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The issue is whether appellant established that she sustained an injury in the performance
of duty on April 23, 1999.

On April 26, 1999 appellant, a 30-year-old mailhandler, filed a notice of traumatic injury
and clam for compensation (Form CA-1) alleging that she sustained an injury to her left
shoulder while performing her job duties on April 23, 1999. On her Form CA-1 she indicated
that the cause of her injury was “unknown.” Appellant explained that she worked her regular
shift on April 23, 1999 and the following morning she was unable to move her left shoulder.

Appellant was initially treated for her injury on April 26, 1999. She went to the Ochsner
Foundation Hospital emergency department and was diagnosed as having sustained an acute
cervical strain. The attending physician who completed part B of Form CA-16 (authorization for
examination) reported the following history of injury: “Pulls carts-shoulder hurts since
yesterday.” That same day, appellant was also examined at the Westbank Medical Clinic by
Dr. E. Ward Sudderth. At the clinic, appellant completed an accident report wherein she again
described the cause of her injury as “unknown.” The record also includes handwritten treatment
notes, the author of which is unclear, that reveal a history of injury as follows: “painful [left]
shoulder three [days] ago [secondary] to unloading a‘mail trailer’ at work.” The April 26, 1999
treatment notes also include a diagnosis of |eft shoulder sprain secondary to work-related trauma.

By letter dated May 14, 1999, the Office of Workers' Compensation Programs requested
that appellant submit additional factual information. She was further advised that the case would
remain open for 30 days in order to submit the requested information. Appellant did not respond
to the Office’ srequest for additional information.

In a decision dated June 22, 1999, the Office denied appellant’s claim on the basis that
she failed to establish that her claimed left shoulder condition was caused by the alleged
employment injury on April 23, 1999.



The Board finds that appellant has not met her burden of proof in establishing that she
sustained an injury in the performance of duty on April 23, 1999.

A claimant seeking compensation under the Federal Employees Compensation Act® has
the burden of establishing the essential elements of her claim by the weight of the reliable,
probative and substantial evidence, including that an injury was sustained in the performance of
duty as alleged and that any disability or specific condition for which compensation is being
claimed is causally related to the employment injury.?

An award of compensation may not be based on surmise, conjecture or speculation.
Neither the fact that appellant’s condition became apparent during a period of employment nor
the belief that the condition was caused, precipitated or aggravated by her employment is
sufficient to establish a causal relationship.® Causal relationship is a medical question that can
generally be resolved only by rationalized medical opinion evidence.* A physician’s opinion on
the issue of whether there is a causal relationship between the claimant’s diagnosed condition
and the implicated employment factors must be based on a complete factual and medical
background of the claimant.> Additionally, in order to be considered rationalized, the opinion
must be expressed in terms of a reasonable degree of medical certainty, and must be supported
by medical rationale, explaining the nature of the relationship between the diagnosed condition
and claimant’ s specific employment factors.®

In the instant case, while appellant alleged that she sustained a traumatic injury’ to her
left shoulder on April 23, 1999, she did not provide any specific details regarding the incident or
events that purportedly caused her injury. As previously noted, appellant indicated on her
Form CA-1 that the cause of injury was “unknown.” And she reiterated this information in an
April 26, 1999 accident report she completed at the Westbank Medical Clinic. When the Office
later requested that appellant describe in detail exactly how the injury occurred, she failed to
provided such information.

The fact that the etiology of a disease or condition is unknown or obscure neither relieves
appellant of the burden of establishing a causal relationship by the weight of the medical
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evidence nor does it shift the burden of proof to the Office to disprove an employment
relationship.?

The medical evidence accompanying appellant’s claim is of little probative value in
determining the cause of her injury. Not only does this evidence contradict appellant’s original
statement that the cause of her injury was “unknown,” it also provides conflicting accounts of
what purportedly contributed to her injury on April 23, 1999. Whereas the emergency room
physician ostensibly attributed appellant’'s condition to pulling carts, the April 26, 1999
treatment notes from the Westbank Medical Clinic appear to attribute appellant’s condition to
“unloading a mail trailer.” Thus, while the medical evidence indicates that appellant sustained
an employment-related injury, the probative value of this evidence is undermined in light of the
guestionable history of injury reported. The record on appeal is clearly insufficient to establish
“fact of injury.”® Accordingly, appellant has failed to demonstrate that she sustained an injury in
the performance of duty on April 23, 1999.

The June 22, 1999 decision of the Office of Workers' Compensation Programs is hereby
affirmed.
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