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The administrative agency regime never has been 
universally popular, particularly among 
conservatives. As discussed by Professor Michael 
Gerhardt in The Forgotten Presidents, President 
Coolidge used his power to make agency 
appointments to maintain control over federal 
regulatory agencies. Indeed, he appointed agency 
heads who were opposed or skeptical of the core 
mission of the agencies they were appointed to 
administer. William F. Buckley, in the first issue of 
National Review, bemoaned “a gigantic, parasitic 
bureaucracy”.



Federal
Roberts was a swing vote between those, led by 
Justices Louis Brandeis, Benjamin Cardozo, and 
Harlan Fiske Stone, as well as Chief Justice Charles 
Evans Hughes, who would allow a broader 
interpretation of the Commerce Clause to allow 
Congress to pass New Deal legislation that would 
provide for a more active federal role in the national 
economy, and the Four Horsemen (Justices James 
Clark McReynolds, Pierce Butler, George Sutherland, 
and Willis Van Devanter) who favored a narrower 
interpretation of the Commerce Clause and believed 
that the Fourteenth Amendment Due Process 
Clause protected a strong "liberty of contract." In 
1936's United States v. Butler, 297 U.S. 1 (1936), 
Roberts sided with the Four Horsemen and wrote an 
opinion striking down the Agricultural Adjustment 
Act as beyond Congress's taxing and spending 
powers. 

Owen Josephus Roberts



Roberts switched his position on the constitutionality 
of the New Deal in late 1936, and the Supreme Court 
handed down West Coast Hotel v. Parrish, 300 U.S. 
379 (1937), upholding the constitutionality of 
minimum wage laws. Subsequently, the Court would 
vote to uphold all New Deal programs.

"Switch in Time that Saved Nine"



Congress established the basic framework by 
which rulemaking occurs by enacting the 
Administrative Procedure Act (APA) in 1946. It 
remains the basic legislative standard even 
though its processes have been affected by 
more recent statutes.



In the last quarter of a century, independent regulatory administrative
agencies, boards and commissions have mushroomed in ever increasing numbers
at all levels of government-federal, state and local. Many of them have been given
by Congress or a Legislature broad general powers to consider and dispose of
matters of great public of private importance, although their precise duties and
functions and in particular their limitations are often loosely or ill defined, and the
law with respect thereto is not well settled.

Regardless of the admirable purpose for which these agencies are usually
established, it is a matter of frequent complaint and common knowledge that the
agencies at times act arbitrarily, or capriciously, and unintentionally ignore or
violate rights which are ordained or guaranteed by the Federal or State
Constitution, or established by law. For these reasons it is imperative that a
checkrein be kept upon them.

Keystone Raceway Corp. v. State Harness Racing Commission, 173 A.2d 97, 99 (Pa.
1961), per Mr. Justice Bell.



Administrative Agency 
Law of 1945

Act of June 4, 1945, P.L. 
1388.

Administrative Agency 
Law

Act of April 28, 1978, P.L. 
202, as amended, 2 Pa. C.S. 
§§101-754.



There shall be a right of appeal in all cases to
a court of record from a court not of record;
and there shall also be a right of appeal from
a court of record or from an administrative
agency to a court of record or to an
appellate court, the selection of such court
to be as provided by law; and there shall be
such other rights of appeal as may be
provided by law.



• The right of appeal established in Article 5, Section 
9 is not self-executing. Manheim Township School 
District v. State Board of Education, 276 A.2d 561, 
563-65 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1971). 

• The right of appeal from a state agency action is 
further provided by Section 702 of the AAL, 2 Pa. 
C.S. § 702. The right exists “notwithstanding 
prohibition on appeals set forth in other statutes . . . 
.” Maritime Management, Inc. v. Pennsylvania 
Liquor Control Bd., 611 A.2d 202, 203 (Pa. 1992).



• Section 1921(c)(8) of the Statutory Construction Act, 1 Pa. 
C.S. § 1921(c)(8), allows courts to consider administrative 
interpretations where the statute is ambiguous. 

• Section 704 of the AAL, 2 Pa. C.S. § 704, also provides for 
deference to administrative agency adjudications under the 
familiar rubric that Commonwealth Court must affirm the 
agency unless necessary findings of fact are not supported 
by substantial evidence, or the decision violates applicable 
law or the constitution. See, e.g., Popowsky v. Pennsylvania 
Public Utility Commission, 706 A.2d 1197 (Pa. 1997) 
(Commonwealth Court “exceeded its scope of review” when 
it failed to give PUC deference in interpreting provisions of 
the Public Utility Code).



• Great deference: Tool Sales & Service; Popowsky; Nationwide
Insurance Co. v. Schneider, 960 A.2d 442 (Pa. 2008) (such deference
is only appropriate where agency expertise implicated).

• Deference or some deference: Street Road Bar & Grille, Inc. v. Liquor 
Control Bd., 876 A.2d 346, 354 n.8 (Pa. 2005) (agency interpretation 
entitled to deference or some deference only where consistent with 
legislative intent or not unwise.); Corman v. Acting Sec'y of 
Pennsylvania Dep't of Health, 266 A.3d 452 (Pa. 2021) (“where an 
agency is authorized to act, it is entitled to some latitude for 
discretionary matters committed to its expertise-based judgment by 
statute … But that does not mean that the courts must defer to an 
agency on questions of statutory and regulatory construction for 
deference's sake.”). 



• Substantial deference: Schuylkill Twp. v. Pennsylvania Builders Ass’n, 7 A.3d
249, 253 (Pa. 2010) (agency’s interpretation of a statute the agency “is
charged with implementing and enforcing.”); but see, Marcellus Shale Coal.
v. Dep't of Envtl. Prot. of Commonwealth, 185 A.3d 985 (Pa. 2018)
(preliminary injunction implicates a “less deferential standard relative to
the agency's interpretation of the governing statute than would be
applicable to a trial court's final merits determination.”).

• Considerable weight and deference: Rubino v. Pennsylvania Gaming
Control Bd., 1 A.3d 976 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2010) (agency’s interpretation of its
own regulations).

• No deference. Crown Castle NG East LLC v. Pa. Pub. Util. Comm'n, 234 A.3d
665 (Pa. 2020) (an agency's interpretation of a clear and unambiguous
statute is not entitled to deference); McCloskey v. Pennsylvania Pub. Util.
Comm'n, 255 A.3d 416 (Pa. 2021) (same).



Skidmore. Skidmore v. Swift & Co., 323 U.S. 134 (1944). Deference based 
on the persuasiveness of the agency’s position. 

An agency interpretation may merit some deference whatever the form 
that it is expressed, given the specialized experience and broader 
investigations and information available to the agency and the value of 
uniformity in its administrative and judicial understandings of what 
national law requires. The fair measure of deference to an agency 
administering its own statutes has been understood to vary with the 
circumstances and the courts have looked to the degree of the agency’s 
care, its consistency, formality and relative to the persuasiveness of the 
agency’s position. The Skidmore Court did not articulate a specific test 
expecting that subsequent cases would be resolved based on their specific 
facts. Subsequently, in Chevron, established a test to determine whether 
deference does or does not apply. 



Auer/Seminole Rock Doctrine: Deference is given to the agency’s 
interpretation when the (1) agency’s interpretation is consistent 
with the regulation and (2) the regulation is consistent with the 
statute under which it is promulgated. Auer v. Robbins, 519 U.S. 
452 (1997) (Labor Secretary’s interpretation of Department 
regulations is controlling unless plainly erroneous or inconsistent 
with the regulation); Bowles v. Seminole Rock Co., 325 U.S. 410 
(1945) (if meaning of [an administrative regulation] is in doubt, a 
court must necessarily look to the administrative construction of 
the regulation-- administrative interpretation becomes of 
controlling weight unless it is plainly erroneous or inconsistent with 
the regulation).



