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INTRODUCTION 

Plaintiffs ask this Court to take the extraordinary step of striking down an act of 

Congress, but they do not satisfy the basic prerequisites to invoke federal jurisdiction.  In 

particular, they do not have standing to sue.  Plaintiffs’ foray beyond the borders of Article III 

targets Section 1501 of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (“ACA” or the “Act”), 

which requires individuals, beginning in 2014, either to maintain a minimum level of health 

insurance coverage or to pay a penalty.  The key phrase is “beginning in 2014.”  Currently, this 

provision imposes no obligation on plaintiffs.  Between now and 2014, innumerable potential 

changes in plaintiffs’ finances, employment, or health could prevent the provision from affecting 

them as they predict.  In other words, plaintiffs are not injured, and it is speculative whether they 

ever will be. Plaintiffs cannot convert a remote contingency into a present harm by arguing that 

they are building up their savings in anticipation of having to purchase health insurance. Such an 

approach would eviscerate the requirement of standing.  The remote and speculative nature of 

plaintiffs’ claimed injury also renders this case not ripe for review.  And apart from these defects, 

the Anti-Injunction Act separately bars plaintiffs’ challenge to the minimum coverage provision. 

This case should therefore be dismissed for lack of subject-matter jurisdiction. 

Plaintiffs fare no better on the merits. They do not dispute that the uninsured consume 

medical services and shift their health care costs onto other participants in the health care market. 

Congress has power to regulate this substantial interference with the interstate market in health 

care services. Moreover, absent the minimum coverage provision, the Act’s broader regulation 

of health insurance, such as the requirements that insurers not deny coverage or charge more 
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based on pre-existing medical conditions, would increase incentives for individuals to wait to 

obtain coverage until they need care. This adverse selection would make coverage less 

affordable, triggering a spiral in which health insurance would become increasingly expensive 

and out of reach for more and more people.  As testimony before Congress demonstrated, the 

minimum coverage provision is necessary to the principal health insurance reforms in the ACA 

such as guaranteed issue and community rating, because implementing the reforms without the 

minimum coverage provision would cause the market for health insurance to “implode.”  As an 

essential element of the comprehensive regulatory scheme, see Section 1501(a)(2)(H) and (I), the 

minimum coverage provision is thus firmly within Congress’s powers under the Commerce 

Clause and the Necessary and Proper Clause. Notwithstanding plaintiffs’ dire assertions, this 

regulation of economic decisions regarding how to pay for health care neither extends the 

boundaries of federal authority nor opens the door to regulation of non-economic decisions that 

do not concern methods of payment and that do not substantially affect interstate commerce. 

Further, the minimum coverage provision is equally unexceptional as an exercise of Congress’s 

independent authority under the General Welfare Clause. 

Plaintiffs, in short, have a political dispute, not a legal claim.  They have addressed it to 

the wrong forum. 

ARGUMENT 

I. This Court Lacks Subject-Matter Jurisdiction 

A. Plaintiffs Lack Standing 

Plaintiffs seek to enjoin a provision that will not take effect until 2014. As explained 

2
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previously, Defs.’ Response 11, any alleged injury from a provision that does not take effect for 

years is “too remote temporally” to support standing.  McConnell v. FEC, 540 U.S. 93, 226 

(2003), overruled in part on other grounds by Citizens United v. FEC, 130 S. Ct. 876 (2010). 

That remoteness renders plaintiffs’ alleged injuries entirely speculative.  By 2014, plaintiffs may 

have taken jobs that offer insurance as a benefit. They may encounter unforeseen financial or 

medical circumstances such that they qualify for Medicare or Medicaid or fall within an 

exemption to the minimum coverage provision. Or they may discover that the cost of insurance 

in 2014 is less than their health care costs without it.  Any number of changes between now and 

2014 may lead plaintiffs to purchase a policy, particularly if they find one cheaper than the Blue 

Cross Blue Shield plan cited in Ms. DeMars’ declaration.1 

Plaintiffs cannot circumvent their lack of an impending injury by asserting that the 

minimum coverage provision is currently forcing them to forego purchases they otherwise would 

have made.  Reply 4-5.  Cutting back on expenses cannot itself qualify as an imminent “injury” 

because it “stems not from the operation of [the challenged statute] but from [plaintiffs’] own . . . 

personal choice.” See McConnell, 540 U.S. at 228; see also Utah Shared Access Alliance v. 

