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RETIREMENT 
 BENEFITS

Certain Employees Entitled  
to Vested Retiree Benefits

T he U.S. District Court for the District of 
Connecticut holds that a group of plaintiff 
retirees and surviving spouses who retired 

before the expiration date of certain collective 
bargaining agreements with the defendant em-
ployer were entitled to vested medical benefits for 
their lifetimes. 

The plaintiffs were a class of retired union 
workers and a surviving spouse of one who retired 
with pension and medical coverage benefits from 
the defendant engineering and aerospace compa-
ny. Having worked at the defendant’s Connecticut 
plant, the class members were retired union plant 
maintenance and production workers and office 
clerical and technical workers who were subject 
to a collective bargaining agreement (CBA). The 
class members became eligible for pension and re-
tiree medical benefits between June 1997 and July 
1999. The plant closed in September 1998. 

The defendant provided the plaintiffs and pu-
tative class members with medical benefits dur-
ing their employment and continued to do so 
throughout their retirement. However, in Decem-
ber 2015, the defendant announced it would ter-
minate such benefits on December 31, 2016. The 
plaintiffs filed suit against the defendant for al-
leged anticipatory breach of the CBA in deciding 
to terminate the plaintiffs’ lifetime medical cover-
age (Counts I and II) and for breach of fiduciary 
duty relating to the defendant’s decision to termi-
nate such benefits (Count III). 

The plaintiffs’ rights to retiree medical benefits 
were governed by three agreements: (1) the CBA, 
(2) the supplemental agreement (SA) and (3) the 
effects bargaining agreement (EBA) (collectively, 
the agreements). The CBA was effective May 30, 
1994, before the defendant owned the plant. The 
CBA expired on June 6, 1997 and automatically 
renewed each year unless notice to terminate or 
amend the CBA was given to either party. The 
CBA provided that employees who retired before 
June 6, 1997 and their surviving spouses would re-

ceive their full monthly pension and full medical 
coverage for life. 

The court notes that in M&G Polymers USA, 
LLC v. Tackett, 135 S.Ct. 926 (2015), the U.S. Su-
preme Court issued a unanimous decision hold-
ing that ordinary principles of contract law must 
be applied to a collective bargaining agreement 
and, where the words of a contract are clear and 
unambiguous, its meaning is to be ascertained in 
accordance with its plainly expressed intent. The 
Supreme Court acknowledged that welfare bene-
fits generally were free to be adopted, modified or 
terminated by the employer but that parties could 
voluntarily agree to make retiree benefits a subject 
of mandatory collective bargaining. The Supreme 
Court also noted that courts should not construe 
ambiguous writings to create lifetime promises. 

The court recognizes that the agreements in 
this case do not contain the same language as 
the agreements in other lawsuits against the de-
fendant for the same issues because each local 
union bargained separately with the defendant to 
achieve different results. 

The EBA provided that all past and future re-
tired employees and surviving spouses would re-
ceive full medical coverage for life. The EBA did not 
provide that the plan sponsor reserved the right to 
terminate the plan. Instead, each of the agreements 
contained a general durational clause. The court 
notes that lifetime language without a reservation-
of-rights clause was enforceable as a unilateral con-
tract. The court is not persuaded by the defendant’s 
contention that a durational clause was materi-
ally indistinguishable from a reservation-of-rights 
clause. Therefore, the court finds that the language 
“for the life of the retiree or surviving spouse” un-
ambiguously indicated a contractually vested right 
to lifetime full medical coverage benefits for indi-
viduals who retired prior to the expiration date of 
the agreements (i.e., June 6, 1997). However, the 
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court grants the defendants’ motion to dismiss with regard 
to tortious interference with a contract for ERISA-governed 

plans but allows the claims to proceed with regard to ERISA-
exempt plans. All other claims will proceed. 

Connecticut General Life Insurance Company et al. v. Elite Center 
for Minimally Invasive Surgery LLC et al., No. 4:16-CV-00571 
(S.D.Tex. February 15, 2017).

court finds that the extrinsic evidence was insufficient to de-
termine whether the subclass of individuals who retired after 
the expiration date of the agreements was entitled to the same 
benefits and rules and that the matter required further pro-
ceedings. 

The court finds the breach-of-fiduciary-duty claim moot 
as to the plaintiffs who retired before the agreements expired, 
because summary judgment of their entitlement to vested life-
time benefits remedied the harm suffered. However, plaintiffs 
who retired after the expiration of the agreements detrimen-

tally relied on the defendant’s promise they would have vested 
rights to lifetime medical benefits. Accordingly, the court can-
not yet address the claim for breach of fiduciary duty.

The court grants summary judgment as to Counts I and II 
in favor of the plaintiffs who retired before the expiration of 
the agreements but denies summary judgment for the sub-
class of plaintiffs who retired after the expiration date of the 
agreements. The court also denies the defendant’s motion for 
summary judgment as to Count III for the subclass of plain-
tiffs who retired after the expiration of the agreements. 

Kelly et al. v. Honeywell International, Inc., No. 3:16-cv-00543 
(VLB) (D.Conn. February 8, 2017). 

facts to plausibly state those claims. Although the defendants 
argued that the plaintiff did not have standing to challenge the 
defendants’ duties regarding plan funds in which she did not 
personally invest, the court notes that the plaintiff also sought 
relief on behalf of the plan. The court finds that a plan partici-
pant may seek recovery for the plan even where the participant 
did not personally invest in every one of the funds that caused 
an injury to the plan. Accordingly, the court grants the defen-
dants’ motion to dismiss with respect to its parent company, 
which was determined not to be a plan fiduciary, but denies 
the motion to dismiss on all other grounds. No. 4:16 CV 1346 
RWS (E.D.Mo. January 26, 2017).
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In re Boisseau
The U.S. District Court for the Northern District of New 
York determines that under the probate exception to fed-
eral jurisdiction, the plaintiff widow’s motion to remand 
her claim against the defendant medical plan to state court 
is granted. The plaintiff was the widow and executrix of the 
estate of a former participant in the defendant group medi-
cal plan. The plan paid out almost $300,000 in medical ex-
penses to the decedent. The decedent brought a personal 

injury action against his medical providers for malpractice 
due to alleged medical negligence that occurred in 2012. 
The parties reached a settlement, and the plan asserted a lien 
against the settlement proceeds for repayment of the funds 
expended to cover the decedent’s medical treatment. After 
failing to receive a satisfactory response from the plan to as-
certain the validity of the lien, the plaintiff filed suit in state 
court seeking to vacate the lien. The defendant plan removed 
the case to federal court, asserting federal question jurisdic-
tion under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 
1974 (ERISA). The plaintiff claimed that the plan could not 
remove the case because it was not a defendant in the under-
lying state court action and because ERISA did not provide a 
basis for subject-matter jurisdiction. The court finds that the 
probate exception to federal jurisdiction applied to federal 
question cases and, therefore, also applied to cases arising 
under ERISA. The probate exception is a historical aspect 
of federal jurisdiction that provides that probate matters are 
excepted from the scope of federal diversity jurisdiction. The 
court agrees with the plaintiff that the decedent’s estate was 
subject exclusively to the jurisdiction of the state court and 
grants the plaintiff ’s motion to remand. No. 5:16-CV-00549-
LEK-ATB (N.D.N.Y. January 30, 2017).
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