The Mead Doctrine: In United States v. Mead Corporation, 533 U.S. 218 
(2001), the Court held that courts can apply two levels of deference to an 
agency’s interpretation of a statute it is charged with enforcing: Chevron
deference which requires an agency’s interpretation must be followed and 
Skidmore deference where the agency’s interpretation must be given some 
deference depending on its power to persuade the court of the correctness 
of its interpretation. Under Mead, Chevron deference was limited to 
situations where courts conclude that Congress delegated authority to the 
agency generally to make rules carrying the force of law, and that the 
agency interpretation claiming deference was promulgated in the exercise 
of such authority. This delegation may be shown in a variety of ways, as by 
an agency’s power to engage in adjudication or notice-and-comment 
rulemaking, or by some other indication of comparable congressional 
intent.



Justice Scalia’s Dissent in Mead
…What was previously a general presumption of authority in
agencies to resolve ambiguity in the statutes they have been
authorized to enforce has been changed to a presumption of no such
authority, which must be overcome by affirmative legislative intent
to the contrary. And whereas previously, when agency authority to
resolve ambiguity did not exist the court was free to give the statute
what it considered the best interpretation, henceforth the court
must supposedly give the agency view some indeterminate amount
of so-called Skidmore deference. Skidmore v. Swift & Co., 323 U.S.
134 (1944). We will be sorting out the consequences of the Mead
doctrine, which has today replaced the Chevron doctrine, Chevron
U.S.A. Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council, Inc., 467 U.S. 837
(1984), for years to come. I would adhere to our established
jurisprudence, defer to the reasonable interpretation the Customs
Service has given to the statute it is charged with enforcing, and
reverse the judgment of the Court of Appeals.



Under Chevron, a court must determine if the statute has a 
plain meaning. If it does and the agency’s interpretation 
differs from that meaning, the court must reverse and 
substitute the correct interpretation. If the statute has no 
plain meaning, courts defer to reasonable agency 
interpretation of its enabling statute. Chevron v. Natural 
Resources Defense Council, 467 U.S. 837 (1984). 

An agency’s initial interpretation of a statute that it is 
charged with administering is not “carved in stone,” and 
agencies must be given ample latitude to adapt their rules 
and policies to the demands of changing circumstances. 
Food and Drug Administration v. Brown & Williamson 
Tobacco Corp., 529 U.S. 120 (2000). 



Challenges to Auer Deference

“[i]t seems contrary to fundamental
principles of separation of powers to permit
the person who promulgates a law to
interpret it as well.”

Talk America, Inc. v. Mich. Bell Tel. Co., 564 U.S. 50, 68 (2011)(Scalia, 
J., concurring)(quoting CHARLES DE SECONDAT, BARON DE 
MONTESQUIEU, SPIRIT OF THE LAWS bk. XI, ch. 6, 151-52 (Oskar 
Piest ed., Thomas Nugent transl. 1949)) (“When the legislative and 
executive powers are united in the same person, or in the same body 
of magistrates, there can be no liberty . . . .”)

Justice Scalia’s criticism of Auer deference:



Challenges to Auer Deference

Kisor v. Wilkie, 139 S.Ct. 2400 (2019)

• Reaffirmed Auer: “Auer deference retains an important role in
construing agency regulations” but while “potent in its place,” it
is “cabined in its scope.” Id. at 2408.

• There is no “exhaustive test” but there are limits: Even where
Auer deference is triggered “the agency’s reading must fall
within the bounds of reasonable interpretation. And let there be
no mistake: That is a requirement an agency can fail.” Id. at 2416
(cleaned up).



Challenges to Auer Deference

Kisor v. Wilkie, 139 S.Ct. 2400 (2019)

Justice Gorsuch’s Concurrence: Justice Gorsuch echoed Justice Scalia’s
objection to Auer deference, deeming the majority opinion provided
“more of a stay of execution than a pardon”

What are the markers? We are told that courts should often—
but not always—withhold deference from an interpretation
offered by mid-level agency staff; often—but not always—
withhold deference from a nontechnical, “prosaic-seeming”
interpretation; often—but not always— withhold deference
from an interpretation advanced for the first time in an amicus
brief; and often—but not always—withhold deference from an
interpretation that conflicts with an earlier one.

Id. at 2443 (citations omitted).



Seeton v. Pa. Game Comm., 937 A.2d 1028, 1037 n.12 (Pa. 2007) (while not 
expressly adopted, the “Chevron approach to such cases at the federal 
level, however, is indistinguishable from our own approach to agency 
interpretations of Commonwealth statutes.”)

In matters of agency deference, this Court historically has
chosen (by volition rather than by command) to take its cues
from federal law … Over time, this Court has developed a
simplified dichotomy that distinguishes simply between
“substantive” and “interpretative” rulemaking. To the former,
we have applied something resembling Chevron deference. For
the latter, we have employed an approach akin to Skidmore’s.

Crown Castle NG E. LLC v. Pennsylvania Pub. Util. Comm'n, 234 A.3d 665, 
686–87 (Pa. 2020) (Wecht, J) (concurring):



SCOPA Recent Decisions

Marcellus Shale Coal. v. Dep't of Envtl. Prot. of Commonwealth, 
185 A.3d 985 (Pa. 2018)

Pa Supreme Court affirmed in part and reversed in part a preliminary 
injunction issued by Commonwealth Court with respect to newly 
promulgated regulations regarding unconventional well drilling. 

In the context of a motion for a preliminary injunction, only a
substantial legal issue need be apparent for the moving party
to prevail on the clear-right-to-relief prong […] This
implicates a less deferential standard relative to the
agency's interpretation of the governing statute than would
be applicable to a trial court's final merits determination.

Id. at 995 (emphasis added).



SCOPA Recent Decisions
Crown Castle NG East LLC v. Pa. Pub. Util. Comm'n, 234 A.3d 665 (Pa. 2020) 
(an agency's interpretation of a clear and unambiguous statute is not 
entitled to deference)

Although this Court has held that a measure of deference
“approximating that afforded to legislative rules” applies to an
agency’s interpretation of its own ambiguous regulation, our court
has cited Auer only once, and not on the subject of agency
deference. See Goldman v. SEPTA, 57 A.3d 1154, 1177 (Pa. 2012)
(citing Auer for its substantive holding). Conversely, our
intermediate courts have applied Auer uncritically. See, e.g., Yorty
v. PJM Interconnection, LLC, 79 A.3d 655, 664-65, 664 n.5 (Pa.
Super. 2013) (applying Auer deference and rejecting the argument
that the Christopher Court “limited or cast doubt” upon that
doctrine); Bayada Nurses, Inc. v. Commonwealth, Dep’t of Labor &
Indus., 958 A.2d 1050, 1058 n.7 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2008) (en banc).

Id. at n. 9 (Wecht, J) (concurring). 



SCOPA Recent Decisions

McCloskey v. Pennsylvania Pub. Util. Comm'n, 255 A.3d 416 (Pa. 2021)
(refusing to defer to PUC’s interpretation of Public Utility Code)

We reiterate that “[a] court does
not defer to an administrative
agency's interpretation of the
plain meaning of an
unambiguous statute because
statutory interpretation is a
question of law for the
court.” Crown Castle NG East LLC
v. Pa. Pub. Util. Comm'n, ––– Pa.
––––, 234 A.3d 665, 677 (2020).