Carpenter, 463 F.3d 1125, 1137-38 (10th Cir. 2006); Nat’l Family Planning & Reprod. Health 

Ass’n v. Gonzales, 468 F.3d 826, 831 (D.C. Cir. 2006). Any decision that plaintiffs make to 

forego a purchase in the present in anticipation of future budgetary needs is not “fairly traceable” 

Nor may plaintiffs improvise standing by contending that the Thomas More Law Center 
will be subject to the ACA as an employer.  Reply 2 n.3, 4 n.6.  “[A] plaintiff must establish that 
he has standing to challenge each provision of an ordinance by showing that he was injured by 
application of those provisions.”  Midwest Media Prop., LLC v. Symmes Tp., Ohio, 503 F.3d 456, 
464 (6th Cir. 2007) (internal citation and quotation marks omitted) (emphasis added).  But 
plaintiffs do not challenge the constitutionality of the ACA’s employer-related provisions. 

3
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to the ACA, as this Court would “simply not be able to determine whether” the ACA caused 

plaintiffs’ alleged injuries.  Sanner v. Bd. of Trade of City of Chicago, 62 F.3d 918, 924 (7th Cir. 

1995). As in Sanner, “a host of articulable and inarticulable reasons” may lead plaintiffs to 

decide “not to purchase”; plaintiffs’ assertions that the ACA is the sole culprit are thus 

insufficient as a matter of law. Id. at 923-24 (internal citations and quotation marks omitted). 

Furthermore, allowing plaintiffs’ anticipatory thrift to satisfy the “causation” and injury elements 

of standing would gut standing doctrine.  A plaintiff facing a small possibility of some future 

event could start saving now, and then assert standing to sue over even remote and uncertain 

contingencies.  The prospect that plaintiffs will suffer financial harm from the minimum 

coverage provision is just such a remote and uncertain contingency.  Plaintiffs thus satisfy 

neither the injury-in-fact nor the causation requirement under Article III.2 

B. Plaintiffs’ Claims Are Unripe 

For the same reasons, plaintiffs’ claims are not ripe for review.  The ripeness inquiry 

“evaluate[s] both the fitness of the issues for judicial decision and the hardship to the parties of 

withholding court consideration,” Abbott Labs. v. Gardner, 387 U.S. 136, 149 (1967), and 

“prevent[s] courts, through avoidance of premature adjudication, from entangling themselves in 

abstract disputes.” Id. at 148. “The prudential considerations of ripeness are amplified where 

Plaintiffs also argue that “even if Plaintiffs obtained health care coverage in the intervening 
period of time, they will still be subject to the Act, which mandates ‘minimum essential 
coverage’ and requires that this coverage be indefinitely maintained.”  Reply 4 n.5.  This theory, 
too, would eviscerate standing doctrine; as anyone could challenge any law simply by citing a 
continuing obligation not to violate it.  See Scott v. Pasadena Unified Sch. Dist., 306 F.3d 646, 
656 (9th Cir. 2002) (“The mere existence of a statute, which may or may not ever be applied to 
plaintiffs, is not sufficient to create a case or controversy within the meaning of Article III.”) 
(internal quotation marks and citation omitted). 
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constitutional issues are concerned.” Scott, 306 F.3d at 662. Plaintiffs say that the issues here are 

fit for judicial decision because they are purely legal.  Reply 7.  But ripeness turns not merely on 

the nature of the claim, but on whether and when it will arise.  Or, as the Supreme Court framed 

the inquiry in Toilet Goods Ass’n v. Gardner, 387 U.S. 158, 164 (1967), the issue is not only 

“how adequately a court can deal with the legal issue presented, but also . . . the degree and 

nature of the regulation’s present effect on those seeking relief.”  As defendants have explained, 

even where the issue presented is “a purely legal question,” id. at 163, uncertainty whether a 

statutory provision will harm the plaintiffs renders the controversy not ripe for review. Id. at 

163-64. Indeed, plaintiffs concede that a future injury must be “highly probable,” Reply 6-7; see 

Kardules v. City of Columbus, 95 F.3d 1335, 1344 (6th Cir. 1996).  Here, it plainly is not. 

C.	 The Anti-Injunction Act Bars Plaintiffs’ Challenge to the Minimum 
Coverage Provision 

This Court lacks jurisdiction for a second reason as well. As noted, beginning in 2014, 

taxpayers subject to the minimum coverage provision who fail to obtain qualifying coverage will 

be assessed a penalty, reportable with their tax returns. The relief that plaintiffs seek here would 

necessarily restrain the federal government from collecting this penalty. The Anti-Injunction Act 

(“AIA”) bars plaintiffs from seeking such relief. The AIA provides in relevant part that “no suit 

for the purpose of restraining the assessment or collection of any tax shall be maintained in any 

court by any person, whether or not such person is the person against whom such tax was 

assessed.” 26 U.S.C. § 7421(a). The AIA’s “primary purpose is to permit the United States to 

assess and collect taxes alleged to be due without judicial intervention, and the collateral 

objective of the Act (is to protect) the collector from litigation pending a suit for refund.” 

