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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
DISTRICT OF MARYLAND

CHAMBERS OF 101 WEST LOMBARD STREET
STEPHANIE A. GALLAGHER BALTIMORE, MARYLAND 21201
UNITED STATES MAGISTRATE JUDGE (410) 962-7780

Fax (410) 962-1812
June 11, 2013
LETTER TO COUNSEL:

RE: Stasha Blum v. Commissioner, b&ecurity Administration
Civil No. SAG-12-1833

Dear Counsel:

On June 21, 2012, the Plaintiff, Stasha Blymtjtioned this Court toeview the Social
Security Administration’s final decision to dehgr claim for Supplemental Security Income and
Disability Insurance Benefits. (ECF No. 1).h&ve considered the parties’ cross-motions for
summary judgment. (ECF Nos. 9, 11). | findttho hearing is necessary. Local Rule 105.6 (D.
Md. 2011). This Court must upholdetidecision of the agencyiifis supportedy substantial
evidence and if the agency employed properllsgmdards. 42 U.S.C. 88 405(g), 1383(c)(3);
see Craig v. Chater76 F.3d 585, 589 (4th Cir. 1996). Undbat standard, | will grant the
Commissioner’s motion and denyaRitiff’'s motion. This lettr explains my rationale.

Ms. Blum filed her claim on November 8007, alleging disability beginning on October
23, 2007. (Tr. 157-64). Her claim was denieitiatly on April 3, 2008, ad on reconsideration
on July 10, 2008. (Tr. 78-82, 85-88). A haegrwas held on July 7, 2010 before an
Administrative Law Judge (*ALJ"). (Tr. 37-73 Following the hearing, on July 19, 2010, the
ALJ determined that Ms. Blum was not disabled during the relevant time frame. (Tr. 21-32).
The Appeals Council denied Ms. Blum’s request feview (Tr. 1-6), so the ALJ’'s decision
constitutes the final, reviewable decision of the agency.

The ALJ found that Ms. Blum suffered frothe severe impairments of obsessive
compulsive disorder, anxiety disorders, aadmood disorder. (Tr. 24). Despite these
impairments, the ALJ determined that Ms.uBl retained the residual functional capacity
(“RFC”) to:

perform a full range of work at all exertional levels but with the following
nonexertional limitations: minimal expa® to environmental irritants and
temperature extremes; minimal physicatemaction with othes; no work in
crowds; and entry level unskilled woektailing understanding, remembering and
carrying out simple instructions.

(Tr. 25). After considering the testimony of a vocational expert (“VE”), the ALJ determined that

Ms. Blum could perform jobs that exist in sifigant numbers in the tianal economy, and that
she was therefore not disabled during televant time frame. (Tr. 30-31).
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Ms. Blum presents four arguments on egdp (1) the ALJ did not provide a sufficient
narrative discussion supporting his conclusiq@3,the ALJ failed toinclude any limitations
upon concentration, persistence, or pace, (3) thé& falled to evaluate the opinions of the state
agency physicians, and (4) the ALJ erroneouslied on the VE’s testimony. Each argument
lacks merit.

Ms. Blum first argues that the ALJ failed $et forth a narrativeliscussion. However,
Ms. Blum does not cite to, ardis Court is unable to findhg medical opinion suggesting that
she was limited in her ability to perform sustd work activities beyond those delineated in her
RFC. Moreover, “an RFC assessment is sufficient if it includes a narrative discussion of the
claimant’s symptoms anaedical source opinions.Taylor v. AstrueCivil Action No. BPG-11-
0032, 2012 WL 294532, at *6 (D. Md. Jan. 31, 2012e@mal quotations and citations omitted).
Here, the ALJ discussed Ms. Blum’s employment history, hearing testimony, symptoms, and the
relevant medical evidence. (Tr. 23-30). Aatingly, the ALJ set forth a sufficient narrative
discussion.