SCOPA Recent Decisions

Corman v. Acting Sec'y of Pennsylvania Dep't of Health, 
266 A.3d 452 (Pa. 2021)

To be clear, where an agency is authorized to act, it is entitled to
some latitude for discretionary matters committed to its expertise-
based judgment by statute … Questions of efficiency and practicality
in “dynamic and fact-intensive” matters of public health and disease
control are policy judgments; they should be left to the policymakers
and their designees. … But that does not mean that the courts must
defer to an agency on questions of statutory and regulatory
construction for deference's sake. “It is emphatically the province
and duty of the judicial department to say what the law is.” Marbury
v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177, 2 L.Ed. 60 (1803). By keeping
clear the line dividing the judiciary's domain from the executive's, we
maintain fidelity to the separation of powers.



SCOPA Pending Cases
Synthes USA HQ, Inc. v. Commonwealth, 
236 A.3d 1190 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2020) (en banc), 
appeal docket 11 MAP 2021 (argued March 2022)

Original jurisdiction appeal challenging 
Commonwealth Court’s deference to the 
Pennsylvania Department of Revenue’s 
interpretation of the Tax Code to apply a benefits-
received method to sales of services to out-of-
state customers



Takeaways

• Deference to an agency’s interpretation is only 
an issue if the regulation is ambiguous-tools of 
construction are not applicable otherwise

• Deference is presaged on the agency’s expertise
• Interpreting statutes and regulations are 

questions of law to which courts apply a de novo 
standard of review and a plenary scope of 
review-regardless of how the deference is 
characterized, substantial or otherwise, the 
courts have the last word.



This presentation is offered for informational purposes only and
is not, and may not be relied upon, as legal advice provided to
any person or entity pursuant to an attorney-client relationship.
If any person or entity wants legal advice regarding the
subject(s) of this presentation, such person or entity should
retain and consult with a lawyer of choice.

This presentation is the property subject to copyright © of
Hawke McKeon & Sniscak LLP (HMS) and may not be used or
reproduced without the express written permission of HMS.

This presentation is not made on behalf of, and may not
represent, positions by any HMS client.
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ADMINISTRATIVE AGENCY APPEALS—WHERE WE ARE AND HOW 

WE GOT HERE, SCOPE AND STANDARD OF REVIEW AND AGENCY 

DEFERENCE 

DENNIS A. WHITAKER and MELISSA A. CHAPASKA1 

      Introduction. As with most things, we tend to assume that the present status quo or 

something very similar has always been in place. We rarely look beyond our immediate 

experience to understand how we arrived at the presence circumstance. Most practitioners have 

practiced under the rubric of the 1968 constitution and the advent of Commonwealth Court in 

1970. Perhaps a few remember when the Dauphin County Court of Common Pleas was 

possessed of what we refer to as Commonwealth Court jurisdiction, i.e. direct appeals from state 

agency decisions. However, before 1945 there was no consistently effective mechanism to 

ensure adequate review of those decisions. Even with the enactment of the Administrative 

Agency Law in 1945 judicial review of agency decisions often did not address the merits of 

those decisions. It was only after 1968 that the process we know today was established. 

 
I. History and Development of Administrative Agency Appeals. 

Summary: As administrative agencies were established and their number began to multiply, the 

ability to challenge agency determinations and procedures lagged. At both the federal levels and 

in this Commonwealth the bar recognized the issue and the Administrative Procedure Act and 

the Administrative Agency Law of 19452 were the legislative responses at the federal and 

Commonwealth levels respectively. The procedures established by these enactments in large 

measure remain in effect today.3 

 
A. Genesis of Modern Administrative Appeals: As the establishment of administrative 

agencies with the incumbent promulgation of regulations mushroomed, attempted 

challenges to those agencies’ actions likewise grew. However, the challengers quickly 

discovered that the “great writs”, principally equity, were difficult to use and not 

always an effective mechanism, and that a uniform method to challenge 

administrative procedures was lacking. This circumstance led in the late 1930’s and 

1940’s to study commissions that led to the development of federal and state 

administrative agency laws by which administrative agencies actions could be 

challenged. 

 

B. Legislative Response: 

 

1. Federal Administrative Procedure Act. Congress established the basic 

framework by which rulemaking occurs by enacting the Administrative Procedure 

 
1 These materials are adapted and updated from materials prepared by the Honorable Dan Pellegrini 
and Dennis A. Whitaker for previous PBI seminars. 
2 Act of June 4, 1945, P.L. 1388. 
3 Administrative Agency Law, Act of April 28, 1978, P.L. 202, as amended, 2 Pa. C.S. §§101-754. 
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Act (APA) in 1946. It remains the basic legislative standard even though its 

processes have been affected by more recent statutes. 

 

2. Administrative Agency Law of 1945. The General Assembly enacted the 

Administrative Agency Law of 1945, the provisions of which largely remain in 

effect. The reform effort in Pennsylvania began in 1938 with the formation by the 

Pennsylvania Bar Association of a Special Committee on Administrative Law to 

"analyze the present practices and procedures before the various state agencies." 

The Committee issued several reports, including one in 1941 that opened with the 

statement that “Administrative tribunals are likely here to stay.”4 The 

administrative agency regime never has been universally popular. As discussed by 

Professor Michael Gerhardt in The Forgotten Presidents, President Coolidge used 

his power to make agency appointments to maintain control over federal 

regulatory agencies. Indeed, he appointed agency heads who were opposed or 

skeptical of the core mission of the agencies they were appointed to administer. 

William F. Buckley, in the first issue of National Review, bemoaned “a gigantic, 

parasitic bureaucracy”. 

 

3. Other Efforts at Establishing Uniform Administrative Procedures:  Shortly 

following Congress’ enactment of the APA, the National Conference of State Law 

Commissioners developed a Model State Administrative Procedure Act. A new 

Model Act introduced in 1961 was adopted by more than half of the states The 

Model Act has been the subject of several revisions since that time. 

 

 

 
4 In this vein, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court per Mr. Justice Bell stated the following in Keystone 
Raceway Corp. v. State Harness Racing Commission, 173 A.2d 97, 99 (Pa. 1961), which quote also serves 
to illuminate the purpose of the administrative acts: 
 

In the last quarter of a century, independent regulatory administrative 
agencies, boards and commissions have mushroomed in ever increasing numbers at 
all levels of government-federal, state and local. Many of them have been given by 
Congress or a Legislature broad general powers to consider and dispose of matters 
of great public of private importance, although their precise duties and functions and 
in particular their limitations are often loosely or ill defined, and the law with respect 
thereto is not well settled. 
 

Regardless of the admirable purpose for which these agencies are usually 
established, it is a matter of frequent complaint and common knowledge that the 
agencies at times act arbitrarily, or capriciously, and unintentionally ignore or violate 
rights which are ordained or guaranteed by the Federal or State Constitution, or 
established by law. For these reasons it is imperative that a checkrein be kept upon 
them. 
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II. Provisions Governing the Appealability of Agency Decisions under the 

Administrative Agency Law. 

A. The definitions section of Administrative Agency Law, 2 Pa. C.S. § 101 contains the 

following salient provisions. 

“Adjudication.” Any final order, decree, decision, determination or ruling by an agency 

affecting personal or property rights, privileges, immunities, duties, liabilities or 

obligations of any or all of the parties to the proceeding in which the adjudication is 

made. The term does not include any order based upon a proceeding before a court or 

which involves the seizure or forfeiture of property, paroles, pardons or releases from 

mental institutions. 