5
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Dickens v. United States, 671 F.2d 969, 971 (6th Cir. 1982) (internal quotation marks omitted). 

Plaintiffs try to evade the AIA by  claiming to challenge not the  penalty imposed by the  

minimum coverage provision, but only the requirement. Reply 7. As a “responsible, law-

abiding c itizen,” plaintiff DeMars asserts, she “would comply  with the  Act rather than pay a 

penalty, even if the penalty is less of an economic burden.” DeMars Decl. ¶ 5. But any  

distinction between a requirement and the penalty for failing to comply with it is irrelevant, for 

the AIA is “not limited to suits aimed at the specific act of assessment or collection.” Dickens, 

671 F.2d at 971.  If plaintiffs were successful in enjoining the requirement, the IRS would 

necessarily be precluded from collecting the  penalty. Indeed, plaintiffs concede as much. See  

Reply 16 (“A trigger that cannot constitutionally  be pulled is not a trigger.”). Thus, though  

plaintiffs disclaim any “purpose” to challenge the penalty, they are “effectively  asking the Court  

to enjoin Defendants from assessing any penalties related to [plaintiffs’] non-compliance with 

the” minimum coverage provision. Debt Buyers Ass’n v. Snow, 481 F. Supp. 2d 1, 9 (D.D.C.  

2006). Their suit is thus barred.  See also Bob Jones Univ. v. Simon, 416 U.S. 725, 731-32 

(1974) (injunction sought “would necessarily preclude” the collection of taxes, so the suit was  

barred); Ecclesiastical Order of the Ism of Am., Inc. v. IRS, 725 F.2d 398, 401 (6th Cir. 1984) 

(“The clear effect of appellants’ action, however, is to enjoin IRS, directly or indirectly, from 

collecting federal taxes.”); Dickens, 671 F.2d at 971 (act applies “to activities which are intended  

to or may  culminate in the assessment or collection of taxes.”) (internal citation omitted).3 See 

generally Hansen v. Department of Treasury, 528 F.3d 597, 601-02 (9th Cir. 2007). 

3 Indeed, a challenge to a requirement without a penalty would present no live case or  
controversy. Scott, 306 F.3d at 656. 
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Plaintiffs also assert that “under an established line of cases, a tax assessment made as a 

fine or a penalty is not covered by the AIA.” Reply 7. But whether called a “tax” or a “penalty,” 

the assessment in the minimum coverage provision is assessed and collected in the same manner 

as a tax, and so falls within the plain text of the Anti-Injunction Act. 26 U.S.C. §§ 5000A(g); 

6671; see Barr v. United States, 736 F.2d 1134, 1135 (7th Cir. 1984). Plaintiffs’ contrary 

“established line of cases” is not good law. As the Supreme Court held in Bob Jones University: 

In support of its argument that this case does not involve a ‘tax’ within the 
meaning of § 7421(a), petitioner cites such cases as Hill v. Wallace, 259 U.S. 44 
(1922) (tax on unregulated sales of commodities futures), and Lipke v. Lederer, 
259 U.S. 557 (1922) (tax on unlawful sales of liquor). It is true that the Court in 
those cases drew what it saw at the time as distinctions between regulatory and 
revenue-raising taxes. But the Court has subsequently abandoned such 
distinctions. E.g., Sonzinsky v. United States, 300 U.S. 506, 513 (1937). 

416 U.S. at 741 n.12 (emphasis supplied). If plaintiffs’ cases retain any continuing validity, it is 

only to permit pre-enforcement challenges to “illegal penalties in the nature of punishment for a 

criminal offense.” Graham v. Dupont, 262 U.S. 234, 257 (1923). 

Finally, plaintiffs cannot evade the Act by contending that they would maintain insurance 

rather than pay the penalty and seek a refund.  “A taxpayer cannot render an available review 

procedure an inadequate remedy at law by voluntarily forgoing it.” Alexander v. Americans 

United, Inc., 416 U.S. 752, 762 n.13 (1974); see also Hansen, 528 F.3d at 601-02. 

II.	 The Comprehensive Regulatory Measures of the ACA, Including the Minimum 
Coverage Provision, Are a Proper Exercise of Congress’s Powers Under the 
Commerce and Necessary and Proper Clauses 

Congress enacted the ACA to address a national crisis—an interstate health care market 

in which tens of millions of Americans went without insurance coverage and in which the costs 

7
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of medical treatment spiraled out of control. As part of a comprehensive reform to reduce the 

ranks of the uninsured, the ACA regulates economic decisions regarding the way in which health 

care services are paid for. The minimum coverage provision falls within Congress’s authority 

under the Commerce Clause for two principal reasons. First, the economic decisions that the Act 

regulates as to how to pay for health care services have direct and substantial effects on the 

interstate health care market. Second, the minimum coverage provision is essential to the Act’s 

larger regulation of the interstate business of health insurance. And because the minimum 

coverage provision is integral to the Act’s larger regulation of interstate commerce, Congress had 

the power under the Commerce Clause and the Necessary and Proper Clause to enact it. 

