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STATEMENT OF ISSUES

I. Whether a full and harmonious reading of Chapter 20 of
the Iowa Code, including § 20.34, shows that contested
cases under Chapter 20 are still subject to judicial review
under Chapter 17A.




ROUTING STATEMENT

The Iowa Supreme Court should retain this case. It presents
a fundamental and urgent issue of broad public importance:
whether recent amendments to Chapter 20 of the Iowa Code,
including § 20.34, eliminates judicial review of contested cases

under Chapter 20. Iowa R. App. P. 6.1101(2)(d).



NATURE OF THE CASE

Zachary Helmrichs and Mason Gallup were terminated by the
Department of Transportation in violation of the prohibited
practices provisions of Iowa Code § 20.10. (D0O0O1 at 4, Petition —
03/27/2025). They filed a prohibited practices complaint under
Chapter 20, and followed it through the administrative process.
(Id.). This continued until they filed a petition for judicial review
under Chapter 17A. (Id.). The State moved to dismiss the petition
arguing that Iowa Code § 20.34 requires dismissal. (D0004, Mtn. to
Dismiss — 04/16/2025). The District Court denied the motion.
(D0013, Order — 06/17/2025).

Iowa Code § 20.34 is the heart of this case. It states:

Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial

review of a decision of the board in a contested case

under this chapter, the opposing party shall be named

the respondent, and the board shall not be named as a

respondent. Judicial review of agency action by the
board under this chapter is not subject to chapter 17A.

Iowa Code § 20.34.

At first glance, these provisions seem to entirely contradict
one another. Why would the first sentence outline the procedures

for naming parties in a petition for judicial review, if the second




sentence held that judicial review of agency action under the
chapter is not available? Of course, the Legislature did not intend
to simultaneously repeal the first sentence by enacting the second,
so it must have been doing something else. That something else is
what 1s at issue in this appeal.

The State asserts a strained and isolated reading of § 20.34,
arguing that the first sentence addresses “non-chapter 17A review,”
because the second sentence bars all judicial review under chapter
20. But, read holistically—within Chapter 20, Chapter 17A, and the
rest of the Iowa Code—the statute says no such thing.

The two sentences instead operate together, through a belt-
and-suspenders approach to ensure that, in the limited cases where
Chapter 20 claims are subject to Chapter 17A review, the correct
parties are named. This is one of those limited cases and the

District Court was correct in denying the State’s motion to dismiss.
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FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Zachary Helmrichs and Mason Gallup were terminated by the
Department of Transportation. (D0O001 at 4, Petition — 03/27/2025).
On May 23, 2024, they filed a prohibited practices complaint under
Iowa Code § 20.11(1) with the Public Employment Relations Board
(PERB). (D0013, Order — 06/17/2025). A contested case proceeding
was held in front of an administrative law judge. (Id.).

After their case was submitted to the administrative law
judge, the Iowa Legislature eliminated PERB and replaced it with
the Employment Appeal Board (“Board”). (Id.; see also 2024 Iowa
Acts ch. 1170, §§ 172, 368). The Board took over PERB’s duties,
including under Iowa Code Chapter 20. (Id.).

After these changes took effect, the administrative law judge
issued his proposed decision, agreeing with Helmrichs’s and
Gallup’s prohibited practices claim. (D0013 at 1). The State filed a
petition for review with the Board, and the Board issued its final
decision on March 6, 2025, reversing the proposed decision of the

administrative law judge. (Id.).
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Helmrichs and Gallup filed a petition for judicial review under
Iowa Code § 17A.19. (D0001). The State moved to dismiss the
petition, arguing that Iowa Code § 20.34 precluded Chapter 17A
review of a final decision of a contested case by the Board. (D0004,
Mtn. to Dismiss — 04/16/2025). Iowa Code § 20.34 states in full:

Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial

review of a decision of the board in a contested case

under this chapter, the opposing party shall be named

the respondent, and the board shall not be named as a

respondent. Judicial review of agency action by the
board under this chapter is not subject to chapter 17A.

This was enacted as part of the State Government Reorganization
Act. 2023 Towa Acts ch. 19, § 2161 (codified at Iowa Code § 20.34).
The District Court for Polk County, presided by Judge David
Nelmark, denied the motion to dismiss. (D0013). The District Court
noted that the two sentences of § 20.34 were contradictory, but
because this was a “contested case,” the narrower first sentence
controlled, rather than the more general second sentence. (D0013
at 2). The State applied for interlocutory review, and the Iowa

Supreme Court granted it.

