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RETIREE HEALTH CARE

Collective Bargaining Agreement Did Not Vest 
Retiree Health Care Benefits

T he U.S. District Court for the Northern 
District of Ohio holds that the durational 
clause in a collective bargaining agreement 

released the defendant employer from the obliga-
tion of continuing to provide retiree health care 
coverage to the plaintiff retirees. 

The plaintiffs were retirees of the defendant 
technology company, which offered health care 
coverage to its employees and retirees. The plain-
tiffs were all members of a union that had a collec-
tive bargaining agreement (CBA) with the com-
pany.

Between 1973 and 2011, the union negotiated 
a series of different CBAs, each governing em-
ployment terms and conditions, including retiree 
health care benefits. Each CBA was for a specific 
time frame. The last negotiated CBA covered 2009 
to 2011. Around the same time, the defendant 
sold the plant where the plaintiffs were formerly 
employed. The 2009 CBA provided plant retirees 
with the opportunity to enroll in health care plans 
to which the defendant agreed to make certain 
contributions. With respect to health care ben-
efits, the 2009 CBA provided that “the continued 
coverage to which retired employees are entitled 
will be only the hospital-surgical-medical . . . cov-
erages.” Although the 2009 CBA expired in 2011, 
the defendant continued to provide retiree health 
care benefits until December 2015. The company 
decided to terminate its contributions effective 
January 1, 2017.

The plaintiffs filed suit claiming that the 2009 
CBA confirmed vesting of lifetime health care 
benefits for the beneficiaries upon a participant’s 
retirement. The plaintiffs also sought a declara-
tion that the defendant’s termination of retiree 
health care breached its cumulative contractual 
rights and requested an injunction mandating 

the defendant’s contractual and statutory re-
sponsibility to maintain lifetime health care cov-
erage. The defendant claims the 2009 CBA only 
obligated it to provide such coverage for the term 
of the 2009 CBA.

The court finds that the 2009 CBA stated that 
it was effective “for the duration of this Agree-
ment” and that the 2009 CBA would “continue in 
full force and effect until 11:59 PM on October 31, 
2011.” The court finds that the foundation for the 
company defense is the U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sion in M&G Polymers USA, LLC, et al. v. Tackett 
et al., 135 S.Ct. 926 (2015), which called for CBAs 
to be read as ordinary contract principles rather 
than as “placing a thumb” on the scale in favor of 
vested retiree benefits in all CBAs. In addition, the 
court notes that the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Sixth Circuit held in Gallo v. Moen, Inc., 813 F.3d 
265 (6th Cir. 2016) that the CBA at issue did not 
provide for inalterable, lifetime health care bene-
fits and relied on Tackett to conclude that no vest-
ing occurred.

The court notes that the 2009 CBA did not in-
clude a reservation-of-rights clause in favor of the 
company. However, the court opines that such a 
clause cannot be read in isolation but must be read 
as part of a whole document. The court finds it was 
not necessary to conclude that the CBAs clearly 
and unambiguously did not provide lifetime retir-
ee health care benefits in order to determine that 
the retiree health care benefits terminated at the 
end of the CBA period.

Therefore, the court grants the defendant’s mo-
tion to dismiss, and the plaintiffs’ motion for sum-
mary judgment is deemed moot.    

Watkins et al. v. Honeywell International, Inc., No. 
3:16CV01925 (N.D.Ohio December 16, 2016).