“Agency.” A government agency. 

“Government agency.” Any Commonwealth agency or any political subdivision or 

municipal or other local authority, or any officer or agency of any such political 

subdivision or local authority. 

“Commonwealth agency.” Any executive agency or independent agency. 

“Executive agency.” The Governor and the departments, boards, commissions, 

authorities and other officers and agencies of the Commonwealth government, but the 

term does not include any court or other officer or agency of the unified judicial system, 

the General Assembly and its officers and agencies, or any independent agency. 

“Independent agency.” Boards, commissions, authorities and other agencies and 

officers of the Commonwealth government which are not subject to the policy 

supervision and control of the Governor, but the term does not include any court or other 

officer or agency of the unified judicial system or the General Assembly and its officers 

and agencies.  

B.  Appeals. 

1.  Appeals from State Agencies.  Section 702 of the Administrative Agency Law, 2 

Pa. C.S. §702, provides: 

Any person aggrieved by an adjudication of a Commonwealth agency 

who has a direct interest in such adjudication shall have the right to 

appeal therefrom to the court vested with jurisdiction of such appeals by 

or pursuant to Title 42 (relating to judiciary and judicial procedure). 

 

2.  Statutory Standing. 2 Pa. C.S. §702. “Any person aggrieved by an adjudication 

of a Commonwealth agency who has a direct interest in such adjudication shall have 

the right to appeal therefrom to the court vested with jurisdiction of such appeals by 

or pursuant to Title 42 (relating to judiciary and judicial procedure).” 2 Pa. C.S. § 752 

Has the same language for an appeal of a local agency.  To have standing to appeal an 

adjudication, one need not be a party but need only be an aggrieved person, who has a 
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direct interest, as opposed to a direct, immediate and substantial interest, in the 

adjudication.  Pennsylvania Department of Aging v. Lindberg, 469 A.2d 1012 (Pa. 

1983); Pennsylvania Automotive Association v. State Board of Vehicle 

Manufacturers, Dealers and Salespersons, 550 A.2d 1041 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1988). 

3.  Adjudication. If an agency action affects only the interest of the public in general, 

then the action will not be deemed an adjudication. Xun Imaging Associates, Ltd. v. 

Department of Health, 644 A.2d 255 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1994); Insurance Department v. 

Pennsylvania Coal Mining Association, 358 A.2d 745 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1976).  

4.  Direct Interest. To establish a direct interest in an adjudication one must show 

that the adjudication caused harm to one’s interest, or that the harm alleged resulted 

in some demonstrable way from the adjudication. Pennsylvania Automotive 

Association v. State Board of Vehicle Manufacturers, Dealers and Salespersons, 550 

A.2d 1041, 1043 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1988). 

5.   Substantial Interest. The requirement of a substantial interest in the subject 

matter of litigation simply means that there must be some discernible adverse effect 

to some interest other than the abstract interest of all citizens in having others comply 

with the law. MEC Pennsylvania Racing v. Pennsylvania State Horse Racing Com'n, 

827 A.2d 580 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2003) 

6. Associational Standing. “An association may have standing solely as the 

representative of its members and may initiate a cause of action if its members are 

suffering immediate or threatened injury as a result of the contested action.” ARIPPA 

v. Pennsylvania Public Utility Com'n, 792 A.2d 636, 653 n. 30 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2002). 

Accord Robinson Twp. v. Commonwealth, 83 A.3d 901, 922 (Pa. 2013)(noting inter 

alia that alleged injury to one member is sufficient). 

III. Arsenal Coal Exception to Exclusiveness of Remedy under Administrative Agency 

Law 

A.  Arsenal Coal Co., et al. v. Department of Environmental Resources, et al., 477 A.2d 

1333 (Pa. 1984). The Pennsylvania Supreme Court in Arsenal faced the broad question 

of whether the Pennsylvania Environmental Quality Board (EQB) in promulgating 

comprehensive regulations governing the anthracite coal industry violated limitations on 

its authority imposed by the General Assembly.  Fifty-five anthracite coal operators filed 

an action in Commonwealth Court’s original jurisdiction seeking pre-enforcement relief 

in the form of preliminary and permanent injunctions barring the Department of 

Environmental Resources (DER) from implementing and enforcing the regulations. 

1. DER filed preliminary objections asserting that the petitioners had failed to 

exhaust their administrative remedies consisting of appeals to the Environmental 

Hearing Board (EHB) of DER permitting and enforcement actions.  The Department 

posited that petitioners could press their claims regarding the EQB’s alleged 

overstepping of its authority in the context of those EHB appeals because Section 



5 
 

703(a) of the Administrative Agency Law, 2 Pa. C.S. §703(a), contemplates that the 

EHB has ancillary authority to rule on the validity of regulations when adjudicating 

such appeals.  See, e.g. United States Steel Corp. v. Department of Environmental 

Resources, 442 A.2d 7 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1982); St. Joe Minerals Corp. v. Goddard, 324 

A.2d 800 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1974).  Commonwealth Court sustained DER’s preliminary 

objections, and petitioners took a direct appeal to the Supreme Court. 

2.  As noted above, the broad question before the Supreme Court was the EQB’s 

alleged overstepping of its authority in promulgating the regulations at issue.  

However, the “immediate” issue presented to the Court by the appeal was the 

availability of pre-enforcement review as a remedy under the Administrative Agency 

Law.  The issue, as stated by the Arsenal Court was: 

whether a court of equity may properly exercise its jurisdiction to 

resolve the pre-enforcement challenge to the validity of a regulatory 

scheme grounded in a claim that the regulations were promulgated in 

excess of the statutory authority by which the regulatory agency is 

empowered to enact such regulations. 

 

Arsenal, 477 A.2d at 1338. 

B.  Arsenal Holding. The Court held that the pre-enforcement relief sought was 

preserved as a remedy by the Administrative Agency Law, citing Section 703, 2 Pa. C.S. 

§ 703, Scope of Review. 

1. Section 703 provides as follows:  

 (a) General rule. -- A party who proceeded before a Commonwealth 

agency under the terms of a particular statute shall not be precluded 

from questioning the validity of the statute in the appeal, but such party 

may not raise upon appeal any other question not raised before the 

agency (notwithstanding the fact that the agency may not be competent 

to resolve such question) unless allowed by the court upon due cause 

shown. 

 (b) Equitable relief. -- The remedy at law provided by subsection (a) 

shall not in any manner impair the right to equitable relief heretofore 

existing, and such right to equitable relief is hereby continued 

notwithstanding the provisions of subsection (a). 

2. Prior to the codification of portions of the Purdon’s Statutes, the language in 

Section 703 as cited above was found at 71 P.S. §1710.42, the Administrative 

Agency Law, Act of June 4, 1945, P.L. 1388, §42, as amended, repealed by the Act 

of April 28, 1978, P.L. 202, §2(a).  

3. The Arsenal Court noted that the equitable relief available at the time of the 

original 1945 enactment of the Administrative Agency Law was preserved in 

subsection 703(b) above, citing Western Pennsylvania Hospital v. Lichliter, 17 
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A.2d 206 (Pa. 1941). In that case, the Supreme Court affirmed per curiam on the 

opinion of the Dauphin County Court of Common Pleas in which that court cited 

the established remedy in equity to prevent the pre-enforcement of a regulation.   

