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Executive Summary 

In the past two decades the Iowa Department of Transportation and state government have 

considered expanding passenger rail services in Iowa, but these policies have failed to gain the support 

necessary to be enacted. This article analyzes what reasons there are for this lack of support, what other 

rural states have implemented regarding passenger rail, and explores the benefits of multiple policies that 

would implement passenger rail services in Iowa.  

Promoting rail in any capacity has the ability to benefit Iowans in a multitude of ways. Iowa is 

facing growing issues regarding brain drain or keeping residents in the state after graduation. Rail, 

increased access to public transportation in general, is a highly desirable trait among young people when 

considering where to live, potentially boosting Iowa’s favorability in the eyes of potential residents. 

Passenger rail also provides an alternative to driving, lessening the carbon emissions associated with long 

distance automotive transit. 

Despite the wide-spread potential rail holds in Iowa, we did find one policy proposal best lays the 

framework for future development in the state. We came to the conclusion that previous proposals of 

expanding Amtrak services in Iowa provide a solid foundation with which to implement supplementary 

transit policies and improve transit access for all Iowans. 

 

Introduction 

Expanding Rail Infrastructure in Iowa 

   

Ava Martinez, Jami Martin-Trainor, and Landon McPike 
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Over the past several years, the topic of rail as a feasible alternative to transit has entered the 

public sphere of conversation. While urban spaces have since implemented infrastructure and supported 

funding to strengthen these efforts, this has not been replicated in many rural spaces. In the eastern United 

States, rail efforts vary based on the needs of residents. From lines used within Metro areas such as 

Washington, D.C. and New York City, New York; for day-to-day use and other high-speed rails 

connecting said Metro areas; transit is molded to match demand. Hesitation in the Midwest for funding 

similar programs is rooted in the diverse needs of rural spaces.  

We argue there are iterations of rail expansion that would be beneficial to both urban and rural 

areas in the state of Iowa. We examined four policies that would increase the presence of rail, aiding in 

both inter and intrastate connection for Iowans. We started by assessing the state of rail and transit in 

Iowa as it stands, then explored three alternatives requiring varying levels of involvement and financial 

investment. Our first policy proposal is entering the Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail Commission, 

which is a small investment that could result in high rewards for little cost. Next we explored investment 

in Amtrak service expansion, which would require the state to commit significant matching funds, but the 

funding contributions from the federal government would be substantial and would provide notable 

benefits to urban Iowa communities and their surrounding areas. Finally, we assessed a more 

experimental policy proposal of a public-private partnership between the state of Iowa and the private 

freight rail industry to utilize pre-existing infrastructure in the Midwest to develop an independent rail 

service, providing more state control and opportunities for greater direct access to rural communities.  

In this policy paper, we have three set parameters by which we have assessed the effectiveness of 

each proposal: logistical feasibility, economic impact, and rural equality. These three set parameters will 

break down the shortcomings and benefits of each proposal, which range in cost, commitment, and 

complexity. 

For logistical feasibility, we will determine the potential difficulties of implementing the policy 

and the likelihood that the Iowa Legislature would approve the policy choice. Our assessment of 

economic impact included exploring potential benefits to Iowa’s local economy, specifically 
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understanding how interconnectedness can promote tourism in the state, estimating the potential for the 

generation of new jobs in the state, and breaking down the raw cost of the proposal. Finally, for rural 

equality we broach conversations regarding equitable access for both urban and rural Iowans to the 

benefits of the proposed policies. 

 Investment in mass transit infrastructure has the potential to curb many of the social issues 

impacting Iowa, which will continue to deteriorate under the status quo. One of the most pressing issues 

Iowa currently faces is “brain drain”, the loss of skilled individuals in fields necessary for the future of an 

area. (Dodani & Laporte, 2005) A survey conducted by South Carolina’s Employment and Workforce 

department ranked Iowa 9th amongst other states in terms of brain drain, and according to data collected 

from Iowa Workforce Development, an increasing number of young people are looking to leave the state 

of Iowa. In 2008, 47.1% of Iowa college students were planning on staying in the state of Iowa after 

graduation. As of 2024 that number has decreased to 40.8%. The rates of Iowa college students actively 

planing to leave the state are similar, with 2008 data showing only 27.4% of students with the intention to 

leave, while data from 2024 shows 38% of students hope to leave Iowa (Iowa Workforce Development, 

2024). 

 

Figure 1 
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 One of the largest draws of Iowa is its central position within the United States. Situated between 

several large cities with growing populations — Chicago, Minneapolis, Kansas City, Columbus, 

Indianapolis, and Madison, to name a few — workers can have access to a variety of urban spaces while 

benefiting from the lower cost of living in Iowa. But this appeal is lost when accessibility isn’t present. A 

lack of mass transit infrastructure in Iowa creates an environment of lower mobility for those who will not 

or cannot drive to these surrounding areas. Without supporting and improving public transit to these 

areas, that benefit which would incentivize young, college-educated people to stay in the state of Iowa is 

lost. 

Increasing rail infrastructure in Iowa would also generate environmental benefits. While personal 

vehicle use is not the only factor that contributes to carbon emissions, it does play a non-negligible role in 

the current state of the environment. The vast majority of transportation in Iowa takes the form of 

automobiles. Currently the only realistic way for most Iowans to get to other major cities in the Midwest 

and beyond is to either drive individual vehicles or fly, neither of which are environmentally conscious 

choices. Transportation is the largest emitter of greenhouse gasses in the United States, making up 28% of 

national emissions. In recent years this level has decreased by less than 1% annually despite numerous 

carbon reduction plans being put in place. Expanded passenger rail service would provide a more energy 

efficient means of traveling long distances to Iowans.  

Evaluative Criteria 

In order to evenly evaluate all of the following proposals we used three distinct parameters. The 

first criteria is logistical feasibility, where we looked at how realistic each proposal would be to 

implement in a practical sense and how likely the state legislature would be to back it. Second is 

economic impact, where we looked at the state’s estimated monetary contribution in relation to the 

revenue each proposal would bring to the state economy, and what impacts there would be on the job 

market. Finally we investigated each proposal's impact on rural equality to see what Iowans living in rural 

areas have to gain from each proposal and how the proposals impact interconnectedness within the state.  
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Status Quo 

 There is currently one passenger rail line running in Iowa. Amtrak’s California Zephyr route runs 

once daily from Council Bluffs to Burlington Iowa, but this route encompasses only 11 of Iowa’s 99 

counties (Iowa DOT, 2022). Such limited access to passenger rail in the state means that Iowans must rely 

on other forms of long-haul transportation, with cars being the most popular with 114,879 miles of public 

roadways in Iowa (Iowa DOT, 2014).  

 

Logistical Feasibility 

 Since sticking to the status quo requires no active change on behalf of legislators there is a high 

likelihood that it will persevere. However, recently there has been movement at local levels and within the 

legislature that demonstrates ambitions to improve passenger rail in the state of Iowa. 

 As of July 2024 there have been proposals for the CRANDIC freight line connecting Cedar 

Rapids and Iowa City to enter a trial period as a passenger line as well. This proposal is moving through 

the Johnson County offices and the Iowa City City Council (Woolard, 2024). There has also been 

legislation passed through the state house regarding a passenger rail commission, or MIPRC, which will 

be touched on in our next proposal (HF 591). 

 

Economic Impact 

 Keeping with the status quo would have the least economic impact out of all our proposals. 

Currently, Iowa’s public transit is funded by a tax levy whose rates have not increased in recent years to 

match the rising cost associated with upkeep on public transit (Iowa DOT, n.d). There is also an argument 

to be made that in keeping with the status quo Iowa faces the possibility of losing out on a major source 

of revenue and jobs associated with the creation and maintenance associated with large scale passenger 

rail infrastructure.  
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Rural Equality 

As it stands, rural Iowa is extremely disconnected from the rest of the state. There is limited 

infrastructure to support transit between metro areas in Iowa, and even less resources allocated to 

connecting rural spaces to other Midwest hubs. Improving rail transit in any way, shape, or form would be 

beneficial in promoting interconnectedness and rural equality. 

 

Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail Commission 

 A regional approach Iowa can consider is the Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail Commission 

(MIPRC). Established in the year 2000, the MIPRC relies on its interstate network to develop new and 

existing rail infrastructure to create a modern and comprehensive rail system. It strives to accomplish this 

goal by working with state legislators to advocate at all levels of government and ensuring that 

midwestern states have the support needed for intense interstate collaboration. Current members include 

Illinois, Kansas, Missouri, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. The MIPRC has been responsible for 

acquiring/supporting funding for many of their members' projects. One of those projects belongs to 

Wisconsin who has been awarded a federal Consolidated Rail Infrastructure & Safety Improvements 

(CRISI) grant in FY25 worth $72.8 million from which will go towards the planning and construction of 

new tracks that will be used for both passenger and freight trains. The Wisconsin Department of 

Transportation and Amtrak will provide a 20% non-federal match which would amount to about $7 

million each, much less than would be owed without grants acquired by the MIPRC (Davis, 2024) 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

 Legislation for Iowa to join the MIPRC was introduced by the house transportation committee in 

the form of HF 591 and was placed on the calendar in February of 2024. It passed on February 19, 2024 

with an overwhelming majority as 86 representatives voted in favor and only 6 voting against. This 

substantial margin bodes well for the future of the legislation.  
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After moving on to the senate as SF 2315 and passing through committee, it was placed in the 

calendar as unfinished business in March 2024, thus tabling it until the 2025 legislative session (Legiscan, 

2023). This delay was most likely caused by more pressing matters taking priority however the 

overwhelming majority it got in the house means it is not likely to remain tabled for long.  

 

Economic Impact 

 Out of all our other proposals the MIPRC requires the most amount of patience to see its 

economic benefits. For Iowa there would be an annual buy-in to the commission of $15,000 in return for 

which Iowa representatives would gain access to federal grants and input on rail plans. Any other costs 

associated with commission initiative would be voluntary, as there are provisions protecting states from 

financing projects unless they want to or unless another state’s law forces them (HF 591, 2023). Even so, 

the cost associated with developing this infrastructure would be significantly less when partnering with 

the MIPRC because of the commission's ability to jointly apply for substantial grants from the federal 

government/federal rail administration (FRA) to help with the cost of projects. One such grant received in 

November of 2024 amounted to 1.48 million dollars for an MIPRC project funded through the federal 

CRISIS program which also awarded millions to MIPRC member states as individual entities.  

 The economic benefits associated with participation in MIPRC projects are not guaranteed and 

participation is a long-term investment. Should everything go to plan the payout would be significantly 

higher than any of our other proposals. A 2021 retrospective of a Missouri passenger rail line showed 

substantial economic benefits. While this line was not associated with the MIPRC, the programming is 

comparable in nature and could lead to similar benefits. The line generated $22 million in tax revenue, 

$65 million in annual labor income, and $208 million in annual economic activity. Along with the amount 

of money it brought in there were also 1,205 jobs added annually, getting more Missourians employed 

and contributing to the workforce (MissouriDOT, 2021). This is an example of what a major rail line 

could do for Iowa, the Midwest Regional Rail Plan would see that Iowa gets a new major line along with 

improving the existing Amtrak line and integrating freight lines.  
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Rural Equality 

Out of the varied policy proposals, the MIPRC does not guarantee any specific lines or 

programming, the distinct Midwestern connection does bode well for potential rural equality that could be 

bolstered through the development of rail. Because the Midwest is home to a vast number of rural spaces, 

an organization dedicated to promoting rail regionally will likely ensure rural equality is a focus when 

proposing lines.  

That lens is seen when observing MIPRC’s relationship with agriculture. Since the Midwest 

Regional Rail Plan influences most of the MIPRC’s current activities it is important to note that the 

wellbeing of the agrarian community was taken into big consideration when writing the plan. Specifically, 

Iowa’s high hog exports make up 30% of the national total, this makes it one of the most important 

industries in the state (Federal Railroad Administration, 2021). Since agriculture and livestock make up 

such a large portion of Iowa’s economic activity it employs 1 in 5 Iowans which totals at around 385,000 

people (Bjoin, 2024). Since rural areas are already disconnected from urban hubs it is crucial that these 

individuals and their industries be supported 

  Understanding that freight rail plays a key role in the flow of goods in and out of rural areas is a 

priority for the MPIC, seeing as the development of new passenger rails will inevitably have an impact on 

freight lines and their operations. The key focus area to prevent as many negative interactions as possible 

for the MPIC is population quantity and movement, to keep rail traffic at a minimum and determine 

where the most people are going (Federal Railroad Administration, 2021). 

 

Amtrak 

Amtrak is the largest passenger rail service operating in the United States. Because of Amtrak’s 

size and reach, implementing policy to develop new or renewed passenger rail service in Iowa 

necessitates collaboration with Amtrak to build effective interstate services Direct partnership with 

Amtrak in carrying out expansion of rail services in Iowa provides a clear path for funding and design.  
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“In 2009, the states of Iowa and Illinois partnered to study and pursue funding for intercity 

passenger rail service… between Chicago, Moline, and Iowa City.”(2022 Iowa State Rail Plan) This 

project was planned as the first phase in developing a passenger rail line servicing a route from Chicago, 

Illinois to Council Bluffs, Iowa. In 2011 the federal funds for this first phase were provided, with Iowa 

receiving a $53 million matching funds grant from the Federal Rail Administration (FRA) to establish rail 

service from Moline to Iowa City. Despite this success Iowa declined to provide the $20.6 million in state 

funds required to receive the FRA’s matching funds.  

Despite Amtrak’s continued support for the project, progress towards expanding Iowa’s 

passenger rail services has floundered since this rejection. In 2013 the Iowa, Illinois, and federal 

departments of transportation released a report detailing a full plan for establishing service from Chicago 

to Council Bluffs. Amtrak’s current 2035 expansion plan also includes the proposed extension of service 

to Moline and Iowa City, showing continued support for expanding Amtrak service in Iowa despite the 

state’s lack of commitment. Any plans for extending passenger rail service in Iowa will require 

collaboration with Amtrak to be effective. This policy option discusses the benefits and drawbacks of 

accepting and implementing the existing Amtrak expansion plan, and from there encouraging continued 

expansion of service to Des Moines and Council Bluffs in the future.  

 

Figure 2 (Amtrak 2035 expansion plan Midwest map) 
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Figure 3 (map of proposed Chicago to Council Bluffs - Omaha phases map) 

 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

 A major political hurdle for Amtrak expansion in Iowa is the strong possibility that freight rail 

companies will lobby against expanding passenger rail services. The vast majority of passenger rail 

services outside of the north-east United States are run on tracks owned by freight companies. Freight 

companies are required to give passenger trains the right-of-way on their tracks, but this law is not 

strongly enforced, and companies would prefer to avoid any passenger trains using their tracks altogether 

due to the freight industry practice of ‘precision scheduling’. Precision scheduling involves several 

measures meant to cut costs as much as possible, including maintaining a minimal amount of tracks. This 

has led to the loss of parallel rail lines in some areas as well as routes being dropped from service in full. 

These freight companies would prefer to not have to share their rails with Amtrak passenger trains, and 

would especially like to avoid the costs of maintaining routes and parallel lines up to the standards 

Amtrak would require.  

 Another issue that may dampen potential support for investment in Amtrak expansion is the 

uncertainty as to the extent of expansion. While the current Amtrak 2035 expansion plan includes a 
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connection from Moline to Iowa City, there is no guarantee that Amtrak will prioritize continued 

expansion onward to Des Moines and Council Bluffs.  

Physical logistics of Amtrak expansion are not a significant concern. Most services would be 

provided along already existing rail right-of-ways, and any construction along these routes would have 

minimal impacts on surrounding land and neighborhoods. Unfortunately, sustained lack of interest in 

investing in this policy over the past decade in Iowa’s legislature, the high potential for lobbying from 

freight rail companies, and lack of state control over this project are what make the immediate viability of 

this option difficult. The lack of public interest is a major factor in the weight these political downsides 

have on passenger rail investment. If state leaders in favor of passenger rail expansion and its benefits 

were to create publicity in support, then the interest of Iowans in this project may create greater support 

for a push towards rail expansion. 

