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On June 20, 2025, the Supreme Court issued an opinion in Stanley v. City of Sanford, 

606 U.S. --- (2025), which may impact the Board’s examination of certain disability 

applicants. The 7-2 opinion held that retirees are not “qualified individuals” under the ADA. 

In Stanley, a former firefighter, who had retired due to a non-duty disability, brought an 

action against the City of Sanford, alleging disability discrimination in violation of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and a number of other state and federal laws based 

on the City’s different health-insurance related benefits. The Supreme Court held that to 

prevail under Title I of the ADA, a plaintiff must plead and prove that she held or desired 

a job and could perform its essential functions with or without reasonable accommodation, 

at the time of an employer's alleged act of disability-based discrimination. 

The issue in this case developed from a change in the City’s health insurance benefits. 

When Stanley was hired, the City offered health insurance until age 65 to two categories 

of retirees: (1) retirees with 25 years of service; and (2) retirees who retired due to 

disability. In 2003, the City narrowed its policy to only provide health insurance up to age 

65 to those retirees who had 25 years of service.  The City offered 24 months of health 

insurance to those who retired due to disability. At the time Stanley retired with 

Parkinson’s Disease in 2018, the 24-month policy was in place. She brought suit a year 

later, after her coverage expired. The question before the Court was whether a retired 
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employee, who does not hold or seek a job is a “qualified individual,” for purposes of 

barring discrimination under the ADA.   

The Court noted that under Section 12112(a) of the ADA, Title I prohibits discrimination 

against “qualified individual[s],” which is defined as someone “who, with or without 

reasonable accommodation, can perform the essential functions of the employment 

position that [she] holds or desires.” Given the use of present tense in the statute, the 

Court determined the provision does not reach retirees who neither hold nor desire a job 

at the time of discrimination.  

 

In addition to the textual evidence, the Court looked to precedent in Cleveland v. Policy 

Management Systems Corp., 526 U.S. 795 (1999). In Cleveland, the Court explained that 

an ADA plaintiff bears the burden of proving that she is a “qualified individual with a 

disability”—that is, a person “who, with or without reasonable accommodation, can 

perform the essential functions” of her job. Accordingly, the Court concluded, a plaintiff ’s 

sworn assertion that she is “unable to work” will appear to negate an essential element of 

her ADA case. 

 

The Court did, however, leave open a potential path for retirees who could show that they 

were disabled and qualified when the alleged discriminatory policy was adopted. 

 

For the Board’s purposes, Stanley is relevant should the Board be faced with a disability 

applicant who, at the same time, brings an ADA complaint against the plan sponsor.  A 

disability claim brought to the Board, where the individual claims to be permanently and 

totally disabled, directly conflicts with an ADA disability claim where the individual 

contends that they can perform the essential functions of the job with or without 

reasonable accommodation. If faced with this situation, the Board will be charged with 

deciding which version of those conflicting claims has been proven. 

 

Please contact us if you have any questions. 


