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After 25 years representing injured workers in 
the state workers’ compensation system, Jones 
Clifford Partner Alex Wong knows that creativity 
can sometimes be the key to a successful 
outcome.  

In fact, Wong says it was a major factor in a 
recent claim that resulted in a record $10 million 
settlement for his client. He and Jones Clifford 
associate Ann Munene worked as a team to 
achieve one of the largest workers’ compensation 
settlements in United States history.

“We know how to fight when we need to,” Wong 
says, “but sometimes, collaboration is the best 
way.”

The 2021 case involved a physician working 
at a hospital in California. The doctor needed 
some paperwork he had forgotten at his home. 
He left the facility and retrieved the paperwork, 
but on his way back to the hospital he was 
involved in a tragic auto accident which left him 
a quadriplegic.

Initially, the claims adjuster and defense attorney 
took an aggressive position. However, there was 
no question that the injuries were work-related, 
and there was no disagreement that he was 
permanently and totally disabled, so many of the 
usual workers’ compensation arguments were 
unnecessary. Wong pointed out that everybody 
could have done the usual thing, which was to 
fight about everything, or in the alternative, they 
could cut through the red tape and try to work 
together in a reasonable manner. The key issue 
was getting necessary medical care and benefits 
to a catastrophically injured person while 
minimizing the costs and delays of unnecessary 
litigation.

They agreed to weekly video calls with the 
attending doctors, the nurse case manager, and 
defense attorney, along with Wong and Munene 
from Jones Clifford. “For over three years we met 
every week to discuss medical care and exactly 
what he would need.  In my close to 30 years of 
practice, I have never heard of such a lengthy and 
collaborative effort," Wong notes. 
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Munene adds, “Rather than arguing in front of a judge we were 
able to sit down and figure out what was going to work best for 
the client. We did have some disagreements, and there were 
times when we had to insist on some things, and there were 
also times when they dug in, but we were able to come to an 
agreement on just about everything,” she says. This included his 
initial lengthy hospital stay, the decision to move his wife and 
children to the Bay Area, and then a move to an out-of-state 
nationally recognized center for catastrophic spine injuries. 
Wong observed, “It is almost unheard of to get workers’ comp 
to pay for expert care out-of-state, but we were able to negotiate 
that after building trust with the other side.”

Once the doctor began to make progress there were various 
benchmarks established to determine the next level of care. 
Then the discussions turned to the house they would need and 
the facilities necessary for handicapped living, a modified van to 
accommodate a motorized wheelchair, daily care giving, durable 
medical equipment, and a litany of other expenses.

After months of negotiations, parties agreed to a $10 million 
settlement – one of the largest workers’ compensation 
settlements ever. Wong stated, “Because workers’ comp is 
different from civil cases in that nobody can force an employer 
to settle out future medical care or to pay in a lump sum, eight 
figure settlements are almost unheard of.”  

According to Wong, this definitely was a case where all the 
stars aligned. The employer and claims administrator wanted 
to do the right thing. The doctor’s wife was Superwoman: 

balancing her career with raising her family, 
caring for her husband, and becoming an 
expert on quadriplegia. The injured doctor 
showed incredible resilience, and his family 
members rallied to support him. The nurse 
case managers were highly motivated 
and effective. The medical providers were 
exceptional, and the caregivers were fantastic. 
However, it took the vision and effort from 
Wong and Munene to bring all the pieces 
together and to make it actually happen. 

Wong noted, “This is one of my proudest 
achievements. Workers’ comp is almost 
always dysfunctional, and it frequently is a 
struggle to get even basic medical care. By 
collaborating and working together for over three years, we 
delivered the most amazing medical care to this individual and 
as a result, he made tremendous improvement even though he 
had sustained a catastrophic injury. Further, after building trust 
and rapport between the parties, we were able to resolve the 
case for one of the largest workers’ comp settlements ever. This 
is one of those rare cases where everybody worked together, and 
the injured worker actually got what he needed.”

“This was a special case, but Jones Clifford is a unique law firm: 
we have a team with the unique skill set and vision necessary to 
handle a case like this successfully,” Wong added.

Creativity Key to Record Settlement (Cont.)

The Client’s Perspective

The client in this tragic case wants people to know that the 
workers' compensation system does not have to be adversarial, 
but he has asked that his family’s personal details be kept 
confidential.