 

Economic Impact 

While initiating studies for passenger rail service expansion with Illinois in 2009, Iowa’s 

reluctance to commit the required state matching funds to finance this expansion demonstrates a major 

political barrier towards investment in Amtrak. The $20.6 million that was necessary for the 2011 grant 

for service extension from Moline to Iowa City will have increased due to inflation. But viewing this 

option purely from the perspective of raw costs ignores that federal grants for the expansion would fund 

the majority of the project; the $53 million offered in the 2011 federal grant would have covered over 

70% of the projected costs for the expansion from Moline to Iowa City.  

When compared to paying for these projects unilaterally, the long-term financial benefits of 

passenger rail discussed earlier in this paper would also provide returns on the investment much quicker 

thanks to the funding from FRA matching grants. Construction and upgrades of train lines will create 

jobs, along with long term job growth through more active passenger stations being located within Iowa. 

Better interconnectedness via train would generate more tourism. A connection from Iowa City to 

Chicago alone could generate significant tourism as it would connect the University of Iowa to the rest of 
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the Big Ten universities in the Midwest and east coast via train. Greater train support increases the 

amount of people interested in taking jobs in Iowa. Overcoming pushback to funding for passenger rail 

expansion from fiscally conservative members of the Iowa legislature and governor’s office remains as a 

notable hurdle for building state support for these projects, but emphasizing both the long- and short-term 

economic benefits is a key element of advancing support for Amtrak expansion.  

 

Rural Equality 

The lack of rural accessibility to passenger rail services is a prime factor in the lack of enthusiasm 

for Amtrak expansion in Iowa. Outside of urban areas, most Iowans would need to drive long distances to 

utilize interstate rail services. The extended length of time it would take new services to reach Des 

Moines and Council Bluffs is another factor limiting enthusiasm from urban areas west of Iowa City as 

well. The lack of state control with Amtrak expansion means there is not much Iowa could do to increase 

rural accessibility with the Amtrak policy alone. However, this could be mitigated by increasing bus 

routes and investment in park-and-ride designs for new Amtrak stations in the state. The 2013 joint 

passenger rail expansion study suggested implementing feeder bus routes to several communities in 

northern Iowa as a means of increasing accessibility to Amtrak services. Detailed discussion of these 

potential mitigating strategies lies outside the scope of this paper. Multimodal designs for new passenger 

rail stations in Iowa is another method of increasing accessibility for surrounding rural communities as 

well as the urban areas the stations are built in.  

It is important to address the concern of where the tracks for this expanded passenger service 

would be built. Thankfully, Amtrak primarily runs trains on already existing rail right-of-ways currently 

owned and operated by freight companies. The 2013 joint study on implementing the Chicago to Council-

Bluffs found that “These impacts would be relatively minor linear amounts that would be needed for 

adding parallel track and siding to the existing railroad grade. No severances of existing farmland would 

occur.” Even with needed renovation of tracks that have not been maintained by freight companies would 

have minimal impacts on the private property of citizens or the surrounding environments.  
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 On the topic of precision scheduling, there is also the issue of increased rail traffic in rural 

communities. Freight companies maintaining fewer tracks and running longer trains has led to 

significantly increased rail traffic in a number of rural communities and caused frequent blocked road 

crossings. “Blocked crossings, especially in rural communities, can prevent vital emergency services from 

responding in a timely manner.” (NCSL article) While Amtrak trains would be much shorter than 

precision scheduled freight trains, the added strain on rural communities would harm public perception of 

these investments. If Amtrak expansion does take place in Iowa, construction of parallel tracks along 

routes as well as increased safety features on tracks would help mitigate this issue. Furthermore, Iowa 

could pass legislation mitigating the harm blocked crossings cause to these communities.  

 

Public-Private Partnership 

 Other states in the region have set precedent for a partnership between private and state entities to 

bolster both transit and trade for the state. While this is not as common of an option for promoting public 

transit, it is an efficient use of resources that already exist within the state. Considering the state and scope 

of freight trains in Iowa, the infrastructure is already there to support regional transit in that regard. The 

primary questions that need to be addressed are the logistics of the process — meaning what specific 

resources need to be invested — and understanding what entities would need to be contacted for 

collaboration. 

Minnesota is one such example of a state where private infrastructure was utilized by the 

government to help supplement transit in rural spaces. While the manifestation of this program is not for 

rail, the framework and thinking could be applicable, and the justifications are identical. The Minnesota 

Department of Transportation specifically implemented a program to utilize “underused private vehicles 

and school buses” to fill the resource gap in rural areas. The study associated with the programming found 

increased walkability and accessibility broadly within the rural community in question (Minnesota DOT, 

2023). While this programming was supplemented with on-demand transit and modern technology, the 

pilot program was incredibly successful. 
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 The public-private partnership may not manifest in the exact same way as Minnesota — 

predominantly because we are looking at rail rather than bus — but this program does prove that 

successful precedent for collaboration does exist.  

 

Logistical Feasibility 

 The biggest barrier to this proposal would be working out the logistics. Due to the collaborative 

nature of this effort, the Iowa legislature would be required to both seek out and incentivize this 

programming to private entities. The other barrier in this collaboration is that freight lines span beyond 

the state of Iowa, meaning stakeholders are not likely not based locally. 

 That being said, utilizing pre-existing lines that are already hitting Iowa’s metropolitan areas 

while connecting with rural spaces is entirely logical. The current infrastructure across the state of Iowa is 

rather robust, and these same lines connecting Iowa internally also reach other larger cities in the 

Midwest, including Minneapolis and Chicago. As previously stated, there is also precedent for this 

programming. As outlined in the example in Minnesota’s rural community, working with private entities 

for transit-related resources is not reinventing the wheel. Rather, it’s expanding upon a framework that 

already exists, which could be mimicked to aid in the successful implementation of a rail program. 

 

Economic Impact 

The economic impact for this policy would depend on what the partnership ultimately looks like. 

To incentivize businesses to collaborate with these government entities, the government — whether that 

be federal or state — would have to put up a certain amount of funding to make the collaboration 

worthwhile. However, previous iterations of this collaboration vary in manifestation for the 

incentivization. From repairing existing lines to offering up a static stipend to pay for the shared use of 

lines, there are clever and creative ways to work with these private entities while benefiting from said 

resources. 
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If Iowa decided to look at rail repairs and put up funding for that collaboration, jobs would also 

be produced in the state. As previously stated, the infrastructure for rail already exists in the state of Iowa. 

However, in the case that Iowa chooses to improve and aid in the upkeep of these lines, new jobs could be 

produced across the state in both urban and rural spaces. These collaborative efforts also inherently 

benefit the private entities in question, allowing for them to garner more financial stability thanks to 

governmental support. 

Freight trains in rural areas are already crucial to the economy and general trade infrastructure. 

According to an analysis from researchers at Ohio State University, freight lines are an essential way to 

connect rural businesses to urban hubs, ensuring they are able to reach markets beyond their own (Ohio 

State University Extension, 2019). By supporting the private entities that go on to support rural 

businesses, the state of Iowa can benefit from multiple entry points as a byproduct of these hypothetical 

partnerships.  

 

Rural Equality 

 As previously stipulated, a major concern regarding the expansion of public transit via rail in 

Iowa is the potential for limited impact to rural areas. Interconnectedness does not mean much if the only 

spaces being reached are metropolitan. However, by nature of where the pre-existing freight lines already 

exist across Iowa, that does not have to be the case. While it may not be feasible to have a stop in every 

single one of Iowa’s 99 counties, it is certainly possible to reach beyond the handful of large cities in the 

state.  

 Iowa’s current freight lines create a grid across the state, connecting the state both laterally and 

longitudinally. The main barrier that partially negates the grid layout is the diverse ownership of freight 

lines in Iowa. According to the Iowa Department of Transportation, there are 20 different railroad 

operators with lines in Iowa.  

That being said, there are specific lines under consolidated ownership that are dispersed across 

the state which would minimize the need to collaborate with a variety of private entities. The Union 
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Pacific Railroad Private Track is one of the most prominent lines in the state, spanning across central 

Iowa while branching off into counties to the north and south. 

 

Figure 4 

 

 

This proposal is also conscious of rural farmland and the importance of preserving and reserving 

certain spaces for agricultural purposes. Considering that these lines are all preexisting, we are able to 

ensure that farmland is not negatively impacted by the introduction of new rail paths. As agriculture 

remains a core focus and economic driver in the state of Iowa, we fully understand the implementation of 

new lines could cut into farmland and devastate production in Iowa. In relying on lines that already exist, 

that concern is entirely curbed.  

 

Conclusion 

The three policy options discussed in this paper offer multiple levels of commitment and 

economic investment in expanding passenger rail services in Iowa, providing Iowa legislators multiple 

points of entry to choose from. Joining the Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail Commission is an 

accessible and low cost option that allows better access to future grants for passenger rail projects and 

coordination with neighboring states on developing interstate passenger rail, but does not provide any 

physical improvements to existing rail infrastructure. Amtrak expansion provides a well studied and 

funded plan for establishing more passenger rail service in Iowa by utilizing and upgrading existing 
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freight rail lines, but it has a high price tag and minimal state control for a service with low accessibility 

for rural communities. Public-private partnerships allow for significant state control of funding and can 

provide access to rail transit to many rural communities in the state, but requires a less straightforward 

process of incentivizing private freight companies to develop passenger services in the state. 

Expanding passenger rail services in any form will benefit Iowans according to our analyzed 

parameters; boosting Iowa’s desirability in the eyes of young workers and lowering carbon emissions. 

None of the aforementioned proposals would reach each and every one of Iowa’s 99 counties. The 

implementation of several of these policies on a longer time scale after Amtrak services are established 

provides a comprehensive network of transit connections accessible to the majority of Iowans, both urban 

and rural.  

While each of these options provide benefits to Iowans and their access to interstate transit, we 

recommend that prioritizing Amtrak as a means of developing passenger rail in Iowa is the best starting 

point. While there has been hesitance to invest in Amtrak expansion for over a decade, Amtrak is a 

service provider that would add Iowa to its broad network of service. The existing research on 

implementing Amtrak services in Iowa provides a clear plan of action for Iowans and the Iowa legislature 

to consider. Outside of the large financial investment and centralized access of Amtrak expansion, this 

policy has minimal downsides for Iowa residents. Investment in Amtrak with matching federally funded 

grants significantly decreases the cost factor compared to unilateral rail service implementation, and is 

easier to estimate when compared to joint funding of passenger rail lines between the Iowa government 

and the private sector.  

The expansion of Amtrak services in Iowa also provides a strong foundation on which to build 

future transit policy. The centralized access to Amtrak in urban areas can be supplemented by expanding 

bus routes and building park-and-ride lots at new stations. Joining the Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail 

Commission provides Iowa easier access to grants for future passenger rail expansion projects, whether 

they be Amtrak or state public-private partnership lines.  
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Executive Summary 

Rural Iowa is experiencing detrimental health consequences due to the shortage of physicians. 

They face unique challenges in recruiting and retaining physicians and accessing existing healthcare 

services like telehealth. In this paper, we will assess and recommend solutions to the declining healthcare 

quality in rural communities brought on by the shortage of physicians. While this problem is not unique 

to Iowa and the shortage spans to include the entirety of the healthcare workforce, for this paper, we will 

only address Iowa and physician-specific issues regarding rural healthcare. This paper first evaluates the 

leading causes of the shortage and then the effects on healthcare quality in rural Iowa. To address the 

issue outlined thoroughly, it was imperative to offer both long-term and short-term policy 

implementation/expansion measures. This left us with two main avenues for policy recommendation, 

increasing/expanding retention and recruitment programs in rural communities and implementing direct 

institutional assistance such as telehealth for practitioners and patients in rural areas. Both these proposals 

expand on existing infrastructure Iowa currently has in place; however, they offer a more direct approach 

for specific resolution to the needs of Iowa’s physician shortage. The first policy alternative explores 

recruitment and retention policies focused on implementing long-term solutions throughout a potential 

physician's career (high school, college, medical school, residency, practicing). The consideration and 

evaluation of potential policies involved discussions of pipeline programs, rural scholarships, rural 

fieldwork programs, increased loan repayment programs, increased residency programs, quality-of-life 

incentives, and physician match programs. After evaluating Iowa’s current infostructure for some of the 

policies and the implementation and/or expansion demands of other policies, three stood out as the most 

effective, both institutionally and cost-wise, for addressing Iowa’s physician shortage: the pipeline 

programs, increased residency programs, and increased quality of life/practice in rural community 

programs. The second policy alternative examines programs to overcome the digital barriers of telehealth, 

an existing healthcare service, for rural Iowans. Increasing their access to healthcare services even from a 

distance. The policy alternative seeks to provide direct institutional support for telehealth by establishing 

digital literacy programs and providing access to electronic devices. The recommendation emerged from 

discussions focused on overcoming digital barriers to healthcare services, specifically targeting the needs 

of rural community members. 

Addressing Rural Iowa’s Physician Shortage and Healthcare 

Challenges 

 
Ella Apana-Stipe and Ondrea Li 
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Problem Definition 

Rural Iowa has been facing a severe physician shortage crisis. Though most of the country is 

facing healthcare worker shortages following the pandemic, Iowa is ranked 44th in the nation when it 

comes to physician supply and ranks in the lower half of states in terms of implementing action on the 

shortage (Cicero, 2024). While the entirety of the state is at risk of operating under more extreme 

shortages, rural counties are even more vulnerable to these shortages as they already have 17% fewer 

physicians than urban areas. (Lensing, 2024). This is significant because 65 of Iowa’s 99 counties are 

considered health professional shortage areas (HPSAs) where approximately one-third of Iowa’s 

population resides {see figure 1}. Additionally, the physician-to-patient ratio in rural Iowa counties 

decreased by 8% (from 55.3 to 51.4) and by only 1% (from 62.9 to 62.2) in urban counties between 2013 

and 2024 (Lensing et al., 2024). The shortages in rural Iowa have disproportionately affected the health of 

rural communities due to the difficulties of accessing healthcare services in these areas. This lack of 

access has led many rural Iowans to forego or delay their health checkups, resulting in the exacerbation of 

health disparities. 

Figure 1: Health Professional Shortage Areas: Primary Care, by County, July 2024 in Iowa 

 

(HRSA, 2024) 
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Background 

The shortage of physicians is a persistent issue within the United States healthcare system and has 

caused many living in rural areas to experience unique, detrimental effects to their health and community. 

While the shortage of physicians existed before the COVID-19 pandemic, the pandemic exacerbated the 

issue by causing physicians to retire early, leave the profession, or relocate. The physician shortage is also 

contributed by the trends of the aging healthcare workforce. Within the next year 2024-25, 27% of US 

Physicians plan on retirement or are of retirement age. This is an increase from only 21% in 2022 {see 

figure 2}.  

 

Figure 2: Percentage of physicians in the US that plan to retire within the next year from 2012 to 2024 

 

(The Physician Foundation @Statistica 2024) 

Currently, 31.9% of Iowa physicians are within retirement range which indicates that Iowa will 

see more physicians retire in the next few years (Cicero, 2024). Iowa hospitals and physicians are still 

recovering from the toll of the pandemic. The persisting, leftover symptoms of the pandemic have led to 

many other factors amplifying the physician shortage. Burnout, which refers to the decline in the quality 

of work in both physical and psychological health has become a leading issue across the country for 

aggravating the shortage (Maslach and Leiter, 2016). Burnout among physicians in Iowa has accelerated 

the rate of physicians leaving the workforce. The shortage has called for staff to work overtime and take 

on larger, unmanageable workloads leading to stress and burnout. A survey by the Iowa Health Care 

Association revealed that 91% of providers have asked staff to work overtime (IHCA, 2021). 72% say 
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that burnout and stress factor into a worker’s decision to leave the workforce (IHCA, 2021). Additionally, 

not only is burnout reducing Iowa’s percentage of practicing physicians but also the large volume of brain 

drain occurring in the state. Brain drain, or the loss of skilled/educated workers from one area, industry, 

or sector to another, is another leading cause of the physician shortage in Iowa. Currently, Iowa has about 

a (34.2 %) college graduate loss rate, the difference between college grads being produced in a state and 

college grads living in that state. This percentage ranks Iowa in the bottom 4th among US states, in college 

graduate loss rate according to analysis done by the Washington Post with data from the National Bureau 

of Economic Research (Van Dam, 2022).  

