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Court Refuses to Compel Arbitration  
Between Employer and Retirees

T he U.S. District Court for the Southern Dis-
trict of Ohio denies the plaintiff retirees’ 
request to compel arbitration with their de-

fendant former employer over a dispute for retiree 
medical benefits. 

The plaintiffs were retirees of the defendant 
multinational conglomerate company. The plain-
tiffs, who had been union employees, filed suit 
after the defendant notified them that it intended 
to terminate their retiree medical benefits on De-
cember 31, 2016. 

The plaintiffs alleged that the termination of 
health care benefits constituted a breach of the col-
lective bargaining agreements (CBAs) between the 
defendant and the plaintiffs’ union and violated 
the Labor-Management Relations Act (LMRA) 
and the Employee Retirement Income Security Act 
(ERISA). The plaintiffs claimed that the defendants’ 
refusal to arbitrate the dispute also constituted a 
breach of the CBAs and violated LMRA (Count III). 

The issue before the court was the plaintiffs’ 
motion to compel arbitration. The court reviews 
whether the dispute over retiree medical benefits 
fell within the scope of the arbitration agreement 
in the CBAs, which provided that a grievance 
meant any dispute between the defendant and the 
union, or the defendant and an employee or group 

of employees, concerning the effect, interpreta-
tion, application, breach or violation of the CBA. 

The plaintiffs relied on VanPamel v. TRW Ve-
hicle Safety Systems, Inc., in which a group of retir-
ees filed a class action challenging changes to their 
health care benefits that were bargained under 
the CBA. The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth 
Circuit granted the employer’s motion to compel 
arbitration, holding that the arbitration provision 
was the exclusive remedy for resolving disputes 
requiring interpretation of the CBA and that the 
retirees could not circumvent it simply by virtue 
of their retiree status. 

However, the court notes that the crucial differ-
ence between the arbitration provision in VanPamel 
and the one at issue was the language in the defen-
dant’s CBA that restricted arbitration to employees 
or a group of employees. The court notes that the 
CBA sets forth a multistep grievance process that 
could not be achieved by a retiree. Therefore, the 
court finds that the parties to the CBA could not 
have intended any disputes between the defendant 
and its retirees to be subject to arbitration. 

The court also finds that the plaintiffs’ request to 
have the union file a grievance on behalf of the re-
tirees was untimely. The grievance process outlined 
in the CBAs required that a grievance be brought 
within ten working days of the date the union or 
the aggrieved employees knew or should have 
known of the facts giving rise to the grievance. 

In addition, the court finds that the defen-
dant did not consent to arbitration of classwide 
disputes. Therefore, the court cannot compel the 
defendant to arbitrate the plaintiffs’ class action 
claims, regardless of whether they were brought 
by the plaintiffs or the union. 

The court overrules the plaintiff ’s motion to 
compel arbitration and dismisses Count III with 
prejudice.    

Fletcher et al. v. Honeywell International, Inc., No. 
3:16-cv-302 (S.D.Ohio September 13, 2016). 

ARBITRATION The court notes that the CBA sets 
forth a multistep grievance process 
that could not be achieved by a 
retiree. Therefore, the court finds 
that the parties to the CBA could not 
have intended any disputes between 
the defendant and its retirees to be 
subject to arbitration.


