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The Supreme Court has ruled, in a 6-3 decision, to uphold the federal subsidies available under the Affordable Care Act in all states, regardless of whether the state sponsors its own exchange.  This is a significant victory for proponents of the ACA, as 34 states currently have federally-sponsored exchanges.  If the Court had ruled otherwise, those 34 states would have been required to establish state-sponsored exchanges in order for approximately 6.4 million eligible residents to qualify for the ACA subsidies, which are generally based upon household income and family size.
The challenge in King v. Burwell arose over a phrase in the ACA that provided for subsidies for certain taxpayers who purchased health insurance through an exchange that was established by the state.  Had the Court ruled that subsidies were only available to individuals with access to state-sponsored exchanges, in order to ensure access to subsidies for eligible taxpayers in all states, Congress would have had to amend the ACA language to clarify that “established by the state” included health insurance exchanges established by the federal government—a task that could have proven difficult.

Chief Justice John Roberts wrote the majority opinion, and was joined by Justices Anthony Kennedy, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Stephen Breyer, Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan.  While Justice Roberts acknowledged that the language of the statute was ambiguous, he found that “the statutory scheme compels us to reject petitioners’ interpretation because it would destabilize the individual insurance market in any State with a Federal Exchange, and likely create the very “death spirals” that Congress designed the Act to avoid.” 

This ruling comes almost exactly three years after the Supreme Court upheld the ACA individual mandate in National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius.