While Iowa’s medical schools produce many prospective doctors, ranking at #10 out of 50 for the 

number of medical students trained per 100,000 population, retention of those students is a looming issue 

(Carver College of Medicine, 2020) {see figure 3}. 

Figure 3: Ratios of Primary Care Physicians per 100,000 Population by US State, 2022 

(AMA Physician Professional Data with the U.S. Census Bureau) 

Iowa does not have enough residency/fellowship opportunities to account for all its graduates. “Iowa 

ranks number 25 out of 50 states for the number of graduate medical education positions and when one 

looks at the ratio of medical students/graduate medical education positions, Iowa ranks in the bottom ten 

states” (Iowa legislature 2020). This means we have considerable amounts of medical school graduates 

but low residency and fellowship spots. To reduce Iowa’s brain drain issue, retention/recruitment efforts 

need to be expanded.  



28 
 

In addition to prospective physician graduates leaving Iowa, rural Iowa faces an additional set of 

challenges in recruiting and retaining physicians. Physicians are reluctant and/or lack interest in relocating 

to rural areas due to reasons like unfamiliarity with rural communities, lack of career opportunities for 

spouses, and/or fear of social isolation (Mohammadiaghdam et al., 2020). While the physician shortage 

continues to exist all throughout Iowa, the issue is worse in rural Iowa.  

 

Health Impact 

The physician shortage in rural Iowa has had detrimental health impacts on rural community 

members. The shortage of physicians has led to the loss of specialized care. “More than 33% of counties 

in the state are considered maternity care deserts, where access to services is limited or absent, and 68,815 

women live in a county without a single obstetric provider, according to a 2023 March of Dimes report” 

(Mascarenhas, 2024) {See figure 4}.  

Figure 4: Map of Access to Hospitals or Birth Centers in Iowa 2020 

 

(March of Dimes, 2023)  

Additionally, Iowa’s aging population will require a significant increase in physician care as 

seniors often suffer from more health problems like diabetes, heart diseases and hypertension than 

younger populations (Grimes, 2022). The shortage of physicians disproportionately impacts marginalized 

communities, like those living in rural areas of Iowa where access to healthcare is hard to come by due to 

the decreasing workforce density of physicians in rural communities. According to the American Medical 

Association, 97 out of 99 Iowa counties are classified as health professional shortage areas or HPSA’s 

(2024). The shortage has significantly impacted the quality of healthcare for rural Iowans as patients are 

forced to travel more than 20 miles to access inpatient or emergency care. This means rural Iowans must 

rely on access or reliable transportation to seek healthcare services. As a result, rural community 
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individuals are more likely to forgo treatment, testing, and/or preventative services, risking their health. 

These factors contribute to rural Iowan’s health disparities constituting for sicker and poorer 

communities. “Overall, higher rural mortality at the state level can be explained by three factors: 

socioeconomic deprivation, physician shortages, and lack of health insurance. These factors reflect a 

state's health policies, such as expansion of eligibility for Medicaid, health infrastructure, and 

socioeconomic conditions. Our findings suggest that state and federal policy efforts to address rural-urban 

disparities in these areas could alleviate the higher rates of all-cause mortality faced by rural US 

residents” (Gong, 2019).  

 

Alternative Evaluation Criteria 

In our analysis, this legislative paper accounts for two key issues: the shortage of physicians in 

rural Iowa and the health impacts resulting from the shortage. We offer two alternatives to these issues. 

First, we provide policy solutions to address the long-term impacts of the shortage by increasing 

recruitment and retention strategies of medical students and current practicing physicians in rural Iowa. 

This alternative will address several potential policy actions the state could take or improve upon to 

address the shortage such as: improving loan repayment options, expanding public health 

education/career options in rural high schools, and easing quality of life and practice in rural 

communities. Several of these strategies are currently implemented in Iowa, however, they need to 

expand the existing programs to better address the shortage. The second alternative addresses the current 

and immediate health needs of these communities. It proposes the introduction of digital literacy 

programs and increased access to electronic devices in rural areas addressing the digital divide of 

Telehealth to address the immediate health impacts of the shortage.  

To determine which policy alternative would best serve rural Iowans’ needs, we outlined three 

criteria to evaluate the policy alternatives: Institutional feasibility, cost association, and effectiveness. 

These three criteria were selected based on our belief that they will evaluate the success of the 

alternative’s abilities to address the issue best, thus aiding the determination of our policy 

recommendations.  

1. Institutional Feasibility 

Institutional feasibility will look at both the political, and logistical, feasibility of the policy 

alternative and existing infrastructure. This criterion will evaluate the likelihood of Iowa legislatures 

considering the policy alternative and logistical infrastructure factors that may be obstacles or ease to 

implementing the policy. Under the potential of Iowa legislatures considering the policy alternative, this 

criterion will utilize factors such as whether Iowa legislatures have taken action/priority in the past to 

address the issue and whether neighboring states have implemented a similar policy. Logistically, the 
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evaluation examines Iowa’s existing infrastructure and institutional capacity to support the policy, 

including whether current programs, resources, and agencies could facilitate its implementation. 

Additionally, it considers potential obstacles, such as a lack of digital infrastructure (e.g., broadband for 

telehealth) or resistance from professional groups, as well as opportunities for synergies with existing 

programs. Reviewing successful policy examples from other states—particularly those with similar 

political environments—offers valuable insight into the potential challenges and benefits of the policy, 

helping gauge its overall feasibility in Iowa’s unique context. 

2. Cost Association Evaluation  

Cost Association Evaluation is used to measure the cost of implementing the policy alternative 

and whether the policy alternative is economically reasonable and feasible to implement. This evaluation 

seeks to determine not only the total costs associated with the adoption and execution of the policy but 

also whether these costs are economically justifiable and attainable within the context of available 

resources. The goal is to determine whether the policy's anticipated benefits—whether economic, social, 

or environmental—justify the financial investment required for its execution. A key component of the 

Cost Association Evaluation is the assessment of the state’s capacity to allocate sufficient funds to 

support the policy. This includes analyzing the budgetary constraints and potential sources of funding, 

while also considering the long-term sustainability of financial commitments associated with the policy. 

The evaluation seeks to ensure that the policy alternative is not only economically viable in the short term 

but also sustainable over time. 

3. Effectiveness Evaluation 

The effectiveness evaluation assesses how well the proposed policy will address Iowa’s physician 

shortage and its broader healthcare challenges, particularly in rural areas. By reviewing the successes and 

challenges of similar policies in other states, the evaluation identifies strategies that could work in Iowa, 

such as financial incentives to retain and recruit physicians, especially in rural areas. The policy’s 

effectiveness will also depend on its ability to attract younger professionals, address the aging workforce, 

and provide targeted support for underserved regions through expanded training and telemedicine 

initiatives. The timeline for impact may vary, with some benefits seen in the short term (e.g., financial 

incentives) and others in the long term (e.g., workforce expansion). The policy’s success will be measured 

by its ability to alleviate physician shortages, improve healthcare access and quality, reduce health 

disparities, and stimulate economic growth, particularly in rural areas where healthcare access is most 

limited. 

Policy Alternatives 
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Retention & Recruitment Program  

 One solution to the physician shortage is to focus on recruitment and retention efforts in rural 

practices. Attracting physicians to rural communities has been challenging. Many reasons contribute to 

this: Lower wages, less support, burnout, retirement, etc. For several of the same reasons retention of 

active, practicing rural physicians has become difficult. Iowa must improve its retention and recruitment 

strategies, to maximize the number of physicians practicing in rural Iowa. Under this policy alternative, 

there are three principal areas where retention or recruitment efforts should be increased: recruitment of 

medical students, retention of medical students, and retention of current practicing rural physicians. 

Discussion of policy options in these principal areas and the specific retention/recruitment needs in te 

areas is crucial in determining the most effective alternatives for our policy recommendations.  

Status Quo: Iowa Healthcare Policies  

The Iowa State Legislature has made considerable progress in implementing policy changes to 

better address the landscape of healthcare in the state.  

• Family Medicine OB Fellowship program: “provides obstetrical training to up to 4 physicians 

per year in exchange for practicing in a rural community for a minimum of 5 years” (2023)  

• Granting and Renewal of Licenses: removed barriers to professional licensure in the state; 

“which allows new Iowa residents with an out-of-state license to use their skills and training 

in the same licensed profession” (2020) 

• Rural Emergency Hospitals: a new hospital license category, allowing for easier and greater 

expansion of rural healthcare resources (2023) 

• Iowa Office of Apprenticeship: established to expand and promote apprenticeship programs 

at the state level to build Iowa’s workforce. The healthcare industry has recently been added 

to the list of available industry apprenticeships (2023) 

While all these diverse programs/initiatives are conducive to mitigating the issues Iowa is 

experiencing in the healthcare industry, these do not directly address the physician shortage that is 

exacerbating the healthcare quality in rural Iowa. The retention and recruitment policies in Iowa currently 

are limited. They either lack state-specific programs, or they are not expansive enough to address the 

issue in the long run. Right now, most of Iowa’s recruitment and retention programs/strategies focus on 

financial incentives and only target medical students or resident doctors.  

Status Quo: Iowa Retention and Recruitment Policies  

• The National Health Service Corps (NHSC) Scholarship Program: “awards scholarships to 

students pursuing degrees in primary care health and to obtain this, they must commit to 

working in a Health Professional Shortage Areas (HSPA) for 2 years post-grad.”  
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• Carver Rural Iowa Scholars Program (CRISP): “students are matched with a physician 

mentor throughout the four years of the medical program. Interactions will include shadow 

experiences and discussions regarding career planning, especially during the final year of 

medical school.” (CCOM, 2024) 

• Iowa Primary Care Provider Loan Repayment Program: (educational loan repayment 

assistance programs for primary care health professionals in return for a 2-year service 

commitment in a HSPA in Iowa.) 

• Conrad 30 J-1 Visa Waiver program: (offers a J-1 Visa waiver to foreign physicians who 

commit to serving for 3 years in HSPA of Iowa, waiving the foreign medical residency 

requirement and allowing them to remain in the United States) 

Again, these programs are not operating efficiently enough to keep up with the amount of brain 

drain and shortages happening in these rural areas. Therefore, expansion on these existing programs 

should be the Iowa Legislature focus regarding the future of rural physician recruitment and retention. As 

well consideration for implementing innovative programs proven successful in other states.  

Recruitment of Medical Students  

The first strategic approach to addressing the physician shortage is investing in the recruitment of 

medical students for rural practice. This involves making substantial investments in education at multiple 

stages of academic development, starting at the high school level, promoting public health education but 

proceeding through medical school offering direct support for rural students or resident doctors in rural 

communities. This includes focusing on the high school pipeline, financial assistance for rural students, 

and/or expansion of the CRISP program.  

Invest in High School Pipeline 

There are many programs at the graduate and postgraduate level that focus on rural medical 

student recruitment, however few focus on the pipeline from high school. One way to increase 

recruitment of rural physicians is by inspiring and encouraging them at the high school level. There are 

many “studies that indicate medical students who have grown up in rural areas are more likely to practice 

medicine in rural communities (Feldman, et al., 2008; Royston, et al., 2012). Therefore, focusing on 

pipeline programs will help increase interest in practicing in rural areas overall. Many states have begun 

working towards high school recruitment efforts by introducing healthcare career field “workshops.” New 

Hampshire has begun implementing these workshops in rural high schools to help educate students on the 

aspects of a career as a health professional while increasing their success in enrolling and completing a 

Degree/Doctorate. The workshops “provide students with information and opportunities early to 

encourage them to pursue a medical/health professions career, and to connect with a role model,” (Dunn 
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& Saks, 2020). The introduction of these workshops has produced an uptick of New Hampshire students 

enrolling in courses like AP biology, Chemistry, Human Anatomy, etc. As well as a greater sentiment, 

among the students that participated, in their desire to attend medical school following graduation. While 

not enough time has passed to determine whether these workshops inspired an entire generation of young 

physicians to work in rural New Hampshire, it should be noted that it did increase the interest in the field 

across younger generations. Iowa currently does not have any program like these workshops implemented 

in rural high schools, however, it is something that could be influential in increasing rural physician 

recruitment specifically. Starting recruitment younger allows these students to do more research and 

preparation before heading to college in hopes that they can have a better plan of action when it comes to 

applying for and completing medical school. This would be considered a low-investment tool; it may not 

promote substantial numbers of rural physicians in the grand scheme; however, it is a low-cost/investment 

option. It will not fix the shortage but will assist in it, and overall promote greater education, and training 

for rural students who usually lack access to these opportunities.  

Develop Rural Scholarship Programs 

While Iowa has some rural scholarship programs, most students rely on federally funded 

scholarship programs as they are more widely available. Iowa must work to increase scholarship options 

for rural medical students. Arkansas has implemented quite effective scholarship opportunities for 

medical students who commit to working in rural areas post-grad. Arkansas’ Rural Practice Scholarship 

programs, grants current medical students' scholarships that amount to about $12,000.00 a year along with 

that year’s accrued interest, with the expectation that every year of scholarship they receive, is a year they 

must work in a rural HSPA (AAMC, 2024). Iowa has several programs like this, but they are loan 

repayment programs and not scholarship programs. It would be beneficial to apply more focus to 

increasing scholarship opportunities over loan repayment opportunities, as there is no requirement to 

repay them and there are much less requirements you must first qualify for to receive them. Iowa should 

use Arkansas scholarship program as a template, for their own as it works very similarly to current loan 

repayment programs Iowa has, however it applies that framework instead to scholarship programs. 

Investing in rural student recruitment is integral in later recruiting rural physicians to these areas. Iowa 

should encourage rural students for medical professions as they are the ones most likely to go back and 

practice in rural areas (Feldman, et al., 2008; Royston, et al., 2012).  

Expand CRISP Program 

If the Legislature is not looking to implement an entirely new program, they should consider 

expanding the CRISP program’s infrastructure, and its geographic reach. Giving current medical students 

exposure to working in rural areas before they apply for residency could increase the number of medical 

students who choose rural residency programs or practices. When medical residents start working in rural 
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areas sooner, they can better learn the specific issues rural communities face and begin to build a support 

network and meet contacts sooner. In general, they could become more familiar with the community 

early. Gaining connections and a community-based understanding of rural areas before professional 

practice promotes a medical student’s decision to choose a rural residency or practice. While this is a 

successful program that has helped to alleviate some pressure from the shortage it cannot do enough in its 

current state. The program itself is extremely time-consuming for medical students. They have 4 phases 

of community outreach they must complete: shadowing, mentor meetings, medical education in 

community orientation, and field experience. These phases are done during the summer and academic 

semesters throughout the students' 4 years of medical school. While the requirements are crucial to the 

experience, reevaluating the time could help make this program more applicable to medical student 

lifestyles and schedules. Currently, this program at Carver College of Medicine only accepts 4 students 

each year. The legislature should consider increasing this program's capacity so that more students can 

participate in the opportunity, creating more soon-to-be physicians more likely to choose rural practices. 

Along with increasing its student capacity, its geographic reach would also help streamline this program's 

success. Implementing this or a similar program into the other large medical schools in Iowa like Des 

Moines University or Mercy College of Health Sciences.  

Retention of Medical Students  

Another policy approach is to increase incentives for college graduates to choose rural 

communities for post-graduate work/residency. This could include; increasing rural residency options, 

expanding rural loan repayment plans, and further implementing the Conrad 30 J-1 Visa Waiver program. 

The main issue with Iowa’s current repayment strategies is that they do not secure a long-term solution to 

the issue.  