A.	 The Minimum Coverage Provision Regulates Conduct with Substantial 
Effects on Interstate Commerce 

Gonzales v. Raich, 545 U.S. 1, 16-17 (2005), reaffirms that the Commerce Clause affords 

Congress broad authority to “regulate activities that substantially affect interstate commerce.” 

This includes power not only to regulate markets directly, but also to regulate even purely local 

matters that have substantial economic effects. “‘[C]aselaw firmly establishes Congress’[s] 

power to regulate purely local activities that are part of an economic ‘class of activities’ that have 

a substantial effect on interstate commerce.’” United States v. Bowers, 594 F.3d 522, 527-28 

(6th Cir. 2010) (citing Raich, 545 U.S. at 17).  The question is only whether Congress could 

rationally find that the class of activities it seeks to regulate has, in the aggregate, a substantial 

and direct effect on interstate commerce. See Raich, 545 U.S. at 22. 

Defendants’ initial memorandum detailed the substantial effects that arise from economic 

decisions regarding how to pay for health care services. In the aggregate, decisions to forego 

8
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insurance coverage and instead attempt to pay for health care out of pocket drive up the cost of 

insurance. The costs of caring for the uninsured who prove unable to pay, $43 billion in 2008 

alone, are shifted to health care providers, to the insured population in the form of higher 

premiums, to governments, and to taxpayers. Pub. L. No. 111-148, §§ 1501(a)(2)(F), 10106(a); 

see also Council of Economic Advisers, Economic Report of the President 187 (Feb. 2010). 

Plaintiffs nowhere dispute that the uninsured consume tens of billions of dollars in 

uncompensated care each year, shifting their costs onto other participants in the health care 

market. This point resolves the matter, because Congress may regulate activity that, in the 

aggregate, imposes substantial and direct burdens on an interstate market. Indeed, even before 

Raich, the Sixth Circuit had made clear Congress’s authority to regulate noneconomic activity 

that burdens an interstate market. Like every other court of appeals to address the issue, the 

court upheld the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act (“FACE Act”), which makes it 

unlawful to obstruct access to a reproductive health care facility. See Norton v. Ashcroft, 298 

F.3d 547, 555-59 (6th Cir. 2002), cert. denied, 537 U.S. 1172 (2003). “While the activity 

prohibited by the Act might be motivated by non-commercial sentiment—namely, staunch moral 

opposition to abortion—the effect of this activity is unambiguously and directly economic.” Id. 

at 556. Accordingly, the court was persuaded that “such conduct is properly considered 

commercial activity.” Id. 

The relevant question, then, is not (as plaintiffs would have it, Reply 8-9) whether the 

immediate subject of the regulation qualifies as economic, but whether, considered in the 

aggregate, it directly and substantially affects interstate commerce. United States v. Morrison, 
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529 U.S. 598, 612 (2000).  Thus, the Sixth Circuit concluded that “unlike the Violence Against 

Women Act’s civil remedy provision” at issue in Morrison, the FACE Act “regulates activity— 

‘the physical obstruction and destruction of reproductive health clinics and the intentional 

interference and intimidation of persons obtaining and providing reproductive health services’— 

that has a direct economic effect.” Norton, 298 F.3d at 556. 

It is thus unsurprising that, in the 70 years since the Supreme Court overruled its prior 

stringent limits on the Commerce Clause, see United States v. Darby, 312 U.S. 100 (1941), it has 

invalidated statutes as beyond the reach of the commerce power only twice. In both cases, as 

explained previously, the statute had at best a highly attenuated connection to any economic 

activity affecting interstate commerce, and did not form part of a broader scheme of economic 

regulation. In Morrison, the Court invalidated the cause of action created in VAWA, finding that 

any link between gender-motivated violence and economic activity could be established only 

through a chain of speculative assumptions. Similarly, in Lopez, the Court struck down a ban on 

possession of a handgun in a school zone because the ban was not part of an overall scheme of 

firearms regulation, and it related to economic activity only insofar as the presence of guns near 

schools might impair learning, which in turn might undermine economic productivity. The 

Court reasoned that Congress may not “pile inference upon inference” to find a link between the 

regulated activity and interstate commerce. United States v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549, 567 (1995).4 

In this case, the direct connection with interstate commerce is nothing like the remote 