Once his condition stabilized, the doctor said they really had 
no idea who to call for help. Luckily a family member who is an 
attorney suggested they call Wong at Jones Clifford. “He told 
us they had a good reputation and had the experience that we 
would need,” the doctor says. 

“In the end we were very grateful that Alex and Ann were on 
the case. They could be bulldogs when they needed to be, but 
they were able to develop a rapport with the other side so that I 
was able to get the care I needed.”  He noted that the injury and 
recovery were overwhelming and having weekly contact with 
his attorneys and medical team made a huge difference.  

Although it was a very difficult process, he was able to get just 
about every form of medical support he needed to improve.  
Because his attorneys handled all the legal disputes, payments 
and denials, he was able to concentrate on recovering.  “It's 
been a long circuitous process, but now we have a home, and I 
can focus on helping raise our children and plan for the future.” 

The doctor acknowledged the role of his family, and continues 
to be effusive in his praise for his wife. “Marrying her was the 
single best decision I ever made. She worked full time and 
managed her career, while also seeing to it that I had the care I 
needed.”

As for the future he notes, “I just want to help raise our 
children. Maybe at some point I will get back into the medical 
field as some kind of clinical counselor for people who are 
facing the same situation. I want them to know that suicide is 
not the answer.”  Although the journey will have its challenges, 
he and his family now have the resources to build that future.

Alex Wong

Ann Munene

Jones Clifford's Commitment to Iron Workers



3

For former ironworker Robert Alexander, coming to Jones Clifford 
was like joining a whole new family.

“Everyone,” he says, “from the personal injury attorneys to the 
workers' compensation legal team and staff made me feel very 
welcome, and I hope to bring that same feeling to the injured 
ironworkers I see.”

Alexander has been with Jones Clifford for three years acting as 
a liaison between injured workers and the firm. Often, he’s the 
first person they meet, and since he was injured in an industrial 
accident, he knows just how they feel.

“In many cases they are just lost. They are injured, they can’t 
work, and they have no idea how the system works, so I try to just 
answer their questions and put their mind at ease,” he says.

Alexander was injured in 1998 when he fell 15 feet and was 
impaled by vertical rebar at a construction site in Long Beach. His 
injuries were so severe that he was resuscitated, then stabilized and 
transported by ambulance to St. Mary’s hospital. It took two years 
of hospital care and rehabilitation before he was able to return to 
‘full duty’ work, but after two years he decided to run for election 
as a Union Business Agent.

He won the election and served as Business Agent/District 
Council Delegate for 18 years before retiring in 2020. In fact, 
that’s when he reunited with Steve Bell, a Jones Clifford partner 
who specializes in personal injury cases for construction workers. 
Steve kept his relationship going with Robert since he frequently 
attended Ironworker district council meetings.

When Alexander retired from the Iron 
Workers Union, Bell approached him about a 
job as liaison to construction workers. Along 
with Russ Kelly in Northern California and 
Robert Alexander in the southern part of 
the state, he makes sure the injured workers 
understand the system.

“Usually they are scared, and frustrated, so I 
just try to explain how the system works,” he 
says, adding, “I know exactly how they feel.”

Alexander covers cases from San Diego to just south of Fresno.

If the injured worker decides they want to hire an attorney, Robert 
interviews them to get as much detail as he can about the accident 
and job site. “Having someone who is familiar with the job makes 
a big difference for the injured worker,” he notes. “I can’t answer 
any legal questions, but I just pass the information on to the folks 
at Jones Clifford and they do all the follow-up calls.”

“I don’t really have too much involvement after that, I know I’m 
leaving them in good hands. The attorneys and staff at Jones 
Clifford are really good at offering guidance whether the injured 
worker decides to use us or not, adding, “They just want the 
injured workers to know their rights and what to expect, whether 
it’s a personal injury case or workers' compensation."

From Iron Worker to Jones Clifford familyFrom Iron Worker to Jones Clifford family

Robert Alexander

Jones Clifford has been connected to the needs of Ironworkers 
since 2010, but in reality, their commitment goes back almost 40 
years.

As Russ Kelly, current Ironworker investigator/client liaison, 
notes, “Both Robert Alexander and I were originally represented 
by the Stanley J. Bell Law Firm for injuries we sustained on the 
job, where current Jones Clifford partner Steven Bell represented 
each of them. About a year before Stanley passed away, Steve 
came aboard Jones Clifford as a Partner, and his history with the 
Ironworkers followed.” 