Loan Repayment  

Currently, Iowa offers the Iowa Primary Care Provider Loan Repayment Program and the Iowa 

PrimeCarre Loan Repayment Program. These programs are for primary care health professionals. It offers 

them loan repayment options in return for their service commitment in an HSPA in Iowa, the average 

minimum commitment is 2 years (RHI Hub, 2024). These programs have been effective in Iowa for 

recruiting physicians to rural communities. However, they have become unsuccessful in retaining those 

physicians, as many leave for greater opportunities in urban areas once their 2–4-year service 

commitment is over. Iowa’s Conrad 30 J-1 Visa Waiver program faces similar issues with retention rates. 

Once again, when the 3 years are up the physicians often move to find greater opportunity. While these 

three programs have been the most popular nationwide to address the immediate shortage of physicians, 

overall, they are unsuccessful at keeping providers in rural communities long-term leading to mass 

amounts of turnover once a physician has completed their service commitment. Continued commitment to 
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these programs is an important aspect for retaining in-state medical students, as it gives them more 

financial incentives to stay in state immediately following graduation, however, these repayment 

programs should be implemented in tandem with other retention efforts to make the shortage solutions 

sustain their success over a prolonged period.  

Increase Residency Programs 

It is customary practice for medical students to practice where they complete their residency. 

“57.1% who completed residency training from 2011 through 2020 continue to practice in the state where 

they completed their residencies” (AAMC, 2021). While this statistic does not include specifics on 

counties, increasing the number of practicing physicians in Iowa, combined with other initiatives can then 

translate to increasing physicians in rural practices. Iowa recently appropriated state funding for “nine 

additional residency positions and up to two fellowships administered by the University of Iowa hospitals 

in 2023. Candidates for the fellowship must be residents of Iowa, attend and earn an undergraduate degree 

from an Iowa college or university, and earn a medical degree from a medical school in Iowa” (CSL, 

2024). Even though the residency spots gained from the state funding initiative are not specifically in 

HSPA/rural communities, any increase in state residency positions is important for keeping the recent 

graduates in Iowa. Currently, Iowa has about 110 residency programs (AMA, 2024). However, 

comparatively, this is not enough to be competitive with surrounding states. Minnesota has 329 residency 

programs, Illinois has 565, and Wisconsin has 224 (AMA, 2024). Additionally, Iowa is losing its medical 

graduates to these states. Therefore, increasing the number of Iowa residency programs will make Iowa a 

more competitive option for recent med-school graduates than it currently is. Growing the number of 

residency programs will consequently increase the number of physicians staying to practice in Iowa, thus 

hopefully also staying to practice in rural Iowa. 

 

 

 

Retention of current practicing rural physicians 

The third strategic approach is to promote more incentives for physicians already practicing in 

rural areas to increase retention. Many current practicing rural physicians are leaving or retiring from their 

practices as 31.9% of Iowa physicians are within retirement range (Cicero, 2024). This trend must be 

mitigated because it costs much more to recruit a new physician to an area than to retain a current 

physician. The estimated cost of replacing a physician is anywhere from “$250,000 to almost $1 million 

depending on the specialty” (Berg, 2018). Iowa should focus on retention efforts of current practicing 

rural physicians to stop the immediate risk of the shortage. The following sections outline how expanding 

assistance for rural physicians by offering more institutional support, and increasing financial assistance 
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can overall promote a greater quality of life and practice for physicians, thus retaining physicians in rural 

Iowa.  

Expanding Assistance for Rural Physicians  

Survey data from Linn County Iowa revealed that while the decrease of 491 physicians from 523 

in 2019 was due to wage discrepancy, “the No. 1 reason for retiring, or relocating from Iowa, was that 

they were generally not happy with their practice” (Hogan, 2024). Due to these reasons, Iowa should 

focus on making rural practices a more desirable and applicable career for young physicians. This will 

consist of offering rural physicians more support for their practice. Many rural physicians work solo and 

on-call to serve their entire community, these undesirable circumstances lead to burnout which 

exacerbates the shortage issues. Expanding access and reliance on programs like telehealth could help to 

curb some of the pressure rural physicians face, by relegating their workload. Hiring more Nurse 

Practitioners, and Physician Assistants who are paid a lower rate than primary physicians help to reduce 

the workload of primary care physicians while still delivering efficient and effective patient care. These 

improvements could make rural practices more competitive with urban ones without having to allocate 

massive funds to these hospitals for wages when they are already operating with small budgets that could 

use the funds for more pertinent things.  

 

Increase Financial Incentives  

While institutional support is the main reason, we are losing rural physicians, the second largest is 

the wage disparity issue. A potential option to explore is expanding on Arkansas’ Physician match 

program. Under this program “the physician agrees to practice Primary Care in the community for a 

period of four years, and in return, the community agrees to pay the physician an additional $10,000 per 

year and the State pays $10,000 per year for a total of $80,000 for four years” (UMAS, 2024). This 

implementation is a cost incentive not directly tied to loan repayment which could help to retain more 

well-established physicians. Arkansas program is only for “A physician currently in their residency or no 

more than two years out of residency” (UAMS, 2024). Iowa could expand on this match program to make 

it more inducive for current rural physicians instead of those just out of med school/residency. Arkansas’ 

program focuses on the recruitment of new physicians through this incentive; however, it would be 

relatively easy and more effective in Iowa to rework this program from a retention standpoint. Offering 

the match program to current rural practicing physicians rather than potential ones. One fault with this 

program is that it would need collaboration between state and local governments, which can be hard to 

facilitate. It also requires the local governments to find $10,000 annually in their budgets, this should not 

be a large issue considering the cost-benefit of a relatively small financial ask. Take for instance, Story 

County, a designated rural county, its operating budget is a little under $49,000,000 (Story County, 2024), 
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therefore $10,000 though a large amount to the average individual is obtainable at the local government 

level, especially when you consider how much the county could save by implementing this retention 

strategy program. As mentioned above it is much less expensive to retain a current physician than it is to 

recruit, train, and provide for a new physician.  

 

Institutional Feasibility for Retention and Recruitment Policy 

Iowa already has a good amount of groundwork prepared to implement/expand the programs 

outlined above. A major issue with the Iowa programs is that they are not created to be long-term 

solutions. Following COVID-19, many of the shortage issues had to be dealt with promptly, giving little 

time for long-term programs to be designed. However, we have far surpassed COVID-19 times and the 

need for better, expandable, and reliable programs is now. Iowa is still facing a massive shortage problem 

and if in the next 5 years, substantial changes are not made to physicians' recruitment and retention 

strategies in the state, the problem will only worsen. 

• Investment into high school pipeline: Iowa’s apprenticeship program offers some support for 

high school students wanting to explore the healthcare field. However, the apprenticeship 

program does not focus enough on the healthcare industry pipeline to make a vast difference 

in the shortage issues. Using the apprenticeship program as a starting point but adapting, a 

more rural, and healthcare-focused program like New Hampshires workshop programs, can 

better streamline the pipeline from rural high school to rural practice directly.  

• Develop rural scholarships: Currently, Iowa has very few state-funded scholarship options 

that target rural medical students, but several state-funded loan repayment options. Increasing 

scholarship options will be less involved than increasing loan repayment options as fewer 

entities will have to coordinate. The question will be determining how much and where to 

secure funds.  

• Expand CRISP: All the groundwork has been laid for the CRISP program; it has public 

support, academic support, and governmental support. There just needs to be an investment in 

funds and physical action to expand this program. Specifically securing more physician 

mentors for students to work with, so that more spots can be added to the program.  

• Loan Repayment: There is not much to be done with loan repayment programs in the state. 

Iowa has several repayment program options; the only further advancement that could happen 

is increasing the amount allocated consequently increasing the minimum number of years of 

the recipient's service commitment.  

• Increase residency: Many of the issues with increasing residency positions in Iowa are the 

lack of accessible facilities with proper staffing, supervisors, and equipment to provide the 
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resident doctors with the proper environment to complete their residency. Expanding the 

capabilities of rural hospitals is crucial for expanding residency positions.  

• Expanding assistance for rural physicians: Similarly to increasing residencies, the main 

hurdle with increasing assistance for rural physicians is the lack of capabilities of rural 

hospitals. Rural hospitals need to sustain larger staff numbers and implement greater 

equipment/technology needs to ease the stressors affecting rural physicians.  

• Increase financial incentive: Iowa does not currently have any program like Arkansas’ Match 

program, so implementing a similar program will require investment into program 

development initiatives, and the securing of funds to back the actual costs associated with the 

allocation of funds.  

Cost Association Evaluation 

Fortunately, for most of the policy implementations outlined above, Iowa already has the 

infrastructure and main investments initiated. Start-up costs are usually the most expensive, so this cuts 

down on major costs of implementation. However, expansion of loan repayment programs will be costly. 

Recently Iowa increased their Rural Physician Loan Repayment Program “from $2.5 million to $4 

million” (Hogan, 2024). This increase was implemented this year, 2024, so we cannot gage the 

significance of the impact yet, but time will tell whether this amount needs to be reevaluated for future 

physician assistance. All these policies are cost-effective, as the start-up for the workshop program is 

quite low and the expansion costs for the other programs are low due to the infrastructure already in 

place. The positive impact these programs would have on rural health and the rural economy will far 

outweigh the initial costs imposed on the state for implementing the programs. 

 

Effectiveness 

Of the recommended policies evaluated above, the most effective would be the following: 1) 

implementation of healthcare pipeline programs, 2) increasing rural residency program options, and 3) 

focusing on quality-of-life improvements in rural communities. These programs tackle 

recruitment/retention measures at various stages in a potential physician's career and all address the root 

cause of lower healthcare quality in rural communities, the physician shortage. These are also all capable 

of being longer-lasting solutions opposed to the ones Iowa currently has in place. Exposing current rural 

high school students to public health education opportunities and career/higher education preparation 

workshops will increase and incentivize more students to go to medical school and return to their rural 

communities. More rural residency programs will make students more likely to find connections and 

contentment in rural areas increasing the likelihood of choosing to continue practicing in these areas. 
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Improving quality of life for physicians in rural communities will lessen burnout and become a tool used 

to recruit more physicians. If higher pay is not feasible, they may be able to counter urban positions with 

a better life/work balance instead of a more competitive wage.  

 

Telehealth Expansion:  

Telehealth is a healthcare service that has aided in addressing the unique care challenges of those 

who live in rural areas. “Telehealth” as explained by the IA Code 514C.34 is delivery of health care 

services using real-time interactive audio and video, or other real-time interactive electronic media, 

regardless of where the health care professional and the covered patient are located (Iowa Admin Code). 

This service allows patients to remotely access healthcare services. “Telehealth does not include the 

delivery of health care services delivered solely through an audio-only telephone, electronic mail 

message, or facsimile transmission” (Iowa Admin Code). This healthcare service allows physicians to 

provide care for patients in remote areas without relocating or being there physically. Since the COVID-

19 pandemic, healthcare providers have embraced telehealth due to the significant surge in its usage 

among those who are low-income, elderly, disabled and/or live in rural areas. Despite its growing usage, 

telehealth remains inaccessible to many rural and low-income individuals due to the digital divide barriers 

(Vakkalanka et al. 2023). These barriers include lack of access to broadband coverage, low digital literacy 

rates in rural areas, and scarcity of electronic devices crucial for connecting to healthcare providers.  

Digital literacy refers to the ability to “access, manage, integrate, evaluate and create information 

using technologies and the internet (Campanozzi et al. 2023).” The lack of digital literacy skills prevents 

people from knowing how to utilize their technologies to access telehealth services. A systemic review by 

University of Iowa researchers found that rural residents, older adults, and Black/African American 

communities had lower rates of telehealth usage during the pandemic due to the inaccessibility to 

technology and poor internet access, leading to poorer health outcomes (Vakkalanka et al. 2023). Despite 

these accessibility issues, Iowa recently addressed the challenges of accessing affordable broadband with 

a $150 million round of grants for rural broadband (Eller, 2023). The project is expected to connect 

12,000 Iowans to high-speed internet, split across 47 counties. Additionally, in February 2024, the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) Rural Development announced $1.8 million investment in 

telemedicine grants in rural Iowa (Lynch, 2024). The USDA Rural Development grant helps rural Iowans 

by providing audio, video equipment and computer software, and broadband facilities used for telehealth 

in the following counties: Franklin, Hamilton, Hancock, Montgomery, Page, Polk, Taylor, Wayne, and 

Wright (Lynch, 2024). The investment towards broadband is crucial for telehealth and rural areas because 

it provides reliable, high-speed internet connection that is necessary to facilitate telehealth visits for low-

income, rural communities. As Iowa continues to expand broadband and telehealth programs across rural 
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Iowa, the next step in bridging the digital divide is to implement initiatives that tackle the lack of digital 

literacy and access to electronic devices.  

 

Policy Alternative: Introducing Digital Literacy Programs and Providing Access to Electronic 

Devices 

Introducing a program that provides digital literacy training and access to electronic devices is an 

effective strategy to overcome the challenges faced by telehealth in rural Iowa. This strategy addresses the 

health impacts of Iowa’s physician shortage by overcoming the digital divide within telehealth, making it 

accessible for rural residents to utilize existing healthcare services. By ensuring that residents have the 

skills and tools needed to utilize telehealth effectively, this initiative can reduce the barriers to accessing 

healthcare. This strategy serves as a logical next step following the broadband grants aimed to minimize 

the digital divide gap, by further enhancing healthcare accessibility and equity across Iowa. The goal of 

this program is to eliminate barriers to access infrastructure and to provide residents with information, 

support, and skills to cultivate digital knowledge to access telehealth services.  

Iowa should consider introducing a policy similar to Washington’s Digital Navigator Program to 

address its digital divide gap. In 2022, Washington implemented the Digital Navigator Program that 

focused on providing affordable broadband internet service and access to digital literacy training, issues 

Iowa is facing (Digital Navigator Program, 2024). Washington’s Digital Navigator Program introduced 

digital literacy programs and access to electronic devices through three main resources. The first was 

“TechConnect Washington,” a Free Community Helpdesk. The helpdesk provided online or in-person 

tech support, a hotline that offers live support for accessing health care online and obtaining mobile 

devices and resources for language interpretation service, and lastly, digital classes focused on 

introductory technology help. The second was the “Link to Care WA Hotline,” which is a hotline that 

offers live support for accessing health care online and obtaining mobile devices. The third service, 

“Digital Classes and Resources” provided digital navigation instructions with a focus on introductory 

technology help, educational apps and skill training with devices that access the internet. The program 

collaborated with community partners under three categories, education, community health, and a Native 

American Tribe to ensure that their most vulnerable communities could access these tools.  

While digital literacy program and access to electronic devices were a part of the WA Digital 

Navigators Program, the program also included several other areas of category such as education. Our 

policy alternative, however, focuses specifically on telehealth-related digital literacy training. The other 

components of the WA model fall outside of the scope of our current alternative but may serve as a 

valuable example for future program expansion.  
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A significant advantage of this policy is its ability to address several key technical challenges 

associated with telehealth and mitigate health concerns stemming from the physician shortage. First, the 

policy alterative overcomes the lack of access to electronic devices for telehealth by supplying rural 

community members with the necessary equipment. The program also promotes digital literacy skills 

among rural communities, equipping them with skills to connect with their physicians through telehealth, 

allowing them to receive healthcare services from their location. Second, by enabling proper access to 

telehealth services, rural communities can conveniently obtain healthcare services without needing to 

travel long distances or forgo treatment and preventative services, actions that are currently being taken 

that put their health at risk. Besides the health aspect, telehealth is vital in connecting physicians with 

rural communities, which can subsequently increase the likelihood of physicians relocating to these areas. 

Lastly, the WA Digital Navigators Program has proven advantageous for rural community members in 

accessing healthcare services, with 142,146 individuals in 2023 utilizing its Digital Literacy Services to 

connect with healthcare services via telehealth (Digital Navigator Program, 2024).  

 

Institutional Feasibility   

The recent grant investments aimed at expanding broadband and access to telehealth across rural 

Iowa highlight strong institutional support for initiatives aimed at making telehealth services more 

accessible. But a critical gap remains: the lack of digital literacy program infrastructure. Addressing this 

issue first requires securing an appropriate community space and hiring instructors to run the program. 