12




ISSUES

Error Preservation

The State preserved error on this issue through its pre-
answer motion to dismiss. (D0006 at , Mtn. to Dismiss — 03/27/2025;
DO0013, Order — 06/17/2025). Meier v. Senecaut, 641 N.W.2d 532,
537 (Iowa 2002).

Standard of Review

At the motion to dismiss stage, the Court accepts all well-
pleaded facts as true. Shumate v. Drake Univ., 846 N.W.2d 503, 507
(Iowa 2014). The only dispute here relates to the interpretation of
a statute. The Court reviews both motions to dismiss and trial
court’s interpretation of a statute for correction of errors at law.
Butter v. Midwest Property Management IC, LLC, 29 N.W.3d 626,
633 (Iowa 2025); Abrahamson v. Scheevel, 31 N.W.3d 20, 24 (Iowa
2026).

Argument

In 2023, the Iowa Legislature passed Senate File 514, the
State Government Reorganization Act. 2023 Iowa Acts ch. 19. This

Act was Governor Kim Reynolds’s effort to procedurally modernize

13



the State government.! Part of that 693-page act were the two
sentences at issue in this appeal. 2023 Iowa Acts ch. 19, § 2161
(codified at Iowa Code § 20.34). Section 20.34 states:

Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial
review of a decision of the board in a contested case
under this chapter, the opposing party shall be named
the respondent, and the board shall not be named as a
respondent. Judicial review of agency action by the
board under this chapter is not subject to chapter 17A.

The State argues the second sentence—"“Judicial review of agency
action by the board under this chapter is not subject to Chapter
17A”—strips the district court of its jurisdiction over review of
prohibited practices claims. A holistic reading of § 20.34, however,
shows that the second sentence is a belt-and-suspenders approach
to the first sentence.

I. The structure of Chapter 20 shows that judicial

review has always been a part of this process, and §
20.34 is a continuation of it.

13

In construing the second sentence of § 20.34, “we must
consider ‘the context of the other words used in the provision [and]

how the provision fits into the greater statutory scheme.” ” State

1 See Press Release, Gov. Reynolds Introduces Government Alignment Model, State Branding,
July 18, 2023, https://governor.iowa.gov/press-release/2023-07-18/gov-reynolds-introduces-
government-alignment-model-state-branding.
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Pub. Def. v. Iowa Dist. Ct., 31 N.W.3d 45, 60 (Iowa 2026) (quoting
Beverage v. Alcoa, Inc., 975 N.W.2d 670, 681 (Iowa 2022)). The goal
of statutory interpretation is to read a statute harmoniously with
its related provisions, rather than in conflict with one another.
Myers v. City of Cedar Falls, 8 N-W.3d 17, 180 (Iowa 2024).

Towa Code § 20.34 exists in Chapter 20 of the Iowa Code.
Chapter 20 governs the collective bargaining rights for public
employees. See generally Iowa Code § 20. At one time, the Public
Employment Relations Board oversaw claims brought under
Chapter 20, but in 2024, the Iowa Legislature replaced PERB’s
functions under Chapter 20 with the Employment Appeal Board.
See 2024 Towa Acts ch. 1170, §§ 172, 368. The Employment Appeal
Board is referred to as “the board” throughout Chapter 20. Iowa
Code § 20.3(2). The Board’s decisions are generally subject to
judicial review process in chapter 17A. Iowa Code § 10A.601(7).

Chapter 20 outlines different “prohibited practices” that a
public employer or public employee cannot engage in. Iowa Code
§ 20.10. For instance, public employers may not initiate a lockout.

Iowa Code § 20.10(2)(h). If a public employer engages in a

15



prohibited practice, then the public employee can file a prohibited
practices claim. Iowa Code § 20.11. This is the sort of claim
underlying this appeal. (D0001 at § 3, Petition — 03/27/2025).
Chapter 20 describes the process that must be followed for a
prohibited practices claim. See Iowa Code § 20.11. This process
begins with the filing of a complaint with the Board. Id. § 20.11(1).
The accused party has a chance to answer the complaint. Id. The
Board may also dismiss the complaint if it has “no basis in fact.” Id.
If it has a basis in fact, then the complaint is set for a hearing. Id.
The Board will then “designate one of its members, an
administrative law judge, or any other qualified person employed
by the board to serve as the presiding officer at the hearing.” Iowa
Code § 20.11(2). After the hearing is conducted, the presiding officer
then issues a proposed decision. Id. That decision “may be appealed
to the board, or reviewed on motion of the board, in accordance with
the provisions of chapter 17A.” Id. The subsection concludes: “The
board’s review of proposed decisions and the rehearing of final
decisions is governed by the provisions of chapter 17A.” Iowa Code

