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ark Ciedikowski often feels
like he's been run over by one
of those Continental Tires he

used to make in Charlotte, N.C.

The president of Local 850 has gone
round and round with the German-based
tire company in negotiations and is frus-
trated by management logic that is as
circular asits principal product.

So it was satisfying for Ciedlikowski,
who had watched employment in his
plant dwindle from 1,080 to 160 over
two years, to see retirees win their suit
againsgt Continental in July.

The court victory, which the company
attempted to appeal just one day later,
means Continental must pay bargained
health care premiums for 2,000 retirees
and their spouses from the Charlotte,
Mayfield, Ky., and Bryan, Ohio plants.

Continental stopped paying its full
share of the premiums last spring.
Contractually, the company was obligat-
ed to pay approximately $18,000 a year
for retirees not yet eligible for Medicare
and $4,200 for those old enough to
receive Medicare. Instead, Continental
summarily decided to pay $3,000 for
everyone, regardless of age or circum-
stance.

Retirees devastated

Ciedlikowski said that devastated
many retirees from Charlotte. They just
didn't have the money to make up the
difference in the premiums, and they
couldn't get insurance on their own
because no company would sdll it to
sick, elderly people.

"Because they had pre-existing condi-
tions, they could not buy insurance,” he
said. "If you are adiabetic or have high
blood pressure, lots of companies will
not insure you."

That left some people too young to
qualify for Medicare, but old enough to
have invested a lifetime making tires for
Continental without insurance at a
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vulnerable time in their lives.

That's when the USW and severd
retiree representatives filed the class
action suit on behalf of everyone affect-
ed.

Continental explained their behavior
to the judge this way: Contracts with the
USW at three plants had expired, so it
had no obligation to pay for health care
at the $18,000 and $4,000 per year lev-
es.

The fault with that logic is that,
unlike other obligations that may end
with a contract, those that are vested do
not. They endure beyond expiration
dates.

Benefits vested

The judge was Jack Zouhary of the
U.S. Didtrict Court for the Northern
District of Ohio (Toledo). He did not
buy Continenta's contention that the
retiree's health care benefits were not
vested, pointing to contract language
that locked in the retirees rights.

In addition, the judge points out in his
decision, when Continental closed the
Bryan and Mayfield plants, it signed an
agreement with the USW which states
specificaly that its obligations to retirees
remained unchanged. Continental tried
to twist that language into a relinquish-
ment of retiree rights, but the judge
rejected the argument.

Never willing to roll over even when
dedling with an internationd giant,
Ciedlikowski cheered the court win over
Continental, though he admitted to some
reservations.

"To some extent | am guarded about
it because | am not used to getting good
news about this company,” he said,
"This company runs all over people
without regard to moral issues or
responsibility. It isaforeign company
that uses this country's laws to its bene-
fit. Now it isbeing told it is wrong."

Ellis Nelson, retired after 31 years, was
forced by Continental's arbitrary health
care cutbacks to spend $1,011 of his
$1,126 monthly pension on health insur-
ance premiums.

Larry Little, aVietnam veteran, retired
after 32 years, then underwent quadruple
bypass surgery. Despite his heart condi-
tion, Continental's cutbacks forced him
to seek ajob to pay for insurance.

Bruce Nash retired after 34 years but had
to find anew job to pay for his hedth
care premiums after Continental arbitrar-
ily reduced the payments. His monthly
pension from the company didn't cover
the cost of health care coverage.

Bill Granata gave Continental 34 years
but can't afford to pay for insurance for
his wife after Continental’s cuts. He also
stopped regular visitsto his prostate and
skin cancer specialists because he can no
longer afford it.