4 In contrast to Lopez and Morrison, moreover, where the federal enactments entered into areas 
that states could and did address through their traditional police powers, see Morrison, 529 U.S. 
at 618; Lopez, 514 U.S. at 581-83, Congress here is regulating an interstate market in which 
states have been unable to curtail the spiraling costs on their own. See Defs.’ Response 24 n.10. 
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chain of inferences in Morrison and Lopez. “No piling is needed here to show that Congress was 

within its prerogative” to regulate interstate commerce. Sabri v. United States, 541 U.S. 600, 

608 (2004). As Congress found, many uninsured individuals will inevitably receive health care 

services for which they cannot pay, imposing billions of dollars of costs on the national 

economy. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine legislation more clearly economic than regulation of 

how health care services are financed. And the decision whether to purchase insurance, or to 

attempt to pay for health care out of pocket, is plainly “economic.”  These decisions—viewed in 

the aggregate—have clear and direct effects on health care providers, taxpayers, and the insured 

population who ultimately, and inevitably, pay for the care provided to those who go without 

insurance. Congress may address those effects under the Commerce Clause. 

Plaintiffs nonetheless insist that upholding the minimum coverage provision would 

“render the Commerce Clause as an enumerated grant of federal authority meaningless.”  Reply 

12. But the health care market is unlike other markets.  No one can guarantee his health, or 

ensure that he will never participate in the health care market. The healthy 20-year-old biker 

who is seriously injured instantly becomes a consumer of costly medical care. So, too, does the 

healthy 40-year-old who has a serious heart attack.  The question is how participants in the 

health care market pay for medical expenses—through insurance, or through an attempt to pay 

out of pocket with a backstop of uncompensated care funded by third parties. In contrast to the 

health care market, one who appears without any money at a dealership will not receive a free 

car and shift its cost to other participants in the market for automobiles. It is this phenomenon of 

cost-shifting—a phenomenon with proven, substantial, and direct effects on the interstate health 
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care market—that is unique. Regulating the economic decisions that produce these effects does 

not open the floodgates to regulating non-economic decisions unrelated to methods of payment, 

or that bear only an attenuated connection to interstate commerce. 

For this reason as well, plaintiffs’ persistent characterization of the minimum coverage 

provision as regulating “inactivity” is wrong; there is no need here to engage in “metaphysical 

gymnastics” or “employ a Wonderland-like Looking Glass to discover ‘activity.’”  Reply 8, 9.  

There is nothing “inactive” about consuming health care services without paying for them, and 

that is exactly what the uninsured, as a class, are doing.  By choosing to forgo insurance, 

individuals such as plaintiffs are making an economic decision to try to pay for health care 

services later, out of pocket, rather than now through the purchase of insurance, collectively 

shifting billions of dollars in costs onto other market participants.  As defendants have explained, 

the minimum coverage provision regulates these economic decisions about how and when to pay 

for the health care services the uninsured inevitably consume, decisions that directly and 

substantially affect the interstate health care market in which the uninsured participate. 

B.	 The Minimum Coverage Provision Is Integral to the Larger Regulatory 
Scheme 

In addition to its authority to regulate matters with substantial effects on interstate 

commerce, Congress may regulate even wholly intrastate, wholly non-economic matters that 

form “‘an essential part of a larger regulation of economic activity, in which the regulatory 

scheme could be undercut unless the intrastate activity were regulated.’” Raich, 545 U.S. at 24

25 (quoting Lopez, 514 U.S. at 561). When, in 2014, the Act bars insurers from refusing to cover 

individuals with pre-existing conditions and from setting eligibility rules based on health status 
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or claims experience, Pub. L. No. 111-148, § 1201, all Americans will be insurable. The Act 

will thus provide all Americans with access to insurance in the event of unexpected and possibly 

catastrophic illness or injury. 

Plaintiffs do not dispute that Congress may require the insurance reforms in the ACA. 

Nor do they dispute that, if there were no minimum coverage requirement, the Act’s insurance 

reforms would lead some individuals to “wait to purchase health insurance until they needed 

care.” Pub. L. No. 111-148, §§ 1501(a)(2)(I), 10106(a). Without the provision, only the sickest 

would purchase insurance, leading to higher premiums and less affordable coverage.  Thus, 

absent the minimum coverage provision, the incentive to delay obtaining coverage would drive 

the insurance market “into extinction.” Health Reform in the 21st Century: Insurance Market 

Reforms: Hearing Before the H. Comm. on Ways and Means, 111th Cong. 13 (2009) (Uwe 

Reinhardt, Ph.D.); see also id. at 13 n.4 (implementing reforms such as guaranteed issue without 

the minimum coverage provision would cause the health insurance market to “implode”). This 

prospect makes the minimum coverage provision “essential” to the larger regulatory scheme of 

the ACA. Pub. L. No. 111-148, §§ 1501(a)(2)(I), 10106(a). 

