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HEALTH AND WELFARE

Expired Collective Bargaining Agreements  
Do Not Require Lifetime Medical Benefits

T he U.S. District Court for the Eastern Dis-
trict of Michigan grants summary judg-
ment in favor of the defendant automotive 

parts manufacturer and welfare benefits plan with 
regard to the vesting of lifetime health care bene-
fits for the plaintiff retirees.

The defendants included an automotive parts 
manufacturer, certain of its affiliated companies 
and the flexible benefits plan sponsored by the 
company. The plaintiffs were a class of approxi-
mately 1,750 former bargaining unit employees 
of the company who worked at the company’s 
Indiana plant. From 1989 to 2009, the company 
and the union operated under a series of collective 
bargaining agreements (CBAs) and other agree-
ments that varied to some degree but contained 
similar language relevant to the provision of post-
retirement benefits.

On May 1, 2009, the company shut down the 
Indiana plant and implemented modifications to 
the health care benefits of all individuals who re-
tired from the plant under a CBA. The plaintiffs 
filed suit, claiming the right to vested lifetime 
medical benefits. The court issued an opinion 
and order on February 14, 2014 denying the par-
ties’ cross motions for summary judgment due to 
the ambiguity of the CBAs. On August 7, 2015, 
the court vacated its prior opinion in light of the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruling in M&G Polymers 
USA, LLC, et al. v. Tackett et al., 135 S.Ct. 926 
(2015), which abrogated the longstanding U.S. 
Sixth Circuit precedent that favored vesting of 
retiree health care benefits under UAW v. Yard-
Man, Inc., 716 F.2d 1476 (6th Cir. 1983). The Su-
preme Court in Tackett repudiated the principle 
of “placing a thumb on the scale in favor of vested 
retiree benefits in all collective bargaining agree-
ments.” The Supreme Court also rejected the no-
tion that tying eligibility for health care benefits 

to pension benefits suggested an intent to vest 
and the idea that the presence of specific dura-
tional clauses suggested a presumption of vest-
ing.

In response to the defendants’ renewed mo-
tion for summary judgment, the plaintiffs ar-
gued that the defendants’ motion was based on 
an overbroad misreading of Tackett and urged 
the court to focus on Justice Ginsburg’s concur-
rence in Tackett, which identified “additional or-
dinary principles of contract law” including (1) 
that no rule requires clear and express language 
in order to show that the parties intended health 
care benefits to vest and (2) that constraints on 
an employer after the expiration of a CBA may 
be implied from the terms of the expired agree-
ment.

The court finds that the CBA, which stated 
that retired employees “shall be entitled” to cer-
tain medical coverage and that the company “will 
provide” that medical coverage, guarantees that 
employees who retired during the three-year 
term of a particular CBA were guaranteed to re-
ceive those benefits until the CBA expired. In ad-
dition, the CBAs contained reservation-of-rights 
clauses that evidenced an intent not to vest such 
coverage. The court, as directed in Tackett, ap-
plies ordinary principles of contract interpreta-
tion to time-limited CBAs that were clear that the 
CBAs did not unambiguously promise to provide 
retirees with lifetime, inalterable health care ben-
efits.

Therefore, the court concludes there is no 
genuine issue of material fact that the governing 
agreements in this case do not provide lifetime, 
inalterable health care benefits.    

Sloan et al. v. BorgWarner Flexible Benefits Plans et 
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