C.  Lichliter.  The Lichliter Court stated as follows: 

The Courts of Common Pleas may still exercise the equitable powers 

conferred upon them by the Act of 1836, P.L. 784, 17 P.S. 281, and the 

Act of 1857, P.L. 39, 17 P.S. 285, unless these powers have been taken 

away from them by some statute. We have already reached the 

conclusion that, so far as this case is concerned, neither the Labor Anti-

Injunction Act nor the Pennsylvania Labor Relations Act has divested 

this Court of its equitable powers to issue the injunction, nor have 

counsel referred us to any other statute having that effect. We know of 

no case where the Supreme Court of this State has held that equity may 

not restrain an administrative agency from exercising powers not 

conferred upon it by the Legislature. On the contrary, there are many 

cases where such action has been confirmed. In York Railway Co. v. 

Driscoll et al., 331 Pa. 193, a situation was presented where this court 

had restrained the Public Utility Commission from exercising powers not 

delegated to it. The Railways had also appealed from the action of the 

Commission. Both matters finally came before the Supreme Court. In the 

course of its opinion it laid down the rule, at page 196, that: “We have no 

doubt about the right, indeed the duty of the Dauphin County Court, to 

entertain a bill to enjoin the Commission from acting in this case or in 

any other in which the powers and authority of the Commission to act 

are called in question: Citizens Passenger Ry. Co. v. P.S.C., 271 Pa. 39; 

Phila. Elec. Co. v. P.S.C., 314 Pa. 207.”  

 

In Rich Hill Coal Co. v. Bashore, 334 Pa. 449, this court enjoined the 

Workmen's Compensation Board from exercising powers unlawfully 

delegated to it. The Supreme Court affirmed. Many other cases could be 

cited to the same effect, but we feel that these are sufficient to show that 

the Courts, in the exercise of their equitable powers, may enjoin an 

administrative agency of the State from exercising powers not conferred 

upon them or unconstitutionally conferred upon them. 

 

Lichliter, 17 A.2d at 211-12. 

 
D.  Arsenal Summary.  In Arsenal the Supreme Court reaffirmed that the equitable 

remedy found in Section 703(b) of the Administrative Agency Law was available to 

restrain a state agency’s unlawful exercise of powers.  The equitable relief codified in the 

current version of the AAL was found in the original version enacted in 1945.  That 

provision in the original AAL itself preserved a remedy recognized in enactments from 

1836 and 1857. 
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IV. Changes in Administrative Practice since 1945 – Constitutional Amendment of 

1968. 

 

A. No Appeal unless One of 48 Agencies. Prior to the adoption of Article V, Section 9 

of the Pennsylvania Constitution in 1968, the Administrative Agency Law at 71 P.S. 

§1710.51(a) provided that no appeal was allowed from a state agency unless it was one of 

the 48 agencies listed therein. Decisions of bodies not listed could not be appealed as of 

right unless the statute that had established the agency had created a supplementary right 

of appeal. MEC Pennsylvania Racing v. Pennsylvania State Horse Racing Com’n, 827 

A.2d 580, 586 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2003) See, e.g. Department of Labor and Industry v. 

Snelling & Snelling, 89 Dauph 51 (1968) (holding that the AAL’s appeal procedures did 

not apply to a labor department decision denying a partial refund of license fees because 

the department was not one of the listed agencies). 71 P.S. §1710.51(a) was repealed in 

1978. 

 

B. Supreme Court Rule 68½. State Agencies Not Listed in 71 P.S. §1710.51(a) and 

all Local Agencies. For those state agencies as well as all local agencies, appeal was only 

by permission via writ of certiorari to the Supreme Court. If granted, review was 

governed either by narrow or broad certiorari. 

 

1. Narrow Certiorari. Applied where the statute forbade judicial review. The writ 

of certiorari initially was limited to inspection of the record for jurisdiction below 

and for correction of errors appearing on the face of the record; neither the opinion 

of the court below nor the evidence in the case formed any part of the record, and the 

merits could not be inquired into on certiorari. This became known as “narrow 

certiorari” and only looked at the fairness of the proceeding, not the outcome. 

 

2. Broad Certiorari. Applied where the statute was silent regarding review. The 

Supreme Court later developed “broad certiorari” under which the appellate court 

looked beyond the jurisdiction of the court below and regularity of the proceedings 

to determine, by examining the testimony, whether the findings of the court below 

were supported by evidence or whether it was guilty of an abuse of discretion or an 

error of law. This practice was codified in Supreme Court Rule 68 1/2.5 

 
5 As explained by Commonwealth Court in MEC: 

Whether narrow or broad certiorari was employed was explained by 
our Supreme Court in Official Court Reporters of Court of Common Pleas of 
Philadelphia County v. Pennsylvania Labor Relations Bd., 502 Pa. 518, 528, 467 
A.2d 311, 316 (1983), stating: 

  
[P]rior to the enactment of Article V, section 9 of the Pennsylvania 
Constitution which provides for a right of appeal from administrative 
agency decisions, the right to appeal from such agency decisions 
stemmed from either the agency's enabling legislation or the 
Administrative Agency Law. In the absence of a statutory right to appeal 
we reviewed agency decisions on broad certiorari, except when an appeal 
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was prohibited by statute, in which case we limited our review to narrow 
certiorari. (citation omitted.) 

 
After the enactment of Article V, Section 9 of the Pennsylvania 
Constitution, the AAL was changed to govern the procedures of all appeals 
that were allowed from all state agencies unless there was a specific 
alternative procedure set forth in the authorizing statute. 
 

* * *  
The reason for the previous explanation is because once it decided that 

an appeal could be allowed, our Supreme Court in Man O'War went on to 
consider whether the order was one that could be appealed. It stated that in 
order “for an appeal by certiorari to lie the order or action of the agency, 
board or commission must be judicial in nature.” Man O'War, 433 Pa. at 438, 
250 A.2d at 175 (quoting Keystone Raceway, 405 Pa. at 6, 173 A.2d at 100). 
(Emphasis in original). In reviewing the Commission’s Order, the Supreme 
Court determined that the approval of the horse racing license was judicial 
because: (1) the statute under which the Commission operated required it 
to judge the merits of each applicant in terms of statutory standards, and 
the Commission had quasi-judicial characteristics in that it had the power to 
administer oaths, examine witnesses, and subpoena witnesses and materials; 
(2) the decisions of the Commission “are so fraught with the public interest 
that an appeal must lie,” Man O'War, 433 Pa. at 439, 250 A.2d at 176; and 
(3) a license is a valuable privilege which could be substantially affected by 
the Commission's decision. 

   
Because we are now applying the AAL, our Supreme Court's 

terminology in addressing whether the agency’s actions as “judicial” in 
nature to determine whether it is appealable has been supplanted by the 
term “adjudication;” however, its analysis is still applicable to determine 
whether the Commission’s Order was an adjudication. Like the 
Commission’s decision in Man O'War, in this case, the Commission’s 
action: (1) required it to judge the merits of each applicant based on 
statutory standards, 4 P.S. § 325.209, and allowed the Commission to 
administer oaths, examine witnesses and subpoena witnesses and materials, 
4 P.S. § 325.226; (2) was completely intertwined with the public interest, 
because the Commission’s decision will result in the raising of large 
amounts of tax revenue; and (3) affects a license--a valuable privilege. 
Under the AAL, an administrative “adjudication” is defined as “any final 
order, decree, decision, determination or ruling by an agency affecting 
personal or property rights, . . . of any or all of the parties to the proceeding 
. . .” 2 Pa. C.S. § 101. A “party” is “[a]ny person who appears in a 
proceeding before an agency who has a direct interest in the subject matter 
of such proceeding.” 2 Pa. C.S. § 101. Under that definition, there is no 
dispute that, at a minimum, Presque Isle, having a direct interest in the 
proceeding, could then appeal to this Court because the Commission’s 
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C. Constitutional Amendments of 1968. Established a constitutional requirement of a 

right of appeal for all judicial and administrative decisions. 