Because Congress has power to ensure the vitality of its broader regulatory scheme, 

adoption of the minimum coverage provision falls within the Commerce Clause power. For 

similar reasons, the minimum coverage provision is a valid exercise of Congress’s authority 

under the Necessary and Proper Clause. If Congress has power to enact a regulation of interstate 

commerce—as it plainly does for its regulation of health insurance products in the interstate 

market—“it possesses every power needed to make that regulation effective.” United States v. 

13
 



    

 

   

 

 

   

   

  

 

  

  

 

 

  

  

Case 2:10-cv-11156-GCS-RSW Document 20 Filed 07/14/10 Page 22 of 29 

Wrightwood Dairy Co., 315 U.S. 110, 118-19 (1942)). “‘If it can be seen that the means adopted 

are really calculated to attain the end, the degree of their necessity, the extent to which they 

conduce to the end, the closeness of the relationship between the means adopted and the end to 

be attained, are matters for congressional determination alone.’” United States v. Comstock, 130 

S. Ct. 1949, 1957 (2010) (quoting Burroughs v. United States, 290 U.S. 534, 547-48 (1934)). 

Plaintiffs cannot deny that the minimum coverage provision satisfies the rational basis 

standard applied since M’Culloch v. Maryland, 17 U.S. (4 Wheat) 316 (1819), under the 

Necessary and Proper Clause. They instead suggest that Comstock (without saying so) 

overthrew centuries of precedent and demanded a heightened standard of review for exercises of 

power under the Necessary and Proper Clause. Reply 13-16. But Comstock did no such thing. 

It did not establish a new five-part test under the Necessary and Proper Clause; it instead 

reiterated M’Culloch and its progeny, which recognize that the Clause “‘leaves to Congress a 

large discretion as to the means that may be employed in executing a given power,’” Comstock, 

130 S. Ct. at 1957 (quoting Lottery Case, 188 U.S. 321, 355 (1903)), and identified five 

considerations, specific to that case, that supported the Court’s judgment. 

Nor is there substance to plaintiffs’ hyperbolic claim that finding “essentiality” would 

encourage Congress “to create intrusive regulatory schemes as constitutional cover for naked 

power grabs.”  Reply 12.  Rejecting such an argument in Raich, 545 U.S. at 25 n.34, the Court 

explained that “[e]ven putting aside the political checks that would generally curb Congress' 

power to enact a broad and comprehensive scheme for the purpose of targeting purely local 

activity, there is no suggestion that the CSA constitutes the type of ‘evasive’ legislation the 
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dissent fears, nor could such an argument plausibly be made.”  Here, too, there is no suggestion 

that the comprehensive regulatory measures of the ACA are an evasive “constitutional cover” for 

the minimum coverage provision’s “naked power grab.”  Rather, the ACA addressed a national 

health care crisis in which millions were denied coverage based on pre-existing conditions, 

coverage was unaffordable for many, and health care costs spiraled out of control. 

III.	 The Minimum Coverage Provision Is a Valid Exercise of Congress’s Independent 
Power Under the General Welfare Clause 

The minimum coverage provision falls within Congress’s Article I authority for an 

additional reason. The provision prescribes a penalty for non-exempted individuals, included 

with an individual’s tax return, for failure to obtain qualifying insurance coverage. Congress has 

independent authority under the General Welfare Clause, U.S. Const. art. I, § 8, cl. 1, to 

prescribe this penalty. 

In response, plaintiffs say that they challenge only the requirement to maintain minimum 

essential coverage, not the penalty for failure to do so, and that the requirement must be 

independently justified under the Commerce Clause. Reply 16. But Sixth Circuit precedent 

establishes that where a requirement and a tax operate together to achieve an end within the 

General Welfare Clause power, a plaintiff cannot single out one or the other for constitutional 

challenge.  In United States v. Thompson, 361 F.3d 918 (6th Cir. 2004), the defendant challenged 

26 U.S.C. § 5861(d) as an unconstitutional exercise of Congress’s taxing power.  Section 

5861(d) does not levy any tax; rather, it makes possession of an unregistered firearm unlawful, 

which aids enforcement of a tax imposed by section 5811.  In rejecting the challenge, the Court 

emphasized that the “registration provision [of section 5861(d)] works hand-in-glove with taxes 
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that the statute imposes on the transfer and manufacture of firearms covered by the Act,” id. at 

920, and that the “registration requirement of § 5861(d) is part of the web of regulation aiding 

enforcement of the transfer tax provision in § 5811,” id. at 921.  The Court thus upheld section 

5861(d) itself—not the statute’s separate, related tax provisions—under the taxing power.5 

Second, plaintiffs argue that Congress did not intend to exercise its authority under the 

General Welfare Clause because it did not specifically denominate the penalty as a “tax.” (Reply 

16). But “the labels used do not determine the extent of the taxing power.” Simmons v. United 