§ 20.11(5).
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Section 20.11(5) was amended when § 20.34 was adopted. See
2023 Towa Acts ch. 19, § 2159, 2161. Prior to the amendment,
§ 20.11(5) stated that the Board’s review of proposed decisions “and
the rehearing or judicial review of final decisions is governed by the
provisions of chapter 17A.” Id. § 2159 (emphasis added). The Iowa
Supreme Court held that “judicial review” in the older version of
§ 20.11(5) indicated that it was a special proceeding for the
purposes of Iowa Code § 611.2, because it was subject to the 17A
administrative review process. O’Hara v. State, 642 N.W.2d 303,
314—-15 (Iowa 2002).

In 2023, the Legislature moved the mention of “judicial
review in § 20.11(5) to a new section and provided additional

details.

Sec. 2159. Section 20.11, subsection 5, Code 2023, is amended to read as follows:
5. The board’s review of proposed decisions and the rehearing orjudieial review of final
decisions is governed by the provisions of chapter 17A.

Sec. 2160. Section 20.13, subsection 3, Code 2023, is amended by striking the subsection.

Sec. 2161. NEW SECTION. 20.34 Judicial review.

Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial review of a decision of the board in
a contested case under this chapter, the opposing party shall be named the respondent, and
the board shall not be named as a respondent. Judicial review of agency action by the board
under this chapter is not subject to chapter 17A.

2023 Towa Acts ch. 19, § 2159, 2161. This change, however, did not

wholly remove judicial review from this process, it merely moved it

17



elsewhere. State v. Rhodes, 6 N.W.3d 741, 752 (Iowa 2024) (noting
that “the legislature knew how to make its wishes known”).

The first sentence of § 20.34 still contemplates judicial review,
just like the older version of § 20.11(5). The first sentence begins,
“Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial review of a
decision of the board in a contested case under this chapter . . ..”
Iowa Code § 20.34 (emphasis added). The Legislature instead
moved judicial review to its own subsection and provided additional
detail for this procedure. As a result, judicial review is still a part
of this process, but now the Iowa Code provides more guidance for
this claim. Specifically, who to name in the petition.

II. The first sentence of § 20.34 is a specific rule

governing the naming of parties in petitions for
judicial review of Chapter 20 contested cases.

The first sentence of § 20.34 clarifies who must be named in
the petition: “[T]he opposing party shall be named the respondent,
and the board shall not be named as a respondent.” Iowa Code
§ 20.34. In other words, the first sentence confirms that “petition

for judicial review” is still available, but “[n]Jotwithstanding” what

18



Chapter 17A says about naming parties, the petition cannot name
the Board as a respondent.

This reading of the first sentence is confirmed by 17A itself.
Iowa Code § 17A.19 governs the judicial review process. Section
17A.19(4) tells litigants who must be named in petitions for judicial
review. It states that “the petition for review shall name the agency
as respondent, except as provided in sections 10A.324 and 20.34.”
Iowa Code § 17A.19(4). In other words, the default is to name the
agency involved, but § 20.34 and § 17A.19(4) cross reference one
another to make clear that in petitions for judicial review under
Chapter 20, the public employer and not the Board should be
named.

The State’s reading of the first sentence is very different.
Rather than being about naming parties, the State argues that this
sets up a system for “non-chapter 17A judicial review” of these
claims. Appellant’s Br. at 26-27. The State’s interpretative path of
getting there is flawed in two respects. First, it requires ignoring
context. Second, it requires converting a term of art into its plain

language.
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First, to accept the State’s reading, one must ignore the cross
references between § 20.34 and § 17A.19(4) to avoid their general-
specific relationship. Although not required, cross references tend
to identify a general and specific statutory relationship. State v.
Hess, 983 N.W.2d 279, 287 (Iowa 2022). The more general statute
1dentifies a default rule, and the more specific statute identifies an
exception. Antonin Scalia & Bryan A. Garner, Reading Law: The
Interpretation of Legal Texts 183 (2012). The point of the
relationship is that they share a similar foundation. Id.

