United States Court of Appeals
Fifth Circuit

FILED

UNI TED STATES COURT OF APPEALS June 9, 2004

FOR THE FIFTH CIRCU T
Charles R. Fulbruge IlI
Clerk

04- 30083
Summary Cal endar

GLENN SI MONEAUX,
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Before SM TH, DUHE, and WENER, Circuit Judges.
PER CURI AM !

Thi s ERI SA case presents the question of Petitioner-Appellant
d enn Sinobneaux’ s entitlenent tolong-termdisability benefits with
Def endant Continental Casualty |Insurance Conpany, Adm nistrator of
a Goup Disability Plan for Sinobneaux’s enployer, CF |Industries,
I nc. Si noneaux was enployed by CF Industries until he becane
di sabled with heart di sease on February 25, 2002. After receiving

short-term disability benefits, Petitioner applied for long-term

1 Pursuant to 5TH CR. R 47.5, the Court has determn ned that
this opinion should not be published and is not precedent except
under the Ilimted circunstances set forth in 5THQR R 47.5. 4.



disability benefits wth Continental Casualty, who as Plan
Adm ni strator denied long-term benefits. After exhaustion of
adm nistrative renedi es, Sinoneaux petitioned the district court
for review The parties jointly submtted the admnistrative
record on cross-notions for summary judgnent, stipulating that the
i ssues were whether or not the Plan Adm nistrator abused its
di scretion and/or whether or not its decision to deny |ong-term
benefits under the Plan was arbitrary and capricious.? The
district court wuld not disturb the Plan Admnistrator’s
determ nation, and we affirm

The district court can hold a decision to be arbitrary only if

itis made wi t hout a rational connection between the known facts
and the decision or between the found facts and the evidence.’ "3
A court upholds the findings of the Plan Adm nistrator if they are
supported by “substantial evidence.”* W reviewthe cross notions
for sunmmary judgnent de novo, applying the sane standard as the

district court.?®

This case turns on the Plan Admnistrator’s factual

2 R 642.

3 Meditrust Finan. Servs. Corp. v. Sterling Chens., Inc., 168
F.3d 211, 215 (5th Gr. 1999) (quoting Bellaire CGeneral Hosp. V.
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Mchigan, 97 F.3d 822, 828 (5th CGr.
1996) .

4 Meditrust, 168 F.3d at 215.

5 ]1d. at 214; Sweatman v. Commercial Union Ins. Co., 39 F.3d
594, 601 (5th Cir. 1994).




determ nation that Sinoneaux did not suffer from a functional
i npai rment that would preclude himfrom performng the duties of
his enploynent. One of the eligibility requirenments for benefits
is a physical inpairnment such that the participant is continuously
unable to perform the material and substantial duties of his
regul ar occupation.® The long-term aspect is that the inpairnent
must continue during the elimnation period — 180 days — and for
twenty-four nonths thereafter.’

Si noneaux contends that Continental inproperly disregardedthe
opinions of his treating physician and an independent nedical
exam ner that Sinoneaux was permanently disabled from any work
Def endant contends that the evaluating physician’s report did not
include sufficient findings to support a disability within or
beyond the elimnation period. According to Defendant, a
generalized statenent that plaintiff is “permanently disabled for
any exertive or stressful work” that is unsupported by the nedi cal
tests, records, or findings is insufficient. W agree.

Conti nental reviewed Si noneaux’s nedi cal record and det erm ned
t hat Si noneaux was di agnosed with i schem c heart disease, that the
only nedical procedure done was a heart catheter and stent
repl acenent, reported in March 2002 to have been successful; that

t he duration of any physical inpairnent for the procedure woul d not

® R 188-89.
T ld.



exceed seven to ten days in accordance with ADC Cuidelines; and
t hat Si noneaux had no foll ow up nedi cal procedures.?

Continental collected information fromthe enpl oyer about the
physi cal demands of Sinobneaux’s job. |Investigation reveal ed that
Si noneaux was a chem cal operator who woul d make equi pnent rounds
and woul d periodically clinb | adders and check machinery. He was
also required to turn large valves and could use help from
coworkers to turn or adjust valves.® Continental also interviewed
Si noneaux, who revealed that he was capable of taking care of
hi nsel f, that he drove, that he exercised, and that he helped with
wor k around the house and took care of and played with the pets. 1

To perform its review and evaluation, Continental used
Disability Specialist Gwen Hayslip and Regi stered Nurse Johanna
Cobb. Conti nental concluded that Sinobneaux had no functional
i npai rment that would have prevented him from performng the
material and substantial duties of his job beyond the six-nonth
el imnation period. Continental’s Appeals Commttee upheld the
conclusion, finding that the heart catheterization procedure
resulted in bl ockage going from80-90%to zero.

As Pl an Adm ni strator Conti nental had di scretion to determ ne

8 R 63.

° R 67-69.
10°R 151-152.
1R 70.



benefit eligibility. The record denonstrates a “rational
connection”'? between the facts developed and the Plan
Adm nistrator’s decision to deny benefits. It obtained and
evaluated information presented by the enployer, healthcare
professionals, and Sinobneaux hinself, as well as additional
subm ssions during the appeals process. Continental was neither
irrational nor arbitrary in failing to give overriding weight to
the treating physician’s statenent that Sinobneaux was totally
di sabled, a generalized statenent not supported by objective
nedi cal findings.®® Accordingly, the decision is properly upheld.

AFFI RVED.

12 See Medi-trust, 168 F.3d at 215.

13 See Gooden v. Provident Life & Accid. Ins. Co., 250 F.3d 329,
333-34 (5th Gr. 2001) (letter fromtreating physician stating that
pati ent was di sabl ed, unacconpani ed by nedi cal evidence, did not
underm ne Plan Administrator’s decision finding no disability);
Sweat man, 39 F.3d at 601-02 (finding no abuse of discretion where
Plan Adm nistrator utilized professionals to review and eval uate
all the nedical records, despite plaintiff’s contention that Pl an
Adm nistrator “attached insufficient weight to her doctor’s
opi ni ons and too nuch weight to the results of its own [deficient]
i nvestigation”).