States, 308 F.2d 160, 166 n.21 (4th Cir. 1962). The minimum coverage provision is codified in 

the Internal Revenue Code in a subtitle labeled “Miscellaneous Excise Taxes.” Individuals who 

fail to obtain qualifying insurance coverage, and who are not exempt, must pay the resulting 

penalty with their annual income tax. 26 U.S.C. § 5000A(b)(2). Individuals whose household 

income is below the statutory threshold requiring individuals to file income tax returns are not 

subject to the penalty. 26 U.S.C. § 5000A(e)(2). If the penalty applies, it is calculated by 

reference to the individual’s household income for federal tax purposes. 26 U.S.C. § 

5000A(c)(1), (2). The taxpayer’s responsibility for family members turns on their status as 

dependents under the Internal Revenue Code. 26 U.S.C. § 5000A(a), (b)(3). The revenues 

resulting from the penalty are paid into the general treasury. And Congress recognized the 

provision’s revenue-raising nature when it addressed amendments to it in the Health Care and 

5 Other provisions in the Internal Revenue Code prescribe a requirement and a “tax” or a 
“penalty” for the failure to comply with it. See, e.g., 26 U.S.C. § 5761 (penalty for failure to 
comply with tobacco registration requirements); 26 U.S.C. § 4980B (tax for failure of group 
health plan to comply with continuation of coverage requirements); 26 U.S.C. §§ 9801-34 (tax 
for failure of group health plan to comply with portability requirements). 

16
 



    

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  
 

Case 2:10-cv-11156-GCS-RSW Document 20 Filed 07/14/10 Page 25 of 29 

Education Reconciliation Act, Pub. L. No. 111-152, which was limited to changes with a 

significant effect on the budget. See H.R. Res. 1225, 111th Cong. (2010); S. Con. Res. 13, 111th 

Cong. § 202 (2009). Congress thus treated the provision as an exercise of its General Welfare 

Clause power in addition to its commerce power. See H.R. Rep. No. 111-443, pt. I at 265 (2010). 

IV. The Minimum Coverage Provision Is Not a Direct Tax or a Capitation Tax 

Article I, Section 9 of the Constitution provides that “[n]o Capitation, or other direct, Tax 

shall be laid, unless in Proportion to the Census or Enumeration herein before directed to be 

taken.” U.S. Const. art. I, § 9, cl. 4 (amended by U.S. Const. amend. XVI). Plaintiffs contend 

(Reply 17-19) that if the minimum coverage provision is an exercise of Congress’s authority to 

tax for the general welfare, the provision is invalid because the tax is not properly apportioned.6 

This argument is meritless. It has long been understood that only a narrow category of taxes 

qualifies as “direct” for purposes of this apportionment requirement—those imposed on the 

ownership of property, or on an individual without any variation for his particular circumstances. 

The minimum coverage provision does not fall within this narrow definition. 

The direct tax clauses were added to the Constitution as part of the compromise that 

counted slaves as three-fifths of a person for the purposes of allocating representatives in the 

House. U.S. Const. art. I, § 2, cl. 3 (amended by U.S. Const. amend. XIV, § 2). Any effort, for 

example, to impose a tax on slaves would fall disproportionately on non-slaveholding states, as it 

would have to be apportioned by population, with the slave-holding states paying less per capita 

As plaintiffs acknowledge (Reply 19), the limits that Article I, Section 9 imposes on 
Congress’s power to tax and spend for the general welfare have no relevance if the minimum 
coverage provision is sustained as a valid exercise under the Commerce Clause. See also 
Rodgers v. United States, 138 F.2d 992, 995 (6th Cir. 1943). 
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because of the three-fifths rule. See Bruce Ackerman, Taxation and the Constitution, 99 Colum. 

L. Rev. 1, 8-13 (1999). As Justice Paterson explained in one of the Supreme Court’s first 

opinions, the “rule of apportionment” was “the work of compromise” that “cannot be supported 

by any solid reasoning” and that “therefore, ought not to be extended by construction.” Hylton v. 

United States, 3 U.S. (3 Dall.) 171, 178 (1796) (opinion of Paterson, J.). The courts have 

accordingly construed the direct tax clauses narrowly to mean only capitation taxes and taxes on 

real property. See, e.g., Springer v. United States, 102 U.S. 586, 602 (1880); Veazie Bank v. 

Fenno, 75 U.S. (8 Wall.) 533, 543 (1869); Hylton v. United States, 3 U.S. (3 Dall.) 171 (1796). 

