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Supreme Court Rules Retirees Are Not Entitled to 
Lifetime Health Care Benefits 

CNH Industrial N.V. et al. v. Reese et al., 138 S.Ct. 761, 63 
EBC 1717 (Feb. 20, 2018. (Per curiam)).
Expired collective bargaining agreement (CBA) does not create a 
vested right to lifetime health care benefits absent contractual 
language specifying such right. So-called YardMan inferences 
cannot be used to find a CBA ambiguous such that extrinsic evi-
dence would be allowed.

The United States Supreme Court per curiam holds that 
an expired CBA does not create a vested right to lifetime 
health care benefits absent contractual language creating 
such a right. 

In this case, a dispute arose among retirees and their 
former employer regarding an expired CBA that was en-
tered into in 1998. The CBA had language stating that  
“[e]mployees who retire under the Pension Plan” were en-
titled to health care benefits. Other coverage provisions (e.g., 
life insurance) in the CBA ended upon retirement. The CBA 
also had a general durational clause stating that the CBA ex-
pired in May 2004. 

When the CBA expired, the retirees filed a lawsuit in 
which they sought a declaration that their health care ben-
efits vested for life and an injunction preventing their former 
employer from changing such benefits. Applying the Yard-
Man inferences from an earlier Sixth Circuit case, the appeals 
court found that the CBA vested health care benefits for life. 

The Supreme Court, however, disagreed, noting that those 
very inferences were rejected in its 2015 decision in M&G 
Polymers v. Tackett because they are not a valid way of read-
ing contract language. The Yard-Man inferences improperly 
inferred lifetime vesting whenever contract language did not 
specify the duration of retiree benefits, despite the traditional 
concept that obligations set forth in a CBA will end when 
it expires. The decision indicated that contracts that do not 
specify duration are normally treated as operative for a rea-
sonable amount of time and are not typically treated as op-
erative in perpetuity. 

The Court finds that unless the CBA specifies otherwise, a 
general durational clause applies to all benefits. Had the par-
ties intended to vest health care benefits for life, they could 

have incorporated such language into the CBA. In this case, 
they did not. Further, no ambiguity in the CBA existed to 
allow an inquiry of the parties’ intentions through the intro-
duction of extrinsic evidence. 

No Lifetime Health Benefits if CBA 
Unambiguously Limits Duration

Watkins v. Honeywell International Inc., 875 F.3d 321 63 
EBC 183 (6th Cir. Nov. 28, 2017).
Retirees are not entitled to lifetime health benefits since the lim-
ited duration of these benefits was defined unambiguously by the 
governing collective bargaining agreement (CBA).

Honeywell International Inc. operated a plant in Fostoria, 
Ohio and staffed it with employees who were represented by 
the United Automobile, Aerospace, and Agricultural Imple-
ment Workers of America. As part of collective bargaining 
negotiations, Honeywell agreed to pay for health care ben-
efits for employees and retirees. The CBA, however, did not 
memorialize said promise. The last CBA—effective from 
2009 through 2011—provided: “For the duration of this 
Agreement, the Insurance Program shall be that which is at-
tached hereto, hereinafter referred to as the Program.” The 
agreement further stated that it would “continue in full force 
and effect until 11:59 p.m., October 31, 2011.” After selling 
the Fostoria plant in 2011, Honeywell continued paying re-
tiree health care benefits. In late 2015, however, the company 
notified retirees that it would terminate health care contribu-
tions in 2017.

The plaintiffs filed suit on behalf of nearly 1,000 retirees, 
their spouses and dependents, alleging violations under the 
Labor-Management Relations Act and the Employee Retire-
ment Income Security Act (ERISA). The plaintiffs alleged, 
among other things, that the CBA promised a lifetime of 
health care coverage and benefits for retirees and for their 
spouses and dependents. 

The lower court dismissed the plaintiffs’ complaint, find-
ing that under the terms of the CBA, health care coverage 
would apply “[f]or the duration of this Agreement[,]” mean-
ing that such coverage would apply “until 11:59 p.m., Oc-
tober 31, 2011.” The lower court found this language to be 


