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PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE ALASKA WORKERS’ COMPENSATION 
REEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS SYSTEM 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This paper provides a summary of the Alaska Workers’ Compensation Division’s Reemployment 
Benefits section, and the Department of Labor and Workforce Development’s proposed changes to 
the workers’ compensation reemployment benefit system.  The Department is addressing this issue 
now because it has received repeated calls for reform by numerous stakeholder groups.   
 
This paper is intended to identify best practices and promote discussion between workers, 
employers, insurance carriers, medical providers, state officials, and other parties striving to strike 
the correct balance between workers’ compensation reemployment benefits and the cost of those 
benefits. 
 
THE CURRENT REEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS SYSTEM  
The Alaska Workers’ Compensation Act (Act) provides for the payment by employers or their 
insurance carriers of medical, disability, and reemployment benefits to injured workers. Under the 
Act, an employee who suffers a work-related injury and cannot return to the same job may request 
reemployment benefits to obtain retraining in a new occupation. The reemployment benefits 
administrator (RBA) determines whether an injured worker is eligible for reemployment benefits 
based primarily on a rehabilitation specialist’s evaluation and report.  
 
If an injured worker is found eligible for reemployment benefits, the injured worker must choose 
whether to pursue retraining, or waive retraining and receive a lump sum payment. If an injured 
worker chooses retraining, the retraining plan must provide the injured worker with the skills 
necessary to return to work in the shortest possible time, with a maximum of $13,300 in plan costs. 
An employer pays the injured worker a stipend, equal to 70% of the injured worker’s weekly wages, 
every two weeks while the injured worker is in the reemployment process.   
 
CHALLENGES 
The Act requires a reemployment benefits eligibility evaluation when an injured worker has been off 
work for 90 days.  This time frame is too short to be effective because often an injured worker  is 
still receiving medical care and is not yet ready for an evaluation, has already returned to work and 
does not need retraining, or has no interest in participating in the reemployment process. The Act 
does not allow an injured worker to exit the reemployment benefits eligibility process once it has 
begun.  
 
The Act lacks a fee schedule for rehabilitation services.  This, combined with a small, declining pool 
of qualified rehabilitation specialists, has led to very high fees for what is often poor-quality work. 
 
Currently, retraining plans focus on the quickest option to return an injured worker to work 
regardless of interest in that vocational goal, and at a maximum plan cost of $13,300.  This amount, 
which has not been adjusted since 2000, is often insufficient to create a plan that meets statutory 
requirements. 
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DEPARTMENT’S PROPOSED CHANGES 
In response to these challenges, the Workers’ Compensation Board issued the attached Resolution 
No. 13-01 in 2013, which was unanimously approved by both labor and industry. The Department 
agrees with most of the Board’s recommendations, but disagrees with some.  
 
The Department agrees with:  
 Shifting the focus from retraining to return to work. This would improve worker outcomes.  
 Making eligibility evaluations voluntary instead of mandatory.  This would keep the process from 

being forced upon injured workers who do not wish to participate in it, wasting valuable time, 
money, and resources.  

 Establishing a fee schedule for rehabilitation services.  This is critical to control increasing 
rehabilitation specialist fees.  

 Increasing retraining costs.  Retraining costs were last increased from $10,000 to $13,300 in 
2000.  The US Department of Labor CPI Inflation Calculator equates $13,300 in 2000 to 
$19,300 in 2017.   

 Increasing evaluation time from 30 days to 60 days, providing a statutory provision for RBA 
reconsideration within 30 days of decision, and allowing employers to controvert benefits for 
employee noncooperation.  This would make the reemployment benefit process much more 
efficient. 

 
The Department does not agree with:   
 Strengthening the criteria for an individual to provide reemployment services.  This is 

unnecessary, as the Act already requires that credentialed individuals provide them, and there are 
already so few qualified individuals to provide such services in Alaska.  Instead, the focus should 
be on enforcing the existing statutory requirements.    

 Allowing a lump sum cash payment to be paid out for retraining.  Such payment is ineffective in 
returning injured workers to work because injured workers often do not return to work 
independently. Instead they utilize other public systems to meet their needs (Division of 
Vocational Rehabilitation, Adult Public Assistance, Social Security Administration, etc.), 
effectively shifting the cost of a workers’ compensation injury to other state and federal 
programs.   

 
The Department additionally recommends:   
 Focusing on retraining plans that allow training an injured worker for a job they are actually 

interested in, versus one that is merely the quickest option.  This would allow greater flexibility 
in retraining plan development, provide more successful outcomes, and would allow altering a 
plan found to be flawed or if circumstances change.   

 Obtaining stakeholder input on how to ensure employees receive benefits for basic living 
expenses during the retraining process, while incentivizing them to complete retraining and 
return to the workforce. The problem with paying an employee a stipend equal to 70% of the 
injured worker’s weekly wages while in the reemployment process is that it disincentivizes an 
early return to work.  The stipend is often used as a litigation tool and settlement tactic because 
the stipend is paid for up to two years, but the two-year time limitation does not begin to run 
until an injured worker agrees to a retraining plan.   

 Establishing a method to exit the reemployment benefits system for circumstances such as when 
an injured worker no longer wishes to participate in retraining or has returned to work and no 
longer requires retraining.  