 

1. Pa. Con. Article 5, Section 9 provides: 

 

There shall be a right of appeal in all cases to a court of record from a court 

not of record; and there shall also be a right of appeal from a court of record 

or from an administrative agency to a court of record or to an appellate court, 

the selection of such court to be as provided by law; and there shall be such 

other rights of appeal as may be provided by law. 

 

V. JUDICIAL REVIEW OF AGENCY ACTIONS 

A. Right to Appellate Review: The constitutional right of appeal from all 

administrative or judicial determinations established in Article 5, Section 9 is not self-

executing. Manheim Township School District v. State Board of Education, 276 A.2d 

561, 563-65 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1971). The right of appeal from a state agency action is further 

provided by Section 702 of the Administrative Agency Law, 2 Pa. C.S. §702, supra. The 

right exists “notwithstanding prohibition on appeals set forth in other statutes . . . .” 

Maritime Management, Inc. v. Pennsylvania Liquor Control Bd., 611 A.2d 202, 203 (Pa. 

1992). 

 

1. Appeals from Agency Decisions--Commonwealth Court:6 

 

Under 42 Pa. C.S. §702, Commonwealth Court has jurisdiction over final orders 

and interlocutory appeals as of right and by permission. See also Pa. R.A.P. 341.7 

The court’s jurisdiction over final orders of agency decisions is found in Section 

763 of the Judicial Code, 42 Pa. C.S. §763, and includes all appeals from agencies 

including the Environmental Hearing Board. 

2. Supreme Court: The Court’s jurisdiction takes two forms relevant here: 

appeals as of right which consist of appeals from original jurisdiction matters in 

Commonwealth Court such as petitions for enforcement of administrative orders 

 
Order was an adjudication under the AAL. See also Turner v. Pennsylvania 
Public Utility Commission, 683 A.2d 942 (Pa. Cmwlth.1996). 

 
MEC, 827 A.2d at 586-588 (footnotes omitted). 
6 All appeals from decisions of local agencies initially go to common pleas courts. In addition, 
appeals from some state agencies also go to common pleas, notably PennDot driver’s license 
suspension appeals and appeals from the refusal to renew, the suspension or the revocation of liquor 
licenses. 
7 Relevant here, Section 762 of the Judicial Code, 42 Pa. C.S. §762, provides the court with 
jurisdiction over final orders of the courts of common pleas including second level review of appeals 
from agencies which are taken initially to the trial court, regulatory criminal proceedings and local 
government civil and criminal matters, eminent domain actions, not-for-profit proceedings, and 
waiver of immunity. 
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and Arsenal-type actions such as petitions for declaratory relief, see 42 Pa. C.S. 

§7238; and, petitions for allowance of appeal (allocator) seeking review of final 

Commonwealth Court orders involving appeals from agency adjudications, 42 Pa. 

C.S. §725. 

B. Obstacles to Obtaining Appellate Review. 

1. Appellate Court Jurisdiction. Stating the obvious, a court may be 

without jurisdiction to hear an appeal filed there. The appellate courts are required 

to raise sua sponte their jurisdiction to hear an appeal. School District of the 

Borough of West Homestead v. Allegheny County Board of School Directors, 269 

A.2d 904, 906 (Pa. 1970). However, there are occasions where an appellate court 

may exercise its discretion to hear a matter where none of the parties object and 

where hearing the matter serves judicial economy. See, e.g., Zikria v. Western 

Pennsylvania Hospital, 668 A.2d 173, 173-74 (Pa. Super 1995). But see, Dynamic 

Sports Fitness Corp. of America, Inc. t/a The Sports Club v. The Community YMCA 

of Eastern Delaware County, 751 A.2d 670, 672-73 (Pa. Super. 2000) (long term 

interests support transfer to Commonwealth Court where that court has historically 

heard appeals of this nature and has expertise in area of law). Section 705 of the 

Judicial Code, 42 Pa. C.S. §705, provides that Superior Court and Commonwealth 

Court have the power to transfer a case to the other court.  

2. Adjudicating Tribunal Jurisdiction. Obviously, an appellate court has 

jurisdiction over an appeal of a final order by a lower court, agency or 

administrative tribunal. However, it can vacate that order where it finds that the 

agency does not have jurisdiction. See, e.g., HJH LLC v. Department of 

Environmental Protection, 949 A.2d 350 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2008) (court sua sponte 

determined that DEP did not take final action, petitioner therefore was not 

aggrieved and EHB lacked jurisdiction over appeal; court therefore vacated EHB 

order on appeal and remanded with direction to quash the appeal); Sullivan v. 

Commonwealth, Department of Transportation, 682 A.2d 5 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1996) 

(PennDOT did not have jurisdiction to suspend a driver’s license due to a 

conviction in another state under the Driver License Compact because, by its terms, 

the Compact requires the state to enact it and it was never enacted by the 

legislature). 

3. Reviewability. There are several prerequisites that must be met before a court 

can conduct judicial review of an agency decision.  

a. Agency Decision Must be an Adjudication. An adjudication implicates due 

process rights and other judicial concerns. See the definition of “Adjudication” 

at 2 Pa. C.S. §101. 

b. Appeal Must Be Timely. The appeal must be filed within the time limit 

provided by statute or rule, generally 30 days, from the entry of the order. See 

Pa. R.A.P. 903 and 1512. See, e.g., Philadelphia v. Tirrill, 906 A.2d 663 (Pa. 

Cmwlth. 2006 (appeal periods are jurisdictional and may not be extended as a 

 
8 42 Pa. C.S. §724 provides for additional appeals as of right not germane here. 
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matter of grace or mere indulgence--otherwise there would be no finality to 

judicial action; under extraordinary circumstances, however, a court may extend 

the appeal period by granting equitable relief in the form of a nunc pro tunc or 

“now for then” appeal.) 

c. Appellant Must Have Standing. To have standing, the appellant must be 

aggrieved. William Penn Parking Garage, Inc. v. City of Pittsburgh, 346 A.2d 

269 (Pa. 1975). See part II. B. supra. A party who has prevailed in the 

proceeding below is not an aggrieved party and consequently has no standing to 

appeal. Chicoine v. Workmen's Compensation Appeal Board (Transit 

Management Services), 633 A.2d 658 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1993). Statutory standing 

and representational standing are noted supra. Taxpayer(s) may have standing 

even when their interest may not be substantial, direct, and immediate if the 

governmental action will go unchallenged unless the taxpayer can intervene via 

the appeal process. Sprague v. Casey, 550 A.2d 184 (Pa. 1988). 

d. Record. Judicial review cannot occur without a proper, complete record of 

the proceedings below. Canonsburg General Hospital v. Department of Health, 

422 A.2d 141 (Pa. 1980). When the agency exercises discretion, the record must 

disclose some basis for that exercise. Bell v. Commonwealth, Bureau of 

Vocational Rehabilitation, 436 A.2d 1072 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1981). 

e. Exhaustion of Administrative Remedies.  In most instances, judicial review 

is not available until the aggrieved party has utilized review procedures 

provided within the agency, i.e., exhaustion of administrative remedies. See 

Arsenal discussion above. Another narrow exception exists for constitutional 

issues where the facts are uncontested. St. Clair v. Pennsylvania Board of 

Probation and Parole, 493 A.2d 146 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1985). 