The WA Digital Navigators Digital Literacy Program provides a potential model for overcoming these 

challenges by engaging community and organizational members as instructors. This approach resolved 

staffing needs but also fostered essential community support. This step also indicates the necessary means 

of garnering community support to establish the program.  

 

Cost Association Evaluation  

Within the first phase of the Digital Navigator Program, WA secured $7.4 million to 4 grantees 

and served 39,607 individuals over 6 months. By 2023, $37 million was awarded to 32 grantees and 

served 3% of people with digital access needs in WA. Of the approximately 154,000 individuals served, 

145,000 were provided with digital literacy services, and several thousand others were supplied with 

internet-connected devices and broadband assistance. As previously noted, the WA Digital Navigator 

Program encompassed the cost of additional categories such as education, that are not a part of our 

proposal. This distinction highlights that the costs associated with the WA Digital Navigator Program are 

higher than the projected cost of our policy alternative, making our policy alternative more economically 

viable. Our policy alternative’s proposal operates differently since it specifically aims to implement 
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digital literacy programs and access to electronic devices for rural Iowans to access telehealth for 

healthcare services. Despite the feasible economic cost, it is important to consider that the program 

implemented by WA had major burdens regarding the prohibitive cost of devices. Negotiating reasonable 

prices for the electronic devices proved difficult as some of the projects that were set out could not meet 

the required minimum purchase for often-required bulk purchases.  

 

Effectiveness  

Implementing a Digital Literacy Program and providing access to electronic devices help address 

the present-day challenges with the ongoing physician shortage, especially its impact on public health. If 

rural residents can rely on existing healthcare services such as telehealth, they will overcome the barriers 

of forcing rural residents to take time off work and/or driving long distances to access care. In addition, it 

will also reduce the rate at which individuals in rural communities forgo treatment, testing or preventative 

services, thus improving their health. Since the implementation of the Digital Navigators Program in WA, 

the program has provided support for over 7,000 community health center patients with access to 

telehealth services, over 30,000 with digital literacy skills, and over 100,000 with electronic devices 

(Digital Navigator Program, 2024). These results demonstrate how access to digital resources can 

significantly enhance healthcare access and outcomes for underserved populations.  

Another key factor to consider is the effectiveness of telehealth once the digital literacy program 

and access to electronic devices is implemented. While bridging the digital divide is a significant step 

forward, rural Iowans still face the limitations of accessing comprehensive physical examinations which 

requires patients to be at the clinics in person. Increasing telehealth capabilities cannot completely bridge 

the gap in healthcare, even though it presents as a solution to reducing the cost of healthcare, 

transportation, and providing care for those in rural areas where there is a shortage of physicians. 

Addressing the challenges to telehealth allows for marginalized communities, which telehealth aims to 

target, to effectively utilize the services telehealth has to offer while addressing physician shortage and 

burnout.  

 

Recommendation and Conclusion 

Rural Iowa’s troubling physician shortage has significantly impacted access to healthcare services 

in these communities, resulting in poorer health outcomes. The physician shortage is a legitimate concern 

in rural Iowa where 65 out of the 99 Iowa countries, most of which are rural areas, are experiencing 

physician shortage. In addressing this issue, our policy alternatives focused on the twofold nature of the 

problem: the shortage and the resulting health impacts. Due to the variety and divisiveness of the 

proposed policy, we decided that it is best not to rank one policy above another, but rather a combination 
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of each aspect of our policy alternatives. Our best combination of policy recommendations will be based 

on the feasibility criteria: institutional, economical, and effectiveness. As such, our recommendation is 

that the state of Iowa adopts several portions of our two policy alternatives offered below.  

The first policy alternative focuses on increasing/expanding physician retention and recruitment 

programs in rural Iowa. Out of all the programs discussed, investment in more pipeline programs, 

expansion of the CRISP program, and increasing financial incentives for rural physicians are the three 

that seem most attainable and effective for Iowa. Expanding the pipeline program is generally low-cost 

compared to the other policies, and it can expand upon the existing apprenticeship program Iowa 

currently offers. It may not be the most effective option for addressing the physician shortage directly, but 

it could offer a more permanent solution to the shortage of physicians in rural Iowa overall. Expansion of 

CRISP will be straightforward as the infrastructure of this program already exists; thus, it is more cost-

effective as you will not have to create an entirely new program, and it has proven to be effective in 

recruiting physicians to rural areas. The largest costs will be expanding funding, and recruiting more 

physicians' mentors, however, these still represent minute financial costs. Lastly, increasing financial 

incentives for rural physicians may be the least attainable of the three recommendations. This is due to the 

cost associated with implementing a new program like Arkansas’ match program into Iowa where there is 

no current, or similar program infrastructure. It will impose both physical and financial costs to 

implement this program greater than the costs imposed by the other two recommended policies, however, 

it could offer a more direct and effective solution to the physician shortage as it would be most successful 

in retaining current practicing physicians as it is the most streamlined recruitment/retention policy option 

of the three. 

The second policy alternative focuses on overcoming the digital barriers of telehealth so that rural 

Iowans can access existing healthcare services from their location. This policy alternative addresses the 

immediate healthcare needs of rural Iowans, due to the physician shortage. Although telehealth was 

created to overcome rural communities' needs, it still faced digital barriers such as the lack of knowledge 

of utilizing telehealth and access to electronic devices. By introducing digital literacy programs and 

providing access to electronic devices, the policy alternative is imperative in addressing the need for long-

distance transportation, and the health impacts associated with forgoing treatment and preventative 

services. In our analysis, this policy alternative is more feasible now that the state of Iowa is working 

towards more accessible broadband services throughout rural areas.  

While the implementation of all proposed policies would be ideal, a more pragmatic approach 

would involve adopting a combination of the four recommended measures. Such an approach is likely to 

yield the greatest impact in addressing the critical issue of Iowa’s physician shortage and its health 

impacts. By targeting the necessary areas, this strategy significantly improves the availability of medical 
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professionals and enhances the quality of healthcare delivered within the affected communities. In 

balancing feasibility with effectiveness, this approach offers a realistic path toward meaningful and 

lasting improvements in the state’s healthcare infrastructure. 
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Executive Summary 

Iowa prisons struggle with racial disparity. The issue, however, is multifaceted and cannot be 

tackled from any one single angle. Rather, the systems that underlie the disparity must be dismantled at 

every stage in the criminal legal system. Our paper seeks to analyze policy options at each of these stages 

to take steps towards creating a more equitable system. In correcting the system that manifests the racial 

disparity that plagues our prisons, we will also seek greater socioeconomic justice across Iowa prisons. 

Through our analysis, we have found that there are several ways to dismantle racial disparity 

throughout the system. In the end, our recommendation is threefold. Within the scope of public defense 

reform, we suggest creating an oversight commission for state offices. In matters of jury selection, 

providing stricter scrutiny to peremptory strikes would help to make juries a better representation of the 

community. And in administrative reform, issuing guidelines for prosecutorial discretion. While these 

options don’t solve the issue at large, they plug crucial holes in racial disparity. 

 

Introduction 

Despite Iowa’s moderate size both geographically and in population, the incarceration system 

today struggles with crowded prisons and disparity within those populations just as the rest of the nation. 

The statewide prison system consists of roughly 17,000 people on any given day, with 12,200 serving in 

state and federal prisons. Although this number is small in quantity when compared to that of other states, 

the general rate of incarceration in the state is 550 for every 100,000 residents (“Iowa Profile,” 2024). For 

comparison, the national average in 2024 was 614 for every 100,000 people (“States of Incarceration,” 

2024); this translates to Iowa’s average rate of incarceration per capita being roughly 90% of the national 

average, which is one of the highest globally. Although lower than the national rate, Iowa still outranks 

most countries globally. 

The current rate of disparity between racial lines in Iowa’s incarceration system is remarkable in 

comparison to the rest of the nation. In 2016, The Sentencing Project released a report finding that Iowa is 

one of 5 states with a disparity rate of at least 10x difference between black and white inmate populations, 

meaning that Black Americans are incarcerated at more than 10 times the rate of their white counterparts 

accounting for proportionality. 

Combatting Racial Disparity in Iowa Prisons: A Three Prong 

Approach  
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Figure 1: Number of Black people in state prisons, per 100,000 Black residents, compared to white 

people in state prisons, per 100,000 white state residents 

Source: “Prison Policy Initiative,” n.d. 

 

The same report, on a comparative scale, ranked Iowa third in the nation for highest rates of 

incarceration of Black men with 1 in 17 actively serving sentences in Iowa’s prisons (“The Color of 

Justice,” 2024) This disparity is felt by the state as a whole, though the weight is exponentially borne by 

Iowa’s residents of color. 

For these reasons, Iowa is ranked 7th worst in the nation in regards to the racial disparity in our 

prison populations. There are several facets from which this issue stems, spanning across all levels of the 

criminal justice system. Looking to leaders on the issue of racial disparity, the NAACP and the 

sentencing project, we are met with a plethora of causes of disparity that they have identified. We have 

categorized these causes into three distinct focus areas: jury selection reform, public defense reform, and 

statutory reform. Within each area of reform, we evaluate two policy options through the lens of logistical 

feasibility, economic feasibility, and efficiency. 

 

A Note on Economic Feasibility 

While not necessarily intuitive, reducing racial disparity in our prisons actually has an offsetting 

effect on the cost of all policy options proposed in our analysis. We know that our prisons are racially 

disparate. Iowa incarcerates Black Americans at more than ten times the rate of their white counterparts. 

We also know that it cost Iowan prisons $95.85 per day to house each incarcerated person (Miller, 2020). 

As noted by the University of Iowa Law Review, “[a]t that level of spending, the state would save 

$71,194,983.75 each year if it reduced the prison incarceration rate of African-Americans to the rate of 

white incarceration” (Miller, 2020). The Law Review goes further to put these numbers in perspective, 

describing how “[t]hose savings would be greater than Iowa’s general fund appropriations for Agriculture 

and Natural Resources ($37,786,995), Economic Development ($43,744,465), the Public Defender 

system ($58,784,172), and The College Student Aid Commission ($64,776,888) in the 2016 Fiscal Year” 

(Miller, 2020). 
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Public Defense Reform 

We now turn to the first of the three lens with which we will examine our policy options: public 

defense reform. Within this lens, we examine two policy alteratives: Blanket funding for public defense 

offices and oversight commissions for public defense services. 

 

Rationale Behind Public Defense Lens 

One policy lens with which to look at the issue of racial disparity is public defense reform. The 

right to counsel for criminal defendants charged with a felony, both state and federal, was guaranteed by 

the Supreme Court in their landmark decision in Gideon v. Wainwright in 1963 (“Gideon v. Wainwright,” 

2024). Nearly ten years later, the Supreme Court extended this right to all criminal defendants faced with 

charges that carry a sentence of imprisonment (“Gideon v. Wainwright,” 2024). But while these holdings 

assured that defendants would have a right to counsel, the quality of counsel was not accounted for. 

Current estimates reveal that more than 80% of criminal defendants rely on the public defense system. 

Racial minorities make up the vast majority of these defendants (Premis, 2017). It stands to reason that if 

public defense offices are underfunded, understaffed, and overworked, then the quality of legal 

representation would be lesser than that of private counsel. Therefore, the groups that utilize public 

defense services at the highest rates, racial minorities, would face worse outcomes (“Study on racial 

disparity”, 2009). Public defense offices are struggling. In their 2007 Census of State Public Defender 

Programs, the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that, in the US, 15 of 19 state public defender systems 

had exceeded the nationally recognized workload standards (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2016). A public 

defender carrying a caseload over these standards has significantly less time to devote to each client and 

faces higher rates of burnout, neither of which are conducive to competent and diligent representation that 

indigent defendants should be afforded. It is logical that reforming our state’s public defense system is 

one tool in our arsenal to combat racial disparity in Iowa prisons. 

 

Current Status in Iowa 

Public defenders in Iowa are appallingly overworked. Under the Bureau of Justice’s estimation 

method, a defender’s caseload would meet professional guidelines if they were responsible for no more 

than 275 cases each year. The state of Iowa averaged 367 cases per litigating attorney, putting them, on 

average, 92 cases, or 33%, above the maximum professional standard (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2016). 

Per the Iowa State Bar Association, the state’s “quantity of cases exceeds the capacity of the State Public 

Defender’s office,” which necessitates the court appointment of private counsel for indigent cases 

(Bohlmann, 2023). These private counsel are contracted through the state to provide defense services on a 
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case-by-case basis. However, even with counsel, there are not enough willing attorneys in Iowa to handle 

the overwhelming volume of cases. The Bar Association cites Scott County in particular as 

experiencing a “crisis.” Henry Latham, Chief Judge for Iowa District 7, sent a letter to all lawyers in the 

7th district in October 2022, urging bar members to accept court appointments (Bohlmann, 2023). 

Another important consideration to examine the current status of indigent defense in Iowa is the total 

annual budget. The Iowa legislature reported that the budget for the provision of indigent defense in the 

2022 fiscal year was $29,483,120 (“Office of the State”, 2023). According to the legislature’s budget unit 

brief, the State Total’s appropriations were split between the Indigent Defense Fund ($40,760,448) and 

Office of the State Public Defender ($27,144,382) (“Office of the State”, 2023). The Indigent Defense 

Fund pays private attorneys for representing indigent defendants or indigent parties. The funds that go to 

the state public defend pay for the day-today expenses of all state public defenders offices. In the 2024 

fiscal year, the legislature reported that the appropriations requested were $72,872,87, with $42,160,374 

to go to the Indigent Defense Fund and $30,112503 to the Office of the State Public Defender (“Office of 

the State”, 2023). 

The current status of Iowa can also be evaluated via our method of funding public defense offices 

and the existence of an oversight commission to ensure that professional standards are met. The Sixth 

Amendment Center is a national nonprofit dedicated to tackling the indigent defense crisis in America. 

The Center’s “Right to Counsel Services in the 50 States” publication evaluates Iowa Indigent Defense in 

comparison to systems across the country (Carroll, 2017). The report highlights that Iowa has no 

commission, either statewide or in limited effect, that holds public defense services accountable for 

professional standards of quality of service rendered. This places us in the minority, as the report finds 

42% of states have statewide oversight commissions, and another 26% have at least some form of 

commission, while their authority varies (Carroll, 2017). 

Finally, it is essential to include contract attorneys in the discussion about the status of public 

defense in Iowa. Contract attorneys exist to fill the void of public defenders in a given state. They are not 

public defenders by practice, but they are registered with their state’s bar association to take cases that 

public defense offices either don't have the capacity for or have a conflict of interest with (e.g. the office 

already represents the co-defendant of the client). These attorneys receive payment at an hourly rate from 

the state to represent indigent offenders. Iowa has 561 attorneys registered with the State Public 

Defender’s Office as contract lawyers. 

 

Option 1: Blanket Funding for Public Defense Offices 

One option, then, is to increase blanket funding for state public defenders’ offices in our state. 

Increased funding means that offices can hire more attorneys and raise pay for the ones they already 
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employ. Furthermore, blanket funding increases can go to more than hiring attorney staff. Non-legal 

employees, like investigators, paralegals, and mitigation specialists, all play important roles in client 

outcomes and are similarly important to budget for. Increased staff increases the likelihood an attorney 

can be present for initial appearances, allows for more time off, and decreases burnout, all of which lead 

to better representation of clients (Premis, 2017). 

Moreover, an increased budget allows for offices to partake in more holistic defense strategies, 

allows mitigation specialists to afford more extensive records searches, and allows for the hiring of expert 

witnesses. One publication by UC Law’s Law Journal suggests several ways states have already 

implemented means to obtain this funding. The Iowa State Bar Association could implement yearly fees 

for bar holders that could go towards indigent defense. Lawyers who are not registered to be appointed by 

the court could face increased fees. Other options include imposing that interest on deposits from private 

clients go towards indigent funds or a similar proposition with forfeiture funds from drug cases. 

