the provision at issue, or continue with the processing of complainant's
underlying complaints).

12.  Unique aspects of disability retirement system that favor the employee

Disability under the Federal Employees’ Retirement Act (FERS) is defined in 5
C.F.R. §844.102 as: “Disabled and disability means unable or inability, because of
disease or injury, to render useful and efficient service in the employee's current position
.." jand in 5 U.S.C. §8451(a)(1)(B) as: “... [A]n employee shall the considered
disabled only if the employee is found by the Office [of Personnel Management] to be
unable, because of disease or injury, to render useful and efficient service in the
employee's position.”

Disability under the “old” Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS) is similarly
defined in 5 CFR §831.1202 as “Disabled and disability mean unable or inability,
because of disease or injury, to render useful and efficient service in the employee's
current position, or in a vacant position in the same agency at the same grade or pay level
for which the individual is qualified for reassignment. ... Medical condition means a
health impairment resulting from a disease or injury, including a psychiatric disease. ...
Useful and efficient service means (1) acceptable performance of the critical or essential
elements of the position; and (2) satisfactory conduct and attendance.”; and in 5 USC
§8337(a) as: “Any employee shall be considered to be disabled only if the employee is
found by the Office of Personnel Management to be unable, because of disease or injury,
to render useful and efficient service in the employee's position and is not qualified for
reassignment, under procedures prescribed by the Office, to a vacant position which is in
the agency at the same grade or level and in which the employee would be able to render
useful and efficient service.”
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In other words, the employee must only show disability from his or her current or
last-held federal position (or similar position), as opposed to disability from performing
any other work.

An employee can file an application for disability retirement while still employed,
or up to one year after his or her federal employment has ceased. 5 U.S.C. §8337(b), 5
CFR §831.1204(a). The disability itself, however, must have arisen during the period of
federal employment. The time limit for filing a disability retirement application can be
waived where evidence established the employee was mentally incompetent following
his/her removal and did not subsequently regain mental competence for a total of a year
before filing the application. Willis v. OPM, 50 MSPR 584 (1991); Hass v. OPM, 84
MSPR 110 (1999).

The employee bears the burden of proof to show eligibility for disability
retirement. Chavez v. OPM, 6 MSPR 404 (1981). But there is no requirement in
disability retirement cases that the applicant prove “total disability”. Oglesby v. OPM, 19
MSPR 112 (1984); Whitmer v. OPM, 41 MSPR 658 (1989); Kardatzke v. OPM, 92
MSPR 74, 95 (2002). Even if an employee, by dint of special effort, is able to continue
working after an injury, this fact does not prove s/he is not disabled for retirement
purposes. For example, in Meighen v. OPM, 7 MSPR 1264, 167 (1981) the Board found
that the ability to perform during 45% of the normal work period does not constitute the
performance of useful and efficient service (appellant's fainting spells were sudden,
unpredictable, posed the threat of injury to herself and her coworkers, and interfered
substantially with her work). And see McGhee v. OPM, 20 MSPR 372, 374
(1984)(appellant was disabled due to irregular performance of job tasks); Crittendon v.
OPM, 26 MSPR 152 (1985)(urinary incontinence requiring frequent breaks rendered the
appellant disabled for retirement purposes).

Once disability retirement benefits are granted by OPM, the employee remains a
pensioner for life, except if either (1) the employee fully recovers to the extent that s/he
can return to the full-time, full-duty work of their last federal job, or (2) the employee
earns 80% or more of the current pay rate of his/her last federal job in any given calendar
year. 5 U.S.C. §5343(f); 5 CFR §532.401. In the event of full recovery, the employee’s
pension benefits stop until s/he reaches regular retirement age, then they resume. In the
event of earnings more than the 80% limit, the employee may reapply for disability
retirement benefits if the ability to earn that amount decreases again because of the
disability. Rodriguez v OPM, 57 MSPR 611 (1993)(Applicant is not entitled to
reinstatement of disability annuity in absence of showing that disability on which annuity
was based, and not some other disability, has recurred).

To defeat an application for disability retirement, any accommodation offered by
the Agency must be a “full accommodation”. To be fully accommodated, the duties
offered must comprise a duly constituted “vacant position” within the meaning of 5 CFR
§§844.102, 844.103. See Noyer v. OPM, 44 MSPR 336 (1990); Breyer v. OPM, 53
MSPR 628 (1992); Eshelman v. OPM, 72 MSPR 173 (1996); Gometz v. OPM, 69 MSPR
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