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DISABILITY BENEFITS

Decisions Reversed in Public Employees’  
Disability Claims

T he New Jersey Supreme Court reverses 
lower court decisions in two cases, finding 
that the defendant public employer erred in 

its benefits determinations regarding the plain-
tiffs’ claims for accidental disability benefits. 

The two plaintiffs are police officers who were 
public employees of different local police depart-
ments and who were members of a police and fire-
fighters’ retirement system. The defendant is the 
board of trustees for the retirement system. The 
court granted review of both cases together due 
to commonality of the issues and the defendant. 

The first plaintiff responded to a serious mo-
tor vehicle accident, where he witnessed a horrific 
event that led to him suffering from post-traumat-
ic stress disorder and later terminating his em-
ployment as a police officer. He subsequently filed 
a claim for accidental disability benefits, which 
the defendant denied. The lower court affirmed 
the defendant’s decision, finding that the horrific 
event was within the first plaintiff ’s job descrip-
tion and therefore contemplated by his training. 

The second plaintiff was a hostage negotiator 
and had much training on hostage negotiation. 
The plaintiff responded to a hostage situation and 
was on the phone with a hostage suspect who 
begged for the plaintiff ’s help while he was shot 
and killed by police. The second plaintiff returned 
to work but was later diagnosed with post-trau-
matic stress disorder and major depressive disor-
der and filed a claim for accidental disability ben-
efits. The defendant denied the second plaintiff ’s 
claim. The lower court reversed the defendant’s 
decision and awarded benefits to the plaintiff. 

The court granted certification and reviews the 
two plaintiffs’ claims. The court uses a two-step 
analysis to interpret whether a member of the re-
tirement system has experienced a traumatic event 
that entitles him or her to accidental disability 
benefits. First, the court determines whether the 
member directly experienced a “terrifying or hor-
ror-inducing event that involves actual or threat-

ened death or serious injury or a similarly serious 
threat to the physical integrity of the member or 
another person.” The event must be “of conse-
quence and objectively capable of causing a rea-
sonable person to suffer a disabling mental injury.” 

If the event meets this first test, the court then 
uses a five-pronged test to determine whether a 
member is eligible for accidental disability ben-
efits from the retirement system. A member must 
prove that (1) he or she is permanently and totally 
disabled; (2) the disability directly results from a 
traumatic event that is (a) identifiable as to time 
and place, (b) undesigned and unexpected, and 
(c) caused by a circumstance external to the mem-
ber; (3) the traumatic event occurred during and 
as a result of the member’s regular or assigned du-
ties; (4) such disability was not the result of the 
member’s willful negligence; and (5) the member 
is mentally or physically incapacitated from per-
forming the usual or any other duties. 

For the first plaintiff, the defendant determined 
that the explosion and fire witnessed by the plain-
tiff was a terrifying or horror-inducing event that 
involved actual or threatened death or serious in-
jury, so there is no need for the court to use the 
first test. However, the court finds that the second 
test must be applied and that the defendant and 
the lower court failed to do so during its review. 
Therefore, the court reverses the lower court deci-
sion with respect to the first plaintiff and remands 
the case to the lower court to carefully consider 
all prongs of the five-pronged test, including all 
aspects of the traumatic event itself. 

For the second plaintiff, the court agrees with 
the lower court determination that the plaintiff 
proved that he directly and personally experi-
enced a terrifying or horror-inducing event. How-
ever, the court disagrees with the lower court and 
finds that the five-pronged test was not satisfied 
because there was enough evidence in the record 
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paid in any medium other than cash.” The Court 
finds it clear that Congress knew the difference 
between money and all forms of remuneration 
and that it never intended to tax things like stock 
by choosing to use the narrower term for railroad 
pensions. Finally, shortly after the enactment 
of the act, the Internal Revenue Service issued a 
regulation clarifying that the act taxes “all remu-
neration in money, or in something which may 
be used in lieu of money (scrip and merchandise 

orders, for example) . . . [and that the act covered 
things like] salaries, wages, commissions, fees and 
bonuses.” There was never any indication or sug-
gestion that stock was taxable under the act. 

Therefore, for all of the foregoing reasons, the 
Court finds that employee stock options are not 
taxable compensation under the act because they 
are not money remuneration. Accordingly, the 
Court reverses the judgment of the Seventh Cir-
cuit and remands the case for further proceedings 
consistent with this opinion.  

Wisconsin Central Ltd. et al. v. United States, No. 17-
530 (U.S. June 21, 2018).
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showing that the shooting the plaintiff witnessed 
was not undesigned or unexpected. Therefore, 
the court reverses the lower court decision with 

respect to the second plaintiff and reinstates the 
defendant’s initial benefit determination denying 
his eligibility for accidental disability benefits.   

Mount et al. v. Board of Trustees, Police and Firemen’s 
Retirement System, No. 078021 and 078823 (N.J. 
June 5, 2018). 
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CBA expired and, therefore, if a retiree died after 
the expiration of the CBA, his or her surviving 
spouse and dependents were not entitled to life-
time health care benefits. 

As a result, the general durational clause gov-
erns the CBAs, and the court finds that there is 

no promise of lifetime retiree health care benefits 
and that the district court erred by finding the 
CBAs ambiguous. Accordingly, the court revers-
es the district court decision and finds that the 
CBAs are unambiguous and, consequently, do 
not provide for lifetime retiree health care ben-
efits.  

Fletcher et al. v. Honeywell International, Inc., No. 17-
3277 (6th Cir. June 8, 2018). 

Sixth Circuit Reverses Finding of Vested Benefits
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