 

Effectiveness 

States around the nation have demonstrated that increased funding leads to significantly better client 

outcomes. In 2023, Missouri faced a nearly 6,000-person-long waitlist for an attorney. After a class action 

suit filed by the ACLU, a Missouri circuit court judge ruled the waitlist unconstitutional (Keller, 2023). The 

state was able to fully clear the waitlist by increasing the state public defense budget by over $20 million 

dollars (Keller, 2023). The increase in funds allowed the state office to “hir[e] hundreds of new employees, 

both attorneys and support staff.” Similar results were seen in New York after state defenders received 

caseload relief in 2019. The offices received immense relief from non-legal employees: “freeing up attorney 

time to communicate with clients, receive legal training, and research complex motions” (Hurrel-Harring, 

2023). It is of no question that these offices are receiving substantially better outcomes for their clients, 

most of whom we know to be racial minorities. We see this connection embodied when we look to the rates 

of racial disparity among top-performing defense offices. Using a national data set, the District of Columbia, 

one of the best-funded public defenders offices in the nation, incarcerates people of color at a rate incredibly 

less disparate than the national average (“Iowa found to rank 7th,” 2023). 

It is also evident that blanket funding to public defender’s offices in particular would be the most 

effective use of funds when compared to other models. Public defense attorneys yield significantly better 

legal results for their clients than their court-appointed peers. This has been found to be the case for 

several reasons. Some scholars hypothesize that, when appointed on an hourly basis, court-appointed 

lawyers are more likely to prioritize their financial interest over the wellbeing of their client. Others 

empathize the importance of familiarity of the court system in client recommendations (Anderson, 2012). 

Public defenders who appear before judges dozens of times a day are more likely to be familiar with their 
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courtroom preferences, and have established working relationships (Anderson, 2012). The Yale Law 

Journal has measured the effects of these advantages. Examining indigent murder defenses in 

Philadelphia, they found that public defenders, in comparison to contracted counsel, “reduce their clients’ 

murder conviction rate by 19% and lower the probability that their clients receive a life sentence by 

62%.” Further, that “public defenders reduce overall expected time served in prison by 24%” (Anderson, 

2012). It is clear that focusing our funds on public defense offices, that are better equipped than contract 

counsel in experience and resources, is an effective policy option within public defense reform. 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

Fortunately, we have seen some momentum from Iowa lawmakers that demonstrates interest in 

solving the problem of indigent defense funding. Most notably, the 2024 Iowa Legislative Budget allots 

an additional $2.3 million for the State Public Defender’s office (Barton, 2024). This increase includes 

funding to increase the pay of contracted private counsel attorneys, which marks the third consecutive year 

of such an increase (Barton, 2024). One concern is the solution may not be bipartisan. 

However, blue and red states alike have implemented budget increases across the nation (Beeman, 

2023). On the flip side, unrelated to party affiliation, a funding bill of this nature would likely come with 

pushback from lobbying groups in the criminal legal system that have opposing interests. The US 

Department of Justice, in their retrospective analysis of Gideon v. Wainwright 60 years out, describes the 

pushback inevitable in public defense reform. “Other politically powerful groups resist public defense 

reforms. According to experts interviewed, state and local legislators, judges, prosecutors, and defense 

attorneys put up the most resistance for differing reasons. Some judges—and to a lesser extent, 

prosecutors—fear diminution of their power and influence. Some legislators worry about expense and feel 

they can indefinitely sidestep investment in a service seen to benefit disenfranchised constituents. And in 

some states, defense lawyers resist a shift entailing greater oversight or a different delivery system, both 

of which can pose changes to their customary legal practice” (Beeman, 2023). 

One characteristic of Iowa that might make our state immune to the pushback from interest 

groups seen elsewhere is our public prison system. Iowa is one of the only three states in the country, 

along with Illinois and New York, that expressly bans private prisons (Eisen, 2019). When private prisons 

do exist within a state, they operate as a for-profit industry; they have profit incentives, have to meet 

stockholder expectations, and use their money to lobby for politics that benefit them. Because Iowa does 

not have private prisons, we do not have private prison owners and private food and healthcare 

distributors lobbying politicians to implement policies that increase the number of people incarcerated. 

Therefore, we are unlikely to see the pushback that comes with de-incarceration efforts in states where 

corporations have a stake in the prison population. 
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Economic Feasibility 

As stated in our executive note, reducing racial disparity in our prisons has an offsetting effect on 

the cost of increasing public defense spending. Of course, the economic benefit of reducing racial 

disparity would be felt regardless of the means to achieve it. Thus, this consideration is not unique to that 

of public defense spending. It is, however, an incredibly important consideration when evaluating the 

option of defense spending, given the significant cost that budget increases pose. Further, the economic 

implications of defense spending can be extended to public defense in particular. The Michigan Indigent 

Defense Commission found that, in Michigan, “every $1 spent on hiring a new public defender to reduce 

caseloads is estimated to save $6.31 in incarceration costs” (MDCI House, 2024). As of 2022, Iowa spent 

$42,482 per inmate per year on incarceration costs. That price tag culminates in a yearly Iowan prison 

budget of $304,046,861 (National Institute of Corrections, 2022). 

Lastly, funding state public defense offices in particular is a more economically viable solution 

that alternatives like increasing pay for private, court-appointed, counsel. As of last year, the Iowa State 

Bar Association reported that 561 attorneys were registered as contract lawyers in the state with public 

defender’s offices (Bohlmann, 2023). Among those attorneys, those representing defendants with 

misdemeanors and Class C and D felonies made $68 per hour. Contract attorneys representing clients 

with Class B felonies received a rate of $73 per hour, and those with Class A felony cases received $78 

(Bohlmann, 2023). While these rates seem low compared to those of private counsel in our state, they are 

actually costing the state more money than needed to represent indigent offenders. One study in Texas 

exemplifies this: finding that “misdemeanor cases handled by public defender offices in the state cost 23 

to 32 percent less than those handled by other indigent defense models while felony cases cost 8 to 22 

percent less” (Furst, 2019). The study is not an outlier. A similar undertaking in New York revealed that 

“cases handled by public defender offices in the state cost about $77 less per case than assigned counsel.” 

Yet another study in Iowa found a difference of $200 between the two (Furst, 2019). The explanation for 

this phenomenon is simple: public defense offices, while incurring a larger start-up cost, ultimately make 

better use of funds due to their ability to pool resources and share expenses over time (Furst, 2019). It is 

evident that measures to increase public defense spending, and thus decrease racial disparity, would have 

beneficial economic outcomes that counteract the cost of implementing them (Miller, 2020). 

 

Option 2: Oversight Commissions for Public Defense Services 

As detailed earlier in the paper, Iowa is in the minority of states in that we have no commission, 

limited or otherwise, that oversees professional standards in our state public defense offices. As the Sixth 

Amendment Center has explained, “It is critical to have a statewide agency responsible for both “the 
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oversight and [the] evaluation of defender services.” Such agencies must have the authority to create and 

enforce standards for effective representation (such as those related to workloads, supervision, and 

performance) (Bertram, 2021). It would not be difficult to implement such a commission, and we 

certainly would not be alone in the endeavor: 68% already have a commission in some capacity. 

 

Effectiveness 

Looking to states around the US, the effects of such a commission are staggering. Potter County, 

Texas, is one such example. When Potter County Commission members learned that 75% of misdemeanor 

defendants plead guilty without legal counsel, they initiated an overhaul of the county’s public defense 

structure (Beeman, 2023). The new system, funded both by the county and the state, allowed the creation 

of the county’s first public defender office, as well as a managed assigned counsel system for conflict 

cases (Beeman, 2023). Similar results are seen in Michigan, where 2013 legislation implemented a state-

wide commission to set standards and allocate funds to locally-run systems. The results speak for 

themselves. Under the oversight of the Michigan Indigent Defense Commission (MIDC), Michigan 

public defenders are held to the following standards: 

 

1. A minimum of 12 hours/year of training and trial experience to qualify for PD work. 
 

2. A prompt, confidential intake interview within three days for clients in jail. 
 

3. Independent investigation with the help of an investigator and experts. 
 

4. No more than 150 felony or 400 misdemeanor cases per year 
 

It is clear that, if public defense offices are held to acceptable standards, then the minority clients that 

they serve will face substantially better outcomes. Clients who are represented at their initial appearance 

are more than 2 times as likely to be released without bail, and are nearly 5 times more likely to receive a 

reduction in bail at their arraignment (MIDC House, 2024). 

Further, because of the MIDC, judges may no longer hand-pick or pay attorneys. Instead, they must 

“appoint counsel at the first appearance and all critical stages and must follow a statewide indigency 

standard, which sets rebuttable presumptions of indigency and prohibits assessment of an upfront fee or 

cost-of-counsel fee on indigent defendants” (Beeman, 2023). Again, the results are inarguably impressive. 

Pre-commission, only 8 of Michigan’s 83 counties had public defender’s offices. Just three years later, in 

2021, the number had grown to 32. Because of grants from the MIDC 77 non-attorney client advocates or 

social workers across 39 counties in Michigan are now supported (MIDC House, 2024). 
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Around the nation, public defense commissions use holistic methods to ensure that their standards 

produce race-conscious and effective results. To achieve a diverse set of viewpoints, the Commission of 

the North Carolina Indigent Defense Services mandates appointments from a broad range of groups, 

including the governor, speaker of the house, chief justice, and bar associations. The commission also 

makes a special effort to appoint from Black and woman lawyers associations, and receiver positions for 

Native American and non-attorney members (Beeman, 2023). Similar efforts at diverse, unbiased 

perspectives are seen in the commission for the Colorado Public Defender. The commission, which has 

five standing members at a time (three lawyers and two non-lawyers) ensures that no member is a judge, 

prosecutor, public defender, or employee of a law enforcement agency. Other commissions, like the Travis 

County Public Defender in Austin, Texas, ensure they benefit from community input. The commission’s 

board, made up of seven members, includes an advocate/community activist and a ‘justice-involved” 

individual (Beeman, 2023). 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

One good sign for the logistical feasibility of creating a statewide commission is that it has 

already been done, and has been done a lot. Twenty-one states, or 42% of the country, have established 

one or more statewide commissions or boards to oversee all indigent defense services and 68% of states 

have a commission in some capacity (Carroll, 2017). These commissions are not limited to states of a 

particular political leaning. Red, midwestern states like Iowa are no exception. In Idaho, for 

instance, a 2014 law banned the state’s use of 

flat-fee contracts for indigent defense counsel 

and created the Idaho State Public Defense 

Commission (ISPDC) (Carroll, 2017). Today, 

the ISPDC carries an important role in the 

state and is authorized to promulgate 

standards related to 

attorney performance, attorney workload, and 

attorney supervision, among others (Carroll, 

2017). A similar commission can be seen in 

the swing state of Nevada where the “Indigent Defense Commission played an integral role in the 

establishment of the Department of Indigent Defense Services and the Board of Indigent Defense Services 

in 2019”. Three years later, the Nevada Supreme Court, found the IDC’s work completed and “ordered 

the Indigent Defense Commission closed and publicly thanked the Commission for its hard work and 

dedication in reforming the public defense system in Nevada (“Indigent Defense,” 2024). 
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One important consideration in implementing a statewide commission is the consequences of 

dismantling gubernatorial power. In Iowa, the position of the State Public Defender is filled by the 

governor. Therefore, appointees for the position are often at odds with their employer when it comes to 

advocating for the interests of public defense offices. If, for example, a governor institutes a budget or 

policy change that is detrimental to the ability of the defender to provide the best counsel possible, then 

they are forced to take a position against their appointer. This is not just conjecture: in 2011, the governor 

of New Mexico terminated the chief public defender mid-legislative session after the defender suggested 

that the public defense office was underfunded (Beeman, 2023). Isolating the role of the public defender 

from political interference is undoubtedly important when evaluating the commission as a policy option. 

 

Economic Feasibility 

The economic undertaking of creating a commission is, in theory, a relatively easy feat. The 

major administrative tasks include acquiring and paying board members, initiating information-gathering 

on where services are needed, and setting up systems to allocate funds. The most costly part of 

implementing a commission is what comes after: supporting a budget that can fix the deficits that a 

commission will ultimately uncover. One of the most highly successful commissions in the country, the 

Michigan Indigent Defense Commission (MIDC), for example, spent $220,917,400 in 2023 bringing state 

public defense services up to standards (MIDC House, 2024). Of this amount, 90.7% is spent on defender 

staff and direct service providers, 3% is spent on hiring experts and investigators, 0.09% is spent on 

defense training, and 5.4% is spent on equipment, services, supplies, and indirect costs (Michigan Indigent 

Defense Commission, 2023). 

An important positive economic consideration is similar to that discussed in the evaluation of the 

first policy option. As discussed above, in Michigan, “every $1 spent on hiring a new public defender to 

reduce caseloads is estimated to save $6.31 in incarceration costs” (MIDC House, 2024). Commissions, 

which work diligently to establish these offices and obtain grant funding to maintain them, would 

certainly save the state money in incarceration costs. While the cost to start and eventually fill deficits in 

Iowa’s existing system is not minor, the inverse effect on incarceration costs should not be discounted. 

 

Analysis of Public Defense Reform Option 

Looking to the three criteria laid out throughout our paper, we come to the following 

determinations about the effectiveness, logical feasibility, and economic feasibility of our policy options: 
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 Public Defense Spending Oversight Commission 

Effectiveness X  

Logistical Feasibility  X 

Economic Feasibility  X 

*an X denotes the policy option that wins the respective category 

 

In evaluating the policies in terms of effectiveness, public defense spending is superior. The 

policy has the most clearly quantifiable results. The clearing of a 6,000-person-long waitlist in Missouri, 

the majority of which were people of color, speaks for itself. While the benefits of greater adherence to 

workload standards are important, there is less of a concrete impact that would point to bettering racial 

disparity. 

Within the category of logistical feasibility, the oversight commission appears to have the least 

barriers. The sheer amount of data we are able to utilize from other states’ commissions puts this option at 

the top of the category, as we are able to learn and grow from the 68% of states that came before us. 

Further, the implementation as a commission is more stomachable for legislators and people alike, as it is 

not an outright declaration of increased spending in times when budgets are tighter. 

Finally, looking to the category of economic feasibility, an oversight commission is undeniably 

the stronger option. The main costs implicated in creating an oversight commission are administrative and 

involve the assembling of a board and creation of standards. These costs are next to nothing compared to 

bringing Iowa’s indigent defense budget up to that of other states. One caveat is that increases to the 

indigent defense budget exist on a spectrum, and legislators could impose as much or as little as 

supported by the state’s budget. 

Given the preceding reasons, our ultimate policy recommendation within the scope of public 

defense reform is that Iowa legislators approve a statewide oversight commission for Iowa public defense 

services. 

 

Jury Selection Reform 

Rationale Behind Jury Reform Lens 

The next arena to combat prison racial disparity is in regard to jury selection and the importance 

of equal representation in court cases. The Sixth Amendment in the U.S. Constitution states that those 
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accused have the right to “an impartial jury of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been 

committed.” These rights are further affirmed in the Iowa constitution in Article I, Section 10. Beyond 

this, several Supreme Court cases made it additionally clear that a fair trial requires fair representation for 

those on trial. Taylor v. Louisiana in particular, a 1975 case considering women’s right to serve on a jury, 

concluded that a jury be made up of a representative cross-section of the community. 

An impartial jury is one that treats all participants fairly, the best way to secure this right is to 

ensure that a jury is made up of people from different walks of life who are likely to hold differing 

opinions. Having a jury of like-minded people can lead to a verdict decided by groupthink and hasty 

deliberation. This can become especially problematic when the jury lacks similarity with those on trial, 

something that can happen too easily along racial lines whether intentional or not. A study done by Duke 

University researchers in 2012 observed trial juries and their case outcomes in two Florida counties from 

2000 to 2010. It was found that juries formed from all-white pools convicted black defendants 16% more 

than white defendants. The researchers also found that when at least one person of color was added to the 

pool, the difference was nearly removed (Anwar et al., 2012). Similar cases have been found in other 

places such as Harris County, Texas (Anwar et al., 2022). This cause and effect undermines the 

legitimacy of the criminal justice system, which makes it important that we prevent similar 

overrepresented juries in Iowa. While most of us are unlikely to ever find ourselves the defendant of a 

criminal case, if it were to happen, we would hope that the jury would not forsake us due to our 

differences. 