f. Finality. Per Pa. R.A.P. 341, appeals may be taken only from final orders.  

g. Serving the Attorney General. If the appeal presents a facial challenge to a 

statute’s constitutionality, Pa. R.A.P. 521 requires that the Attorney General 

immediately be given written notice. 

h. Ripeness. If an appellant’s alleged harm is prospective rather than current, 

the issue is not ripe for review. When assessing ripeness, a court will assess the 

fitness of the issue for immediate review and the hardship to the parties if 

review is denied. 

i. Primary Jurisdiction. Commonwealth Court may invoke the judicially-

created doctrine of primary jurisdiction in cases brought in its original 

jurisdiction that it wishes to defer to the agency. See Elkin v. Bell Telephone 

Company v. Pennsylvania, 420 A.2d 371 (Pa. 1980).  The doctrine allows a 

court to refer cases to administrative agencies possessing greater subject matter 

expertise and experience; however, it does not allow a court to refer a case to an 

agency which lacks the express statutory jurisdiction to hear the matter in the 

first instance. See Machipongo Land & Coal Company, Inc. v. Commonwealth, 

Department of Environmental Resources, 648 A.2d 767 (Pa. 1994), vacated and 
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remanded, 676 A.2d 199 (Pa.1996). The doctrine permits courts to make a 

workable allocation of business between themselves and the agencies 

responsible for the regulation of certain conduct. Most, if not all, of the 

following are present when the doctrine is invoked: the activity involved is a 

heavily regulated one; requires special agency expertise; voluminous and 

conflicting testimony to resolve; the administrative agency was created to 

address the problem for which deferring primary jurisdiction is being advanced; 

the agency has jurisdiction to issue the relief requested; and, overriding all other 

factors, the regulatory system will work better if the agency hears the matter 

rather than the courts. 

C. Scope and Standard of Review.  

1. Scope and standard of review establish the extent to which appellate court can 

substitute its discretion for that of the fact finder. In Morrison v. Dep't of Pub. 

Welfare, Office of Mental Health (Woodville State Hosp.), 646 A.2d 565, 570 (Pa. 

1994), our Supreme Court explained the concepts as follows: 

“Scope of review” and “standard of review” are often--albeit 

erroneously--used interchangeably. The two terms carry distinct 

meanings and should not be substituted for one another. “Scope of 

review” refers to “the confines within which an appellate court must 

conduct its examination.” Coker v. S.M. Flickinger Company, Inc., 

533 Pa. 441, 450, 625 A.2d 1181, 1186 (1993). In other words, it 

refers to the matters (or “what”) the appellate court is permitted to 

examine. In contrast, “standard of review” refers to the manner in 

which (or “how”) that examination is conducted. In Coker we also 

referred to the standard of review as the “degree of scrutiny” that is 

to be applied. Id., 625 A.2d at 1186. 

 

Morrison, 646 A.2d at 570. See also See Pa. R.A.P. 1551.9 

 
9 Rule 1551. Scope of Review 
 
(a) Appellate jurisdiction petitions for review. Review of quasijudicial orders shall be conducted 
by the court on the record made before the government unit. No question shall be heard or 
considered by the court which was not raised before the government unit except: 
(1) Questions involving the validity of a statute. 
(2) Questions involving the jurisdiction of the government unit over the subject matter of the 
adjudication. 
(3) Questions which the court is satisfied that the petitioner could not by the exercise of due 
diligence have raised before the government unit. If, upon hearing before the court, the court is 
satisfied that any such additional question within the scope of this paragraph should be so raised it 
shall remand the record to the government unit for further consideration of the additional question. 
The court may in any case remand the record to the government unit for further proceedings if the 
court deems them necessary. 
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2. Section 703(a) of the Administrative Agency Law, 2 Pa. C.S. §703(a), provides 

that the court’s scope of review includes matters raised by a party in the 

proceedings before the agency and the validity of the applicable statute. The 

standard of review is found in 2 Pa. C.S. §704: 

The court shall hear the appeal without a jury on the record certified 

by the Commonwealth agency. After hearing, the court shall affirm 

the adjudication unless it shall find that the adjudication is in 

violation of the constitutional rights of the appellant, or is not in 

accordance with law, or that the provisions of Subchapter A of 

Chapter 5 (relating to practice and procedure of Commonwealth 

agencies) have been violated in the proceedings before the agency, 

or that any finding of fact made by the agency and necessary to 

support its adjudication is not supported by substantial evidence. If 

the adjudication is not affirmed, the court may enter any order 

authorized by 42 Pa. C.S. § 706 (relating to disposition of appeals). 

 

 D. Review of Questions of Fact. 

1. Substantial Evidence. “Substantial evidence” is relevant evidence that a 

reasonable mind might accept as adequate to support a conclusion. Feinberg v. 

Unemployment Compensation Board of Review, 635 A.2d 682 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1993), 

petition for allowance of appeal denied, 652 A.2d 840 (Pa. 1994). Even if the court 

disagrees with the agency’s findings, it must affirm if there is substantial evidence to 

support the finding. The weight of evidence and credibility are solely within the 

discretion of the factfinder to decide; however, the court reviews the sufficiency of 

that evidence. 

a. Findings. An agency is not required to set forth findings specifically on every 

allegation, Roth v. Workmen’s Compensation Appeal Board (Armstrong World 

Industries), 562 A.2d 950 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1989); however, if crucial findings are 

not made, the case must be remanded to the agency. Underkoffler v. State 

Employees’ Retirement Board, 432 A.2d 319 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1981). Only necessary 

findings of fact need be supported. Peoples First National Bank v. Unemployment 

Compensation Board of Review, 632 A.2d 1014 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1993). The court 

must examine the testimony in the light most favorable to the prevailing party, 

giving that party the benefit of any inferences which can logically and reasonably 

be drawn from the evidence. Feinberg. 

b. Evidence. Agencies are not bound by technical rules of evidence and generally 

all relevant evidence of reasonably probative value is admitted. 2 Pa. C.S. §505. 

An agency has broad discretion in admitting or rejecting evidence. Gwinn v. 

 
(b) Original jurisdiction petitions for review. The court shall hear and decide original jurisdiction 
petitions for review in accordance with law. This chapter is not intended to modify, enlarge or 
abridge the rights of any party to an original jurisdiction petition for review. 
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Pennsylvania State Police, 668 A.2d 611 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1995), petition for 

allowance of appeal denied, 679 A.2d 231 (Pa. 1996). 

1. Hearsay. Does not constitute substantial evidence. If properly objected 

to, it cannot support a finding. 

2. Unobjected to Hearsay. The Walker Rule aka the Legal Residiuum 

Rule. Unobjected to hearsay is given its natural probative effect if it is 

corroborated by any competent evidence in the record.  The residuum rule 

requires a reviewing court to set aside a finding unless it is supported by some 

evidence which would be admissible in a jury trial. Under this rule, the legal 

character of the evidence as hearsay is determinative; no consideration is given to 

the reliability of the evidence or the circumstantial setting in which it arises. 

Walker v. Unemployment Compensation Board of Review, 367 A.2d 366 (Pa. 

Cmwlth. 1976).  