Briefly and controversially, the Court departed from this strict construction to expand the 

definition of a “direct tax” to include a tax on the ownership of personal property, as well as on 

income derived from real or personal property. See Pollock v. Farmers’ Land & Trust Co., 158 

U.S. 601 (1895). The latter aspect of Pollock’s holding was directly overruled by the 16th 

Amendment, which clarifies Congressional power to impose taxes on incomes “from whatever 

source derived” without apportionment. U.S. Const. amend. XVI. The continued validity of the 

first aspect of its holding—that taxes imposed on the ownership of personal property are 

“direct”—is in doubt. See Ackerman, 99 Colum. L. Rev. at 51-52. At most, Pollock stands 

today for the proposition that a general tax on the whole of an individual’s personal property 

would be direct. See Union Elec. Co. v. United States, 363 F.3d 1292, 1300 (Fed. Cir. 2004). 

Whatever the scope of Pollock, a tax imposed on the occurrence of an event, as opposed 

to one imposed directly on the ownership of property, has always been understood to be indirect. 

United States v. Mfrs. Nat’l Bank of Detroit, 363 U.S. 194, 197-98 (1960); Tyler v. United States, 
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281 U.S. 497, 502 (1930). Only a tax imposed on property, “solely by reason of its ownership,” 

is a “direct tax.” Knowlton v. Moore, 178 U.S. 41, 81 (1900). Given this narrow definition, no 

provision has been invalidated as an unapportioned direct tax since Eisner v. Macomber, 252 

U.S. 189 (1920), which treated a tax on stock dividends as a tax on the ownership of property. 

Macomber itself has long since been discredited. See, e.g., Vukasovich, Inc. v. Comm’r, 790 

F.2d 1409, 1414 (9th Cir. 1986); Union Elec. Co., 363 F.3d at 1302 n.11. 

The minimum coverage provision does not impose a tax on any property, real or 

personal. It instead imposes a penalty on the occurrence of an event—foregoing insurance 

coverage, a volitional act that imposes external costs on employers and insured individuals who 

pay premiums, as well as on health care providers and the federal and state governments. As a 

penalty predicated on conduct, as opposed to one on property, it is not a direct tax, and it need 

not be allocated under Article I, Section 9. See Mfrs. Nat’l Bank, 363 U.S. at 197-98; see also 

Murphy v. IRS, 493 F.3d 170, 184 (D.C. Cir. 2007).7 

Nor is the minimum coverage provision a “capitation tax” within the meaning of Article 

I, Section 9. Justice Chase explained that a capitation tax is one imposed “simply, without 

regard to property, profession, or any other circumstance.” Hylton, 3 U.S. at 175 (opinion of 

Chase, J.); see also Pac. Ins. Co. v. Soule, 74 U.S. (7 Wall.) 433, 444 (1868); Veazie Bank, 75 

U.S. at 540-44. The Supreme Court has never invalidated a taxing provision as a capitation tax, 

7 Plaintiffs assert that the minimum coverage provision is a direct tax because it penalizes 
“inaction.” Reply 18.  As explained above, this is not so.  The decision to attempt to pay for 
health care services out-of-pocket is not “inaction,” and that decision imposes costs on third-
parties.  In any event, plaintiffs’ theory that any tax on “inaction” is direct would presumably 
invalidate the penalty for a failure to file a return or to pay taxes when due, 26 U.S.C. § 6651, 
and the estate tax, id. § 2001. 
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and the minimum coverage provision cannot be the first. It does not impose a flat tax without 

regard to the taxpayer’s circumstances. To the contrary, among other exemptions, the Act 

excuses persons with household incomes below the threshold for filing a tax return, as well as 

those for whom qualifying coverage would cost more than 8% of their household income. 26 

U.S.C. § 5000A(e)(1), (2).8 And, of course, the penalty does not apply at all so long as the 

individual obtains qualifying coverage. 26 U.S.C. § 5000A(a), (b)(1).  The minimum coverage 

provision thus is tailored to the individual’s circumstances, and is not a capitation tax. 

CONCLUSION 

This case should be dismissed for lack of jurisdiction or, alternatively, on the merits. 

DATED: July 14, 2010 Respectfully submitted, 

TONY WEST 
Assistant Attorney General 

IAN HEATH GERSHENGORN 
Deputy Assistant Attorney General 

BARBARA L. McQUADE 
U.S. Attorney, Eastern District of Michigan 

SHEILA LIEBER 
Deputy Director 

s/ Ethan P. Davis 
ETHAN P. DAVIS (New York Bar) 
United States Department of Justice 
Civil Division, Federal Programs Branch 
20 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
Washington, DC 20530 
Ethan.P.Davis@usdoj.gov 
Tel: (202) 514-9242; Fax: (202) 616-8470 

8 As the penalty is triggered only by the taxpayer’s receipt of “income” as that term is defined in 
the Internal Revenue Code, and varies with the amount of that income, plaintiffs are wrong to 
assert that the penalty does not implicate the Sixteenth Amendment. 
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