 

Current Status in Iowa 

Currently in Iowa, some of our largest counties are failing to create juries fully representative of 

our Black and Latino populations. There are three components to participating in jury service: the jury 

pools, jury panels, and the trial juries. The jury pool is a comprehensive list of citizens eligible for jury 

duty. In Iowa our “Master Jury List”, as it is commonly referred to, is compiled of those who are 

registered to vote or have a driver or non-operation identification card. Potential jurors are randomly 

selected from these pools and receive a jury questionnaire either through email or the post office. This 

jury questionnaire (Figure 3) asks questions about one’s citizenry, demographics, and other identifying 

factors. One notable detail is how several questions on the form ask about any criminal history the 

potential juror might have. What’s worth noting is that while most state’s questionnaires possess similar 

questions, they typically ask if a potential juror has had their rights restored following any criminal history 

(Figure 4). However, this particular checkbox is absent from Iowa’s questionnaire. 

 

 



59 
 

Figure 3: Iowa’s Jury Questionnaire 

 

 

 

Source: Belin, 2023 
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Figure 4: Federal Jury Questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

Source: United States District court for the District of Minnesota, 2024 

 

After this is complete, jurors are on call for the following month in wait of a trial. By random 

selection, potential jurors are called to the courthouse to make up the second phase jury panel. 

Here, the potential jurors are asked questions to determine if they are suitable to serve on the specific case 

in a process called voir dire, where the case attorneys look for any characteristics that might cause a 
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potential juror to be unfit for the case (for example, a juror and defendant might know each other, causing 

the potential juror to hold a pre established bias). If a juror is found to be unfit, they will be removed from 

the jury panel in a “peremptory strike.” An important aspect of having fair voir dire comes into play when 

considering that attorneys may act with implicit or unintentional bias themselves, in this case a racial one. 

In 1986 the U.S. Supreme Court officially recognized and addressed this potential problem in Batson v. 

Kentucky, in which the justices developed a test to determine if a peremptory strike was made with racial 

bias. This Batson Method is largely utilized across the nation; it's what Iowa uses when dealing with 

appropriate situations. Finally, the juror’s who pass voir dire become the trial jury, and get to hear and 

decide on the case at hand. Each of these stages in the jury process have been shown to play a role in the 

makeup of the final jury, with different issues arising that might lead to it lacking diverse representation. 

In a study done by David Walker and Russell Lovell, two Drake Law Professors who help co-chair the 

Iowa-Nebraska NAACP Legal Redress committee, Iowa’s most diverse counties had their population 

demographics compared with their own trial juries between January 2022 and June 2023. The data 

presented is as follows. 

For counties with significant black populations, Table 1 shows the amount of representation each 

stage had when compared to their county’s jury eligible population. While all counties had representative 

jury pools, when moving to the jury panel three counties declined in representation, those being below the 

percentage of their jury eligible populations. Black Hawk(-2.9%), Linn (-2.0%), and Scott (-3.4%) 

counties all had less African American representation on their jury panels when compared to their 

respective jury pools. While Linn and Black Hawk were able to bounce back in their trial jury 

representation, Scott county was still 1% below its jury eligible population. What was particularly 

worrisome was Dubuque county, where there were no black jury members over the 18-month period. 

 

Table 1 

Jury Representation of African Americans in Iowa Counties, Jan. 2022 - Jun. 2023 

 

County Jury Eligible Jury Pool Jury Panel Trial Jury 

Blackhawk 7.9% 10.4% 7.5% 7.8% 

Des Moines 4.6% 4.7% 3.9% 6.6% 

Dubuque 2.5% 2.6% 1.2% 0.0% 

Johnson 4.4% 6.9% 5.4% 5.5% 

Linn 4.0% 5.6% 3.6% 4.1% 
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Polk 5.5% 6.1% 4.4% 5.2% 

Scott 6.3% 7.5% 4.1% 5.3% 

Woodbury 3.0% 2.9% 2.1% 3.4% 

Note: Yellow cells indicate a jury stage where representation fell greater than 1% from the previous stage. 

Red cells indicate any reduction greater than 2%. 

Source: Walker and Lovell (as cited in Belin, 2023) 

 

 

Table 2 

Jury Representation of Hispanics in Iowa Counties, Jan. 2022 - Jun. 2023 

 

County Jury Eligible Jury Pool Jury Panel Trial Jury 

Johnson 4.0% 4.3% 3.1% 1.4% 

Linn 2.5% 2.6% 2.4% 2.2% 

Marshall 13.6% 17.1% 10.0% 8.2% 

Muscatine 13.2% 13.2% 9.8% 8.5% 

Polk 4.8% 6.3% 4.9% 3.8% 

Scott 5.3% 5.0% 4.8% 4.1% 

Woodbury 10.9% 7.3% 9.9% 10.6% 

Note: Yellow cells indicate a jury stage where representation fell greater than 1% from the previous stage. 

Red cells indicate any reduction greater than 2%. 

Source: Walker and Lovell (as cited in Belin, 2023) 

 

Table 2 shows Hispanic jury representation. Here problems begin at the jury pool with Woodbury 

County seeing a 3.6% drop between the jury-eligible population and the jury pool. From here, Hispanic 

representation would decrease with jury panels in Woodbury, Muscatine, and Marshall Counties (the 

latter two by 2%). By the time trial juries were reached, five counties were not representative of their 

Hispanic populations – these being Johnson, Marshall, Polk, Scott, and especially Muscatine. 

 

Option 1: Update the Jury Summons Process to Become More Comprehensive 

Right now, Iowa gets its master jury list from the current voter registration list, the current motor 
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vehicle operators list, and the nonoperators identification list (Iowa Judicial Branch). By including more 

sources to pull from, Iowa can ensure that more of its citizenry are represented in the jury pools. 

Currently, eight other states include sources beyond their voter and ID lists, the most common addition 

being income tax lists (Characteristics of an Effective Master Jury List). In 2018, Iowa’s Committee on 

Jury Selection recommended that the state incorporate lists from the Iowa Department of Revenue, 

housing authorities, and the Child Support Recovery Unit. 

Additionally, another obstacle exists in the form of Iowa’s jury questionnaire. When looking at 

the form, four out of thirteen yes/no questions were concerned with criminal history. What worried 

Walker and Lovell was that there was no box people could check to indicate that their rights had been 

restored following criminal history (Belin, 2023). This checkbox is present on the federal jury 

questionnaire, and helps inform and encourage citizens who have had a criminal past to now participate in 

their right to serve on a jury. 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

Right now, eight other states include sources beyond the voter and driver ID lists of all people or 

businesses that are receiving utility services (Alabama Rules of Judicial Administration, 2024). Five 

states: Indiana, New Jersey, Kentucky, New Mexico, and Pennsylvania, all include income tax roles as 

well on their master jury lists as well (Franklin County, PA, 2024; Indiana Judicial Branch, 2024; 

Kentucky Courts, 2024; New Jersey Courts, 2024; New Mexico Courts, 2024). Three states go even 

further than this: Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New York including those on unemployment, with the 

latter even sourcing from welfare recipients(Connecticut Judicial Branch, 2024; National Association of 

Criminal Defense Lawyers, 2024; United States District Court for the Eastern District of New York, 

2024). 

In matters of the jury questionnaire checkbox, Iowa strays from the federal jury questionnaire by 

not including it in our form. Now would be the best tie to add this aspect to our form, especially in light of 

recent felon re-enfranchisement such as voter restoration in 2020. 

 

Economic Feasibility 

No foreseen cost would be seen to editing the jury questionnaire or obtaining more sources for the 

master jury list. Statutory authority already exists for court authorities to receive applicable lists at no cost 

(Iowa Supreme Court, 2018). 

 

Effectiveness 

Increasing the sources for the master jury list would help prevent the cases of underrepresentation 
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seen in counties such as in Woodsbury, while also bolstering numbers in case of a drop in representation 

in the later stages of jury selection. While our current sources are the most effective way of gathering 

names for a master list, other sources such as income tax and government benefits help to specifically 

reach underrepresented neighborhoods (the U.S. Census Bureau reports that black and hispanic minorities 

made up 77.8% of SNAP, TANF, and rental subsidies in 2015). (King, 2022; National Center for State 

Courts, 2024) 

Revising the jury questionnaire to inform potential jurors of their restored rights would also go 

further to reduce the lackluster panels that have been seen in Blackhawk, Linn, Scott, and Polk (to name a 

few). The checkbox is common among other states, leading to Iowa being a detractor. In a presentation 

Lovell and Walker made last November to the Iowa Summit on Justice and Disparities, they said they 

were flabbergasted by this absence. Lovell reiterated this in an interview with him later, saying how many 

of those who had past criminal records can be discouraged from serving by the questions on the box. This 

is especially harmful given the longstanding cycle of racial disparities in Iowa criminal justice. 

 

Option 2: Revise the Batson Method 

As time has gone on since the original Batson v. Kentucky case, a plethora of evidence has 

pointed to the Batson method failing to check the implicit biases it was designed to prevent. As it so 

stands, the Batson method is a three-step process that goes as such: 

1. In an initial showing following a prosecutor’s peremptory challenge, the defending party 

must make an objection that the strike was based on race or another impermissible 

ground. 

2. Once the court has agreed that an initial showing was made, then the prosecutor must 

provide their neutral reasoning for the peremptory strike. To be “neutral” the prosecutors 

reasoning must be rational, and not “implausible, silly, or superstitious” while also being 

non-discriminatory 

3. The court determines if the prosecutors’ reasoning was neutrally based. Following this, the 

defense is required to prove that the prosecutor’s stated reason was false or made in lie. 

Much of the criticism of the Batson procedure has been that the second step is too easy for 

the strike to pass. Because of this flaw a large swath of minority jurors have continued to 

be struck at rates twice greater than that of white jurors (Semel, 2020).   

      

As states begin to realize the ineffectiveness of Batson, they have taken several various methods 

to solving this problem through a combined effort of legislative and judicial means. In 2018, Washington 



65 
 

State became the first state to impose substantial, additional restrictions that go beyond the Supreme 

Court’s Batson procedure (Goodman & McCord, 2022). First, it has created a list of reasons for 

peremptory strikes that would be deemed invalid for having a racial subtext. Some of the nullified reasons 

in Washington have been “expressing distrust of law enforcement”, “having a close relationship with 

someone convicted of a crime”, and not being a native English speaker”. 

The second way Washington went further with Batson was to apply more scrutiny to strikes that 

appeared to attack a prospective juror’s demeanor, a tactic that some prosecutor’s have used to conceal 

bias (Biba, Jacob, et al., 2018). A list has been created after case reviews found that jurors had been struck 

for being “allegedly” sleeping, inattentive, exhibiting a problematic attitude, or providing unintelligent 

answers. Here, if a party intends to offer one of the reasons on the list, they must give notice first to the 

court and other parties so that they can observe the problem themselves (Goodman & McCord, 2022). 

The third and final way Washington went beyond Batson’s original procedure was by providing 

an “objective observer test” to replace step three of the process. This new test, instead of determining if 

the striker had acted in a discriminatory manner, rather asks if an objective observer could view race (or 

other identities) as a factor used in the peremptory strike. This helps alleviate the court of needing to 

determine outright discrimination and allows all parties the semblance of human error (Semel, 2020). 

 

Logistical Feasibility 

Several of the peremptory strike’s reasons deemed invalid by Washington are unlikely to pass in 

Iowa. Strikes such as “having prior contact with law enforcement” may be seen as important and 

necessary questions to include. Other strikes, such as “living in a high-crime neighborhood” and “having 

a child outside of marriage” would still have a high chance of being accepted by an Iowan legislature. Our 

state may also be more welcoming to an objective observer test, as it helps reduce allegations of a party 

acting in a “racist” manner. Additionally, in 2019 Iowa Supreme Court Justice Brent Appel cited possible 

revisions similar to what Washington has done (Semel, 2020). 

The move to replace or reform Batson is gaining across the nation. The most notable legislative 

act has been in California. In 2022, the California legislature passed AB 3070, which removes the first 

step of Batson and adds the objective observer test (California State Legislature, 2020). Similar legislation 

has been introduced in Mississippi, New York, Colorado, and Massachusetts all within the past four years 

(Semel, 2020). Even without the works being done by legislatures, a real conversation is being held about 

how the current system is failing to achieve the standards it has set out. 

 

Economic Feasibility 

There should be no cost in passing rules that go beyond Batson; since none of these revisions 
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require any physical altering. While it is not a direct correlation, a more diverse jury could lead to more 

hung juries, in which case more resources may be used for new trials. Alternatively, if more defendants 

are being deemed guilty due to juries overrepresented by one demographic, then more state dollars will be 

going to the costs of sentencing. 

 

Effectiveness 

Revising the Batson procedure is the greatest method for solving the problem of drops in 

representation between the jury panel and jury trial. Due to such revisions being fairly new, data on its 

effects is still in its infancy; despite this the states applying these methods have seen a decrease in the 

number of peremptory strikes. For instance, one of Washington's appellate courts reversed a trial decision 

after finding that one of its black jurors had been struck in a matter that an objective observer could have 

seen as discriminatory. That case has now been demanded for a new trial with a fairer outcome (Conklin, 

2022). 

 

Analysis of Jury Selection Reform Options 

Looking to the three criteria laid out throughout our paper, we come to the following 

determinations about the effectiveness, logical feasibility, and economic feasibility of our policy options: 

 Jury Pool Reform Batson Reform 

Effectiveness  X 

Logistical Feasibility X  

Economic Feasibility  X 

*an X denotes the policy option that wins the respective category 

 

In evaluating the policies in terms of effectiveness, Batson reform shows more promise. Much of 

Iowa’s jury pool is already meeting representative requirements, leaving change up to the events at the 

jury panel. The effects of the current Batson method have been ineffective at solving racial bias in jury 

strikes, which largely contributes to the all-white juries. Subjecting peremptory strikes to more scrutiny, 

as well as an objective observer test, are promising developments as states begin to adopt these new 

methods. 

Within the category of logistical feasibility, adding more sources to the jury pool is an easy 



67 
 

addition to help reach more of the jury eligible population who might be missed by the current sources. 

Adopting sources from the Department of Revenue, as well as unemployment are simple additions that 

many other states already include. Additionally, the inclusion of a box indicating restored rights on our 

jury questionnaire would be easy to adapt thanks to federal precedent. 

 

Administrative Reform 

Relevant to the Criminal Justice System in the state of Iowa, there are certain identifiable 

components that produce systemic contributions to the disparity we see in the incarcerated population. 

Given that the same blueprint is applied to all jurisdictions in the state, changes in administrative 

structures will be applicable to all counties to ensure that demographic contributions remain generally 

parallel to that of the regional population. The alterations made to core structural documents like the 

statewide Code of Criminal Procedures, Sentencings Guidelines, or Prosecutorial Guidelines from the 

state Attorney General will eliminate the deviations in proportional contributions to the incarceration rate 

that occur throughout all levels of courts in the entire state. 

Iowa’s prisons have been highlighted as exceptional in severity of racial disparity. Overall, Iowa’s 

incarcerated population currently stands at roughly 17,000 individuals with 4,100 in local jails and 12,200 

in state and federal prisons. The demographics of this population are 64% White, 25% Black or African 

American, with the remaining percentage comprising Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian or Alaskan 

Native segments (“Iowa Profile,” 2024). This is held in comparison to Iowa’s general statewide 

population which is 84% White and astonishingly only 4% Black or African American. 