For instance, assume the Legislature passed two laws. The
first prohibited all wheeled vehicles from being in the park. The
second stated that bicycles must be ridden on the sidewalks in the
park. The second law draws a narrow exception to the first law, but
both are about modes of transportation in the park. It would be
unreasonable to conclude that by passing the second law, the
Legislature repealed the first. Instead, the more harmonious
reading is to construe the second law as an exception.

Section 17A.19(4) is about who must be named in the petition

for judicial review. Section 20.34 1s about who must be named in

20



the petition for judicial review of a claim under Chapter 20. The
second law draws a narrow exception to the first, but both are about
who must be named in a petition for judicial review. The State’s
interpretation requires reading this relationship out of the statute
and instead reading the first sentence of § 20.34 wholly out of
context.

Second, the reader also must ignore the Legislature’s common
usage of the term “judicial review.” The State argues that “petition
for judicial review” in Iowa Code § 20.34 “refer[s] to non-chapter
17A judicial review,” such as writs of certiorari. Appellant’s Br. at
26-27. It reaches this interpretation by looking at the plain
meaning of the words “petition” and “judicial review.” Id. This
strained interpretation cannot carry the day when considering that
§ 20.34 is about the Board, and how the Legislature has used
“judicial review” throughout the Code.

Section 20.34 references “the board.” Iowa Code § 20.34. As
discussed above, this is short for the Employment Appeal Board.
TIowa Code § 20.3(2). Chapter 17A applies to the Board’s decisions

generally: “A petition for judicial review of a decision of the appeal
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board shall be filed pursuant to section 17A.19.” Iowa Code §
10A.601(7) (emphasis added). Section 20.34’s first sentence uses
remarkably similar language as § 10A.601(7): “[A] petition for
judicial review of a decision of the board.” When the Legislature
uses the same words, we presume they carry the same meaning.
Bribiesco-Ledger v. Klipsch, 957 N.W.2d 646, 650 (Iowa 2021). The
State’s interpretation requires to assume that the Legislature used
almost the exact same wording in § 10A.601(7) and § 20.34 but were
referencing entirely opposite things.

Beyond these specific statutes, a search of the Iowa Code
reveals that the Legislature used the term “udicial review” 266
times. There are lots of statutes that use “judicial review” and
expressly reference chapter 17A. See Iowa Code § 507B.8(1)
(“Judicial review of the actions of the commissioner may be sought
1n accordance with the terms of the Iowa administrative procedure
act, chapter 17A.”). Excluding the obvious references from chapters
10A and 17A, there are around 1842 other examples where the

Legislature used “judicial review” similar to § 507B.8(1).

2 Towa Code § 20.15(2)(b)(2), (3)(B)(2); id. § 22.5; id. § 22.10(3)(d); id. § 35C.4, .5, .6; id. §
35D.15(1); id. § 73A.15; id. § 80.15(2); id. § 81.9; id. § 85.70(1); id. § 87.7; id. § 88.5(10); id. §
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There is one statute that uses “uses “judicial review” without
explicitly referencing chapter 17A, but 17A still applies. Iowa Code
§ 279.18 permits “judicial review” of a school corporation’s board of
directors’ decision to terminate a teacher’s contract. The statute
never references chapter 17A by name, but, nonetheless, Iowa
appellate courts have treated the statute as if 17A applies to it.
Walthart v. Bd. of Directors, 694 N.W.2d 740, 743 (Iowa 2005)