E. Review of an Agency’s Legal Interpretation. 

1. Plenary Scope of Review. On pure questions of law, appellate scope of review is 

plenary. Thornburgh v. Lewis, 470 A.2d 952 (Pa. 1983). So long as the issue was 

preserved below, the Commonwealth Court may address whether the procedural 

rules in the AAL were followed, as well as whether the applicable regulations and 

statutes were properly applied. In general, agencies have ancillary jurisdiction to rule 

on the validity of regulations in a challenge to their application or enforcement, 

unless such authority is proscribed by its enabling statute. Arsenal. But see, 

Pennsylvania Department of Health v. North Hills Passavant Hospital, 674 A.2d 

1141 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1996) (statute prohibits agency from addressing validity of 

regulations). An agency is bound by its regulations as though it is a statute. 

Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission v. Norristown Area School District, 342 

A.2d 464 (Pa. Cmwlth. 1975), aff’d, 374 A.2d 671 (Pa. 1977).  

2. Deference to Legal Interpretation of Statutes. 

a. Pennsylvania.  

1) Great deference: Tool Sales & Service; Popowsky; Nationwide Insurance Co. 

v. Schneider, 960 A.2d 442 (Pa. 2008) (such deference is only appropriate 

where agency expertise implicated). 

2) Deference or some deference: Street Road Bar & Grille, Inc. v. Liquor 

Control Bd., 876 A.2d 346, 354 n.8 (Pa. 2005) (agency interpretation entitled 

to deference or some deference only where consistent with legislative intent or 

not unwise.); Corman v. Acting Sec'y of Pennsylvania Dep't of Health,  

266 A.3d 452 (Pa. 2021) (“where an agency is authorized to act, it is entitled to 

some latitude for discretionary matters committed to its expertise-based 

judgment by statute … But that does not mean that the courts must defer to an 

agency on questions of statutory and regulatory construction for deference's 

sake.”).  
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3) Substantial deference: Schuylkill Twp. v. Pennsylvania Builders Ass’n, 7 

A.3d 249, 253 (Pa. 2010) (agency’s interpretation of a statute the agency “is 

charged with implementing and enforcing.”); but see, Marcellus Shale Coal. 

v. Dep't of Envtl. Prot. of Commonwealth, 185 A.3d 985 (Pa. 2018) 

(preliminary injunction implicates a “less deferential standard relative to the 

agency's interpretation of the governing statute than would be applicable to a 

trial court's final merits determination.”). 

4) Considerable weight and deference: Rubino v. Pennsylvania Gaming 

Control Bd., 1 A.3d 976 (Pa. Cmwlth. 2010) (agency’s interpretation of its 

own regulations).  

5) No deference. Crown Castle NG East LLC v. Pa. Pub. Util. Comm'n, 234 

A.3d 665 (Pa. 2020) (an agency's interpretation of a clear and unambiguous 

statute is not entitled to deference); McCloskey v. Pennsylvania Pub. Util. 

Comm'n, 255 A.3d 416 (Pa. 2021) (same). 

 

b. Federal. The Mead Doctrine. In United States v. Mead Corporation, 533 U.S. 

218 (2001), the Court held that courts can apply two levels of deference to an agency’s 

interpretation of a statute it is charged with enforcing: Chevron deference which requires 

an agency’s interpretation must be followed and Skidmore deference where the agency’s 

interpretation must be given some deference depending on its power to persuade the court 

of the correctness of its interpretation.10 

 
10 In his dissent, Justice Scalia stated that: 
 

Today's opinion makes an avulsive change in judicial review of federal 
administrative action. Whereas previously a reasonable agency application 
of an ambiguous statutory provision had to be sustained so long as it 
represented the agency's authoritative interpretation, henceforth such an 
application can be set aside unless “it appears that Congress delegated 
authority to the agency generally to make rules carrying the force of law,” as 
by giving an agency “power to engage in adjudication or notice-and-
comment rulemaking, or . . . some other [procedure] indicati[ng] 
comparable congressional intent,” and “the agency interpretation claiming 
deference was promulgated in the exercise of that authority.” Ante, at 226-
227. What was previously a general presumption of authority in agencies to 
resolve ambiguity in the statutes they have been authorized to enforce has 
been changed to a presumption of no such authority, which must be 
overcome by affirmative legislative intent to the contrary. And whereas 
previously, when agency authority to resolve ambiguity did not exist the 
court was free to give the statute what it considered the best interpretation, 
henceforth the court must supposedly give the agency view some 
indeterminate amount of so-called Skidmore deference. Skidmore v. Swift & 
Co., 323 U.S. 134 (1944). We will be sorting out the consequences of the 
Mead doctrine, which has today replaced the Chevron doctrine, Chevron 
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1. Chevron. Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council, 467 U.S. 837 

(1984). Under Chevron, a court must determine if the statute has a plain meaning. 

If it does and the agency’s interpretation differs from that meaning, the court must 

reverse and substitute the correct interpretation. If the statute has no plain 

meaning, courts defer to reasonable agency interpretation of its enabling statute. 

An agency’s initial interpretation of a statute that it is charged with administering 

is not “carved in stone,” and agencies must be given ample latitude to adapt their 

rules and policies to the demands of changing circumstances. Food and Drug 

Administration v. Brown & Williamson Tobacco Corp. v. FDA, 529 U.S. 120 

(2000). Under Mead, 533 U.S. 218 (2001), Chevron deference was limited to 

situations where it courts conclude that Congress delegated authority to the 

agency generally to make rules carrying the force of law, and that the agency 

interpretation claiming deference was promulgated in the exercise of such 

authority. This delegation may be shown in a variety of ways, as by an agency’s 

power to engage in adjudication or notice-and-comment rulemaking, or by some 

other indication of comparable congressional intent. : 

2. Skidmore. Skidmore v. Swift & Co., 323 U.S. 134 (1944). Deference 

based on the persuasiveness of the agency’s position. If Chevron deference does 

not apply, an agency interpretation may merit some deference whatever the form 

that it is expressed, given the specialized experience and broader investigations 

and information available to the agency and the value of uniformity in its 

administrative and judicial understandings of what national law requires. The fair 

measure of deference to an agency administering its own statutes has been 

understood to vary with the circumstances and the courts have looked to the 

degree of the agency’s care, its consistency, formality and relative to the 

persuasiveness of the agency’s position. 

3. Deference to an Agency’s Interpretation of its Own Regulations. 

Auer/Seminole Rock Doctrine. Deference is given to the agency’s interpretation 

when the (1) agency’s interpretation is consistent with the regulation and (2) the 

regulation is consistent with the statute under which it is promulgated. Auer v. 

Robbins, 519 U.S. 452 (1997) (Labor Secretary’s interpretation of Department 

regulations is controlling unless plainly erroneous or inconsistent with the 

regulation); Bowles v. Seminole Rock Co., 325 U.S. 410 (1945). Recently, in 

Kisor v. Wilkie, 139 S.Ct. 2400 (2019), the Supreme Court reaffirmed Auer, 

concluding that “Auer deference retains an important role in construing agency 

regulations” but while “potent in its place,” it is “cabined in its scope.” Id. at 

2408. The Kisor court observed that while Auer deference does not require any 

“exhaustive test,” there are limits: even where Auer deference is triggered “the 

 
U.S.A. Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council, Inc., 467 U.S. 837 (1984), for 
years to come. I would adhere to our established jurisprudence, defer to the 
reasonable interpretation the Customs Service has given to the statute it is 
charged with enforcing, and reverse the judgment of the Court of Appeals. 

 
Mead, 533 U.S. at 239 (footnote omitted). 
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agency’s reading must fall within the bounds of reasonable interpretation. And let 

there be no mistake: That is a requirement an agency can fail.” Id. at 2416 

(cleaned up).  

 

  

 