As researched and published by Derek W, Miller in the Iowa Law Review, the five most populous 

counties in the state in descending order are Polk, Linn, Scott, Johnson, and Black Hawk (America 

Counts Staff, 2021), however, the top contributors to the incarcerated population (in order) are Polk, 

Black Hawk, Scott, Linn, and Woodbury (Miller, 2020). Iowa’s condition as a largely rural state means 

that cities house vastly more dense pockets of the statewide population compared to rural areas meaning it 

would be expected that counties containing populous cities would make larger contributions to the state’s 

prison population. Although Black Hawk and Scott are in the top five of both measures, Black Hawk’s 

general Black population is 10% while its incarcerated Black population makes up 51%, effectively 

contributing 19% of the state’s total incarcerated Black population. Scott County closely follows Black 

Hawk by contributing 15% of the statewide incarcerated Black population. Following is Linn County, 

significantly dropping off with a 5% Black contribution (Miller, 2020) despite a population of more than 

100,000 additional residents than Scott (America Counts Staff, 2021). The top three counties for 

incarceration---Polk, Black Hawk, and Scott---collectively contribute 40% of the total incarcerated 

population but 62% of the Black incarcerated population. The visibility of the disparity between counties 
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demonstrates the influence statewide prosecutorial guidelines could have. Any amount of additional 

uniformity would be significant to Iowa’s public Black population as they are the most impacted. 

Under the current system of organization, the role of the prosecutor is one of the most influential and 

consequential positions in and out of the court. How the position works is that the centralized authority of 

the prosecutor extends from the ability to decide whether to proceed with criminal charges at all against 

any offender after an arrest to limiting the terms and scope of plea deals offered to defendants effectively 

influencing the consequences (therefore the options available) defendants have in deciding to go to trial or 

‘plea out’ by admitting guilt and accepting a lighter sentence. Leaving this large of a portion of a state’s 

decision power in the court systems up to a small number of prosecutors with integrally influential power 

has created a system with concerning vulnerabilities. 

 

Option 1: Guidelines for Prosecutorial Discretionary Power 

Current structures grant prosecutors full discretion in deciding whether to proceed with a 

preliminary hearing following an arrest. This is where the state will determine if there is enough evidence 

against a detainee to issue an indictment, officially admitting an individual into the criminal justice 

system. All charges are the state alleging violations of the criminal code with the preliminary hearing 

being the determining factor in whether the state (i.e. the prosecutor) believes it can prove said violations 

beyond reasonable doubt. All criminal proceedings pass through this level of the system. The prosecutor’s 

office effectively screens all possible admittees into the system by deciding for the state if a case is valid 

enough to pursue as well as whether it is worth pursuing. This is prosecutorial discretion. Given that 

criminal proceedings are costly and time consuming for the state to pursue, prosecutors have the 

additional authority to make these decisions in consideration of priorities of the state against the necessity 

to protect the public against certain crimes. 

Following the indictment stage, the prosecutor is bound by the Iowa Code of Criminal Procedure 

this is the complete official record of how the criminal justice system works and the powers and 

restrictions held by each position. Prior to the preliminary hearing, the only limits on prosecutors come 

from the state Attorney General. Even the authority of this position is limited to the issuance of priorities 

for lower prosecutors in the state, some power to intervene in cases, and the ability to initiate disciplinary 

action. Extensive studies have concluded after examining this system that prosecutorial discretion is one 

of several prominent sites that can be strategically engaged to curb the disparity seen amongst races. 

In 2013, the Smart on Crime initiative commenced by then-Attorney General, Eric Holder were 

guidelines issued to federal prosecutors nationwide which the U.S. Attorney General position oversees in 

a similar manner to the state Attorney General. The guidelines aimed to address several issues in the 

justice system including eliminating unfair disparities, appropriately allocating limited resources for 
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criminal justice, and providing alternatives for low-level, non-violent crime in the ultimate pursuit of 

curbing chronic overcrowding and recidivism rates. The initiative highlighted 5 goals explicitly: 

• Appropriately allocating finite government resources are devoted to law enforcement 

priorities 

• Promoting fairer enforcement of the law to alleviate disparities 

• Ensuring just punishments for low-level crimes 

• And to protect vulnerable segments of the population 

 

Federal Jurisdictions below the US Attorney General then produced guidelines for their offices 

accordingly to achieve the results outlined in these principles (“Smart On Crime”, 2013). 

Although studies have revealed several shortcomings in the implementation of the initiative, Smart on 

Crime did in fact have an immediate and positive impact. According to a review by the Office of the 

Inspector General released in 2017 (“Review of Department’s Implementation”), in the year following the 

initiative, the federal prison population decreased for the first time in over 30 years by 13% (from 

220,000 to 190,000) in 2014. Additionally---as it will become more relevant in the following policy 

option---the percentage of offenders serving 5-year mandatory minimum sentences for drug-related 

charges decreased federally from 28% to 20.8% between 2012 and 2015 while those serving 10-year 

mandatory sentences in the same category also decreased from 32.4% to 25% in the same period (Review 

of the Department’s Implementation”). Smart on Crime was repealed in 2017 by the next successive U.S. 

Attorney General. Despite its short lifespan as policy, the initiative did prove itself to be impactful. We do 

not know its long-term effects on the federal prison population, but the immediate results are substantial 

enough to have a significant impact on the present Black-White disparity seen in Iowa’s prison population 

if similarly implemented at the state level. With consideration of the rate of disparity, any notable change 

in the general prison population would be inherently substantial to the general Black population. 

 

Political Feasibility 

Pushback against systemic guidelines on prosecutorial discretion regularly comes from 

prosecutors themselves. The Smart on Crime initiative was positively perceived by the public and only 

repealed by the following U.S. Attorney General, Jess Sessions, who is prominently known as a hardline, 

tough-on-crime approach prosecutor. Prosecutors may also resist the additional time it will take to 

develop, maintain, and enforce new procedures regularly in their office. However, there is no evidence 

(only legal theory) to suggest that full prosecutorial discretion aids the state in achieving its incarceration-

related goals more so than guidelines do. Private prisons are not permitted in the state of Iowa. These 
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companies are the largest and most powerful source of resistance against incarceration reforms as they 

benefit from larger incarcerated populations. 

 

Economic Feasibility 

As an alteration in procedure, changes would not require significant resources from the state. As 

these new regulations would be relevant only to Prosecutors and the operations of their offices, the state 

should not anticipate the allocation of any major funds or the creation of committees or agencies. The 

only burden would be placed on prosecutors in creating, publishing, and enforcing procedures for their 

respective offices. 

 

Effectiveness 

The impacts of these guidelines on specifically drug-related convictions would curb the practice 

of emphasized prosecution of crimes of poverty. These notably include crimes such as theft, property 

crimes, and the second-largest category of crime in the state, drug crimes. According to the ACLU of 

Iowa, on drug possession charges alone, Black Americans were seven times more likely to be arrested 

than Whites (Nellis, 2016, p.6). Statistics like these resulted in disparity among races, for instance, such 

as with policies like the 1988 amendment to the Anti-Drug Act that placed a mandatory minimum on the 

possession of Crack Cocaine (Nellis, 2016, p.6). That is in addition to the general statistic of Black 

offenders comprising a vastly disproportionate number of those convicted of Crack Cocaine related 

offenses. (There are no statistics available for the general racial demographics of all Crack related 

offenders, but in trafficking, percentages have remained largely stagnant with around 80% of those 

convicted being Black.) Iowa's current mandatory minimums are mostly applicable to “habitual offenders” 

of felonies and crimes involving controlled substances. 

In a similar manner as called for by the Smart on Crime initiative, the state of Iowa should require 

the issuance of guidelines on prosecutorial priorities by each successive state Attorney General with the 

long-term goal of reducing the vast inequity inflicted on a valued segment of the state’s own population. 

With respect to local needs, county-level prosecutors should practice greater consideration of the level of 

threat and disruption posed to the public by offenders of non-violent, low-level crimes. As demonstrated 

by instances like that of Black Hawk and Scott County, lack of intentional deployment of prosecutorial 

power offices can have dramatic effects on the statewide prison profile. If Iowa is interested in 

establishing an increased level of uniformity in proportionate contributions to the overall prison 

population, it should proceed to require official guidelines of how it will be pursuing prosecutions. 

 

Option 2: Elimination of Mandatory Minimums for Drug Offenses 
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Another effective means of countering racial disparity in Iowa’s prison population via 

administrative changes would be through the repeal of mandatory minimum sentencing policies. These 

policies aimed to address nationwide substance abuse problems by increasing sentence lengths of drug 

offenders and decreasing the possibility of parole. Although initially popular, they now are the subject of 

vast critique for their contribution to the exponential growth in prison populations seen over the past 50 

years. 

Mandatory Minimums emerged as a norm in the 1970s and 80s as a part of the “War on Drugs” 

and “Tough on Crime” reforms pushed by US Presidents Nixon and Reagan. Specifically, the 1986 Anti-

Drug Abuse Act instated 5- and 10-year mandatory minimum sentences on trafficking of Crack and Powder 

cocaine leading to the infamous disparity rate between the two substances of 100-to-1, translating to 100 

times the weight amount of crack cocaine becoming necessary to trigger the same mandatory minimum as 

for Crack (Nellis, 2016). An additional amendment in 1988 applied a 5-year minimum to ‘simple 

possession’ of Crack Cocaine---a first of its kind . This caused a general nationwide increase in the prison 

population, but it also opened the door for various states to expand on the institution of minimums and 

required sentences, particularly for drug offenses. In the US today, 1 in 5 inmates of the 1.9 million people 

incarcerated are serving sentences for drug offenses, which the minimums have targeted since their 

implementation (Sawyer and Wagner, 2024). 

In the late 2000s, Rhode Island made radical reforms to its statewide sentencing policies. In 2008, 

the state General Assembly passed legislation providing a uniform standard of calculating earned “good 

time” credit (RIDOC, 2017), meaning a certain number of days could be subtracted each month from an 

inmate’s total sentence for remaining discipline-free. Most significantly, in 2009, the General Assembly 

repealed all mandatory minimum sentences for drug-related offenses including manufacturing, selling, 

and possession of Schedule I and II drugs (Almeida, 2009). According to a report from the Rhode Island 

Department of Corrections, Rhode Island had experienced a 540% growth increase in prison population 

from 1976 to 2008 (16.9% annual average for 32 years). However, at the time of the release of this report 

(2017, p.4), the population had begun to decrease by a total of 20.5% since 2008 (2.6% yearly). The state 

experienced exponential inmate population increases on par with the increase seen nationally after the 

passage of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act. The incarceration rate per capita increased by 274% from 77 per 

100,000 in 1980 to 211 per 100,000 in 2009, but after the state’s all-time high (also in 2009), there was a 

3.3% decline in the 5 years after the changes in sentencing (RIDOC, 2017,4-5) eventuating a 18.7% 

decrease in total population by 2016 (RIDOC, 2017,12-13). 

 

Political Feasibility 

Reforms to the Incarceration system have historically received bipartisan support. In the case of 
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this measure in Rhode Island, it was proposed a total of three times, being vetoed by the Governor twice. 

The first veto came as a response to pressure against it by state police. After the second veto, the 

Governor stated that it would interfere with a judge’s ability to impose appropriate sentencing, however, 

the bill did pass both the state Congress and Senate three times before becoming law. 

In Iowa, there is likely to also be pushback from state police as well as tough-on-crime and criminal 

victim advocacy organizations. This audience can be considered by not applying to the mandatory 

minimums of those serving sentences including for violent offenses as was done in Rhode Island. 

Most substantially, there are no private prisons allowed to operate in the state, which has been a 

highly influential investor in countering prison reform measures. Additionally, Governor Kim Reynolds 

signed Executive Order 7 into law in 2020 restoring the voting rights to released felons displaying interest 

in some modern incarceration reform and reparative efforts in the state. These measures could also gain 

more public favorability by including reinvestments in the public of the state funds saved in incarceration 

costs. 

 

Economic Feasibility 

As is the goal of making changes in administrative protocols, the anticipated costs aim to be 

minimal. The value of procedural changes lies in the results that they will yield, however, the state should 

expect to retain more of its budget by reducing the yearly cost of incarceration. In 2017, the state’s cost of 

incarceration was $95.85 per inmate per day (Miller, 2020) and has only increased since. The amount 

retained will be a direct result of how effective these policies are at reducing inmate current and future 

inmate populations. 

 

Effectiveness 

Currently, Drug crimes are the third largest category of convicted crimes in the state. Although 

there are no statistics available on the exact percentage of drug convictions carrying mandatory minimum 

sentences, the minimums were initially established to apply to drug crimes. Of Iowa’s inmates serving 

mandatory minimums, 1/3 of the population is African American (Miller, 2020). 

The impacts of these guidelines on specifically drug-related convictions would curb the practice 

of emphasized prosecution of crimes of poverty. These notably include crimes such as theft, property 

crimes, and the second-largest category of crime in the state, drug crimes. According to the ACLU of 

Iowa, on drug possession charges alone, Black Americans were seven times more likely to be arrested 

than Whites (Nellis, 2016). 

Statistics like these resulted in disparity among races, for instance, such as with policies like the 

1988 amendment to the Anti-Drug Act that placed a mandatory minimum on the possession of Crack 
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Cocaine. That is in addition to the general statistic of Black offenders comprising a vastly disproportionate 

number of those convicted of Crack Cocaine related offenses. (There are no statistics available for the 

general racial demographics of all Crack related offenders, but in trafficking, percentages have remained 

largely stagnant with around 80% of those convicted being Black (“Report to the Congress,” 2015.) 

Iowa's current mandatory minimums are mostly applicable to “habitual offenders” of felonies and crimes 

involving controlled substances. 

The incarcerated population as a whole would benefit from the elimination of mandatory 

minimum sentences for drug related crimes, but with the rate of disproportionality of the Black population, 

any general relief would be proportionally significant to the non-incarcerated Black population. The 

reforms in Rhode Island not only stopped the increase in the population but lowered it as well (RIDOC, 

2017). 

 

 

Analysis of Administrative Reform Options 

 

 Prosecutorial Guidelines Elimination of Mandatory 

 

Minimums 

Effectiveness X  

Political Feasibility  X 

Economic Feasibility X  

 

 

Prosecutorial Discretion would ultimately be the more effective option of a reform. When applied 

to the specific conditions of Iowa, the lack of cohesion in decisions made by prosecutors, and the 

emergent disparity admitted into the prison population, the development of a consistent process of vetting 

what cases will be pursued will minimize the amount of which deviation from protocol can take place. 

There is room for the elimination of mandatory minimums for inmates across the state, however, the rate 

of admittance of Black inmates on a county-by-county basis displays a more immediate need for a 

reparative solution. 

The option most likely to survive political scrutiny is the elimination of mandatory minimums. 

With reforms to the incarceration system historically having bipartisan support, the political acceptability 
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lies in which actors with power approve of the policies. Considering that prosecutors are actors on behalf 

of the state in the court of law , the state will be more likely to favor their opinion over the public good of 

a minority population. 

 

Finally, prosecutorial guidelines would be the most economically feasible as they would only 

require exertion of additional effort by prosecutor’s offices for which additional funds would not be 

necessary unless under extenuating circumstances . Virtually no other realm of the criminal justice system 

would require more public funds. In fact, as mentioned prior, money shall be saved in total incarceration 

costs and funds spent on court proceedings will be saved by the screening and vetting process this system 

evokes. 

 

Conclusion 

It is evident that the racial disparity in Iowa prisons is a nuanced issue that requires intervention 

at every level of the criminal legal system. This blatant inequity reflects poorly on the state of Iowa– it 

demonstrates that we treat a portion of our own population differently on the basis of their race. While all 

options may not be simultaneously feasible, it is important to recognize that they all play a part in 

combating the issue. Our recommendation is thus threefold: to create an oversight commission for state 

defense offices, provide stricter scrutiny to jury strikes, and to streamline prosecutorial discretion with 

guidelines. These solutions will not only work towards decreasing racial disparities in our prisons, but 

will demonstrate a willingness to correct centuries of discrimination in our country and could pose 

economic benefits to our state. 
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Thank you for reading the 2024/2025Hawkeye Policy Report 

Please forward any questions to Prof. Nicholas Martini (Nicholas-martini@uiowa.edu) 

 

Any students interested in joining the Iowa Policy Research Organization (IPRO) 

should contact Prof. Martini for permission to join our Fall course (POLI:3127 -  

Legislative Policy Seminar) 
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