He notes that there are other firms who can represent the trade 
but adds, “None of them have Union Ironworkers who have 
actually worked in the field and fully understand what they do.”

“We understand the language, we’ve worked in almost every facet 
of the trade, so we’re familiar with how accidents can happen, so 
we can help reconstruct the accident, which helps the attorneys 
decide if the case is a workers’ comp or a personal injury case. The 

attorneys will often call us to get a better understanding of the 
accident.” Kelly says.

He notes that some Ironworkers are not comfortable talking to 
“the shirts,” as attorneys are sometimes known, but “we want 
them to know that the goal is to get them the benefits and 
proper medical attention they deserve and get back to being an 
Ironworker and reach retirement.”

Kelly notes that he and Alexander meet by phone every Tuesday 
to go over cases, adding “Robert and I have a real passion for our 
lifetime of being Union Ironworkers and wish to continue our 
advocacy for injured Ironworkers while working for a great team 
at Jones Clifford.”

Plus, he says, “I love hearing all of Robert’s stories about his days 
on the job. He had fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins all working 
together in the trade. There is no one I know who loves the trade 
more than him.”

Jones Clifford's Commitment to Iron Workers
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Michael Suwczinsky: “Renaissance” Case ManagerMichael Suwczinsky: “Renaissance” Case Manager
Michael Suwczinsky has worked for Jones Clifford since 1996, as a case manager 
for Yale Jones and Frank Clifford before their retirements, and for Alex Ennis ever 
since. He has been in the workers’ compensation field since 1988, at first in Los 
Angeles before moving to the Bay Area to get married and start a family. 

When Michael hears himself described as a Renaissance man, he just chuckles.

For him, the bowfishing, blacksmithing, and extensive reading are just hobbies he’s 
had for decades.

“I started archery in high school” he says, “doing team tournaments.” A friend 
turned him onto bowfishing for carp at Big Bear Lake. Carp are an invasive species 
with a year-round ‘fishing’ season, although it’s easiest in the spring when the fish 
are spawning. In the bowfishing tournament world, “the smallest fish wins!” 

Michael also enjoys field archery, which involves shooting at foam ‘animals’ set up 
along a preset course or at designated ranges, “mostly in canyons so stray arrows 
don’t go far.”

He belongs to the California Blacksmith Association, which sets up demonstrations 
at events all over the state. “They’ll have 10 forges and anvils and a curriculum set 
up so people can try their hand. The events have been very popular.”

Michael’s blacksmithing hobby grew out of collecting antique hand tools, which led 
him to set up a forge and anvil in his backyard so that he could personally make 
some of the hardest-to-find tool parts. 

There are some neighborly considerations regarding noise and smoke, but the 
neighbors have been very tolerant. “Coal is the ideal fuel to use in the forge, but I 
switch to propane on Spare the Air days. Plus I don’t work in the early morning or 
evening, because it can be a bit loud,” he notes. 

Michael admits that his work as a blacksmith has changed over the years. “Now 
that I’m near 60, I can’t do the heavy lifting and don’t recover as fast. There are days 
when I’m grateful to spend the day in a chair at work!” 

He admires friends who make a living as professional blacksmiths, but it is not 
easy. “You need to have an understanding partner -who has a good job- to make it 
work.” 

Michael has two grown daughters who are very artistic; the younger one showed 
interest in archery a few years ago when The Hunger Games was popular. His wife, 
a hospital administrator, has been “very patient with all my hobbies.”

As for his voracious appetite for reading, Michael says that he leans towards science 
fiction and historical fiction, as well as nonfiction about craft and process. “I have 
way more books than I will ever be able to read.” These days he mostly works 
remotely but is in the office two days a week. Occasionally one of those days is a 
Wednesday, when the San Francisco Public Library (just a block from the Jones 
Clifford office) has their weekly “Step Sale” of donated books. “I can’t resist making 
a trip over lunch.”

On the job, Michael says that he and Alex Ennis have a great working relationship. 
There are things that only an attorney can do and many administrative tasks that 
are best handled by the case managers. “We both have our areas of expertise and 
work hand in glove.” he says, adding that workers’ compensation attorneys often 
have large caseloads, “But the issues that we handle, issues of benefits, medical 
treatment and return to work come up again and again for our clients.”  

Michael admits that his 
professional and private lives are 
very different. “I enjoy them both 
and Jones Clifford is very good 
at making sure employees have a 
work/life balance, which I really 
appreciate”

That’s probably something most 
Renaissance men never had.