Ms. Blum’'s argument that the ALJ failed to include her moderate limitation in
concentration, persistence, and pace is similarly deficient. The finding of a moderate impairment
in concentration, persistence, and pace doesndatate that restrictions other than a limitation
to simple, unskilled work would be necessa8ee, e.gBell v. Astrug No. 8:07-cv-00924-JKS,
slip op. at *9 (D. Md. Mar. 122008) (“Even a finding of modeteimpairment in a particular
broad functioning area does not automaticalhgicate that a claimant’s condition will
significantly impact his or her ability to perfarwork-related functions.”) (citations omitted).
Here, the ALJ found that Ms. Blum was ordgpable of “understanding, carrying out, and
remembering simple instructions,” and limited hetdntry level unskilled wik.” (Tr. 25). The
ALJ's analysis is consistent with the redp and his RFC deternation is supported by
substantial evidence.

Third, Ms. Blum contends that the ALJilé to evaluate the opinions of the State
Agency physicians. Ms. Blum is correct ththe state agency physicians checked multiple
“moderate limitations” in Section | of their opams, and that the ALJ diabt include all of those
limitations in his hypothetical. (Tr. 350-52, 416-1%owever, the relevant portion of the
physicians’ opinions is not Seati |, which sets forth a series of “check the box” rankings, but
Section lll, which provides a detailethrrative functional capacity assessmesge Program
Operations Manual System DI 24510.060B (MeRastidual Functional Capacity Assessment).
Because Section | does not include the requisitel of detail to inform the ALJ’s opinion, an
ALJ need not address each of the Section | limitatiSeg, e.g., Andrews v. Astrui@vil No.
SKG-09-3061, slip op. at *39 (D.dv Oct. 25, 2011) (noting that “even if the ALJ had not
explicitly addressed each ofettmental function limitations appearing on Section | of the mental
RFCA, he was not redped to do so0.”).

Moreover, the ALJ adequately addresgbd limitations found in the state agency
physicians’ Section Ill RFCs. The ALJ limited M3lum to “minimal physical interaction with
others” and “no work in crowdqTr. 25), which is consistentith the State Agency physician’s
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suggestion that Ms. Blum may function besithwminimal public inteaction. (Tr. 352).
Similarly, the ALJ limited Ms. Blum to “entry leel unskilled work entailing understanding,
remembering and carrying out simple instructiongl't. 25). This limitation is consistent with
the State Agency physician’siggestion that Ms. Blum woultlunction best in a low stress
environment. (Tr. 66, 352). The ALJ propedyaluated the opinionsf the State Agency
physicians.

Ms. Blum also argues that the ALJ errondpuslied on the testimony of the VE. PI.
Mot. 10-14. Ms. Blum contendsahthe ALJ failed to includen the hypotheticaposed to the
VE, her limitations in concerdtion, persistence, or pacendaher need for a low stress
environment. The ALJ is afforded “grelatitude in posing hypothetical questionKbonce v.
Apfel No. 98-1144, 1999 WL 7864, at *5 (4th CirnJ41, 1999), and need only pose those that
are based on substantial evidence andrately reflect a claimant’s limitationsSee Copeland
v. Bowen 861 F.2d 536, 540-41 (9th Cir. 1988)As explained above, the ALJ's RFC
determination is supported by substantial evidence. Because the ALJ’'s hypothetical included
each aspect of that RFC finding, the ALd dbt err by relying on the VE’s testimony.

In addition, Ms. Blum argues that the VE identified occupatiogsiréng a Reasoning
Level of at least two, which is outside theoge of the ALJ’'s limiton of understanding,
remembering, and carrying out simple instructiortdowever, courts have consistently found
that reasoning levels of two and three are consistent with limitations to simple instructions.
Clarkson v. Comm’r Soc. Sec. Admi@ivil No. SAG-11-631, 2013 WL 308954, at *2 (D. Md.
Jan. 24, 2013). Accordingly, the ALJ did rest by relying on the VE’s testimony.

For the reasons set forth herein, Plaindiffhotion for summary judgment (ECF No. 9)
will be DENIED and the Commissioner’s motiorr fsummary judgment - No. 11) will be
GRANTED. The Clerk is directed to CLOSE this case.

Despite the informal nature of this kmtt it should be flaggk as an opinion. An
implementing Order follows.

Sincerely yours,
/sl

Stephanié. Gallagher
UnitedStatesMagistrateJudge