(reasoning that § 279.18 creates an exception to § 17.19(7)’s

88.9; id. § 88A.8; id. § 89.13; id. § 90A.11(3)(d); id. § 91A.12(4); id. § 91C.8(9); id. § 92.22(4); id.
§ 96.7(e)(1), .11, .14; id. § 97A.6(13), .14; id. § 97B.29; id. § 99A.6(2); id. § 99B.3(4); id. §
99B.55(2)(c); id. § 101.27; id. § 101A.4; id. § 103.29(1); id. § 103.31(5); id. § 103.39(6); id. §
103A.18; id. § 105.27(2); id. § 123.32(8)—(9), .39; id. § 124.508; id. § 135B.14; id. § 135C.13; id.
§ 135C.43; id. § 135G.13; id. § 135H.14; id. § 135R.8; id. § 138.10; id. § 148.7; id. § 152C.4; id.
§ 156.16(6); id. § 157.13(4)(c); id. § 166B.7; id. § 169.14(8); id. § 185.34(2)(b)(3); id. § 189A.14(1);
id. § 198.13(5); id. § 199.11(2)(); id. § 203.11A(3); id. § 203C.36A(3); id. § 207.14, .15; id. §
208.8(6); id. § 208.11; id. § 214A.11(2)(b); id. § 216.17(1)(a), .1TA(2), .19; id. § 231.78(1)(a); id.
§ 231B.9A(3); id. § 231C.9A(3); id. § 231D.10A(3); id. § 238.12(2); id. § 239B.16; id. § 249.5; id.
§ 249A.4(11), .41(3), .43(1); id. § 261B.3(4); id. § 262.69(2); id. § 275.8(3); id. § 275.16(4); id. §
285.13; id. § 321.52(3)(d); id. § 321A.2(2); id. § 321J.14; id. § 322.10; id. § 322A.17(2); id. §
324A.5(2)(0); id. § 326.31(2); id. § 327C.19(2); id. § 328.39(2); id. § 331.190(2)(d); id. § 368.7(4);
id. § 368.22(2); id. § 421.17(10)(a); id. § 421B.11(2); id. § 422.29(1); id. § 425.7(3)(a); id. §
425.31(1); id. § 426A.6; id. § 427.1(16), .23(a); id. § 429.3; id. § 437A.10(1); id. § 437B.6(1); id.
§ 441.21(D)E(Q), .21(D)A)G); id. § 441.32(2)(d); id. §441.37A.3(b); id. § 441.37BQ); id. §
441.49(5); id. § 450.59; id. § 453A.29; id. § 453A.46(4); id. § 453A.48(5); id. § 455B.109(4); id. §
455B.140; id. § 455B.178; id. § 455B.278(2). 279(1); id. § 455B.281(3); id. § 455B.308; id. §
455B.338; id. § 455B.392(1)(c); id. § 455B.478; id. § 455C.12B; id. § 455D.24; id. § 4551.9(2);
id. § 456B.12(2); id. § 457B.1(3)(n); id. § 458A.14; id. § 459.304(8)(c); id. § 462B.11; id. § 476.13;
id. § 476.27(5); id. § 47T6A.11(2); id. § 478.32; id. § 479.32; id. § 479B.22; id. § 502.609; id. §
506.9; id. § 507B.8; id. § 507C.9(6)(b); id. § 508C.11(3); id. § 510.8(2); id. § 514A.10; id. §
514B.27; id. § 514G.110(8)(c); id. § 514J.110(2)(a); id. § 515.152; id. § 515A.6(7)(P); id. §
515A.18(3)(a); id. § 515B.7(3); id. § 518C.8(3); id. § 519A.10(2); id. § 521A.13; id. § 521C.11(2);
id. § 522F.19; id. § 524.225; id. § 524.606(2)(b); id. § 524.1304(1); id. § 524.1403(2)(b); id. §
524.1413(2); id. § 524.1505(2).; id. § 533.502(3); id. § 553A.15, .16(5); id. § 535B.13(5); id. §
535D.13(8); id. § 536.23; id. § 536A.11(3); id. § 536A.18(7); id. § 542.11(7); id. § 542.14(6); id. §
542B.27(6); id. § 543B.41; id. § 543D.21(6); id. § 543E.18(6); id. § 544A.15(3)(f); id. § 548.104(6);
id. § 600.8(2)(c); id. § 692.5(2); id. § 692A.126(2)(c); id. § 724.21A(4).
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certified record rule); Wedergren v. Bd. of Directors, 307 N.W.2d 12,
18 (Iowa 1981) (applying then-§ 17A.17.(3)’s conflict of interest
rule); Schneider v. Keokuk Cmty. Sch. Dist., No. 16-0675, 2017 WL
510952, at *1 (Iowa Ct. App. Feb. 8, 2017) (applying § 17A.19(1)’s
exhaustion requirement). This is likely because § 279.18 mirrors
Chapter 17A proceedings apart from the evidentiary rule discussed
in Walthart. The State obviously cannot concede that § 20.34 is like
§ 279.18 because doing so would mean that judicial review still
applies to Chapter 20.

The State is left then with arguing that the Legislature used
“judicial review” in its plain meaning. There are three statutes
where Legislature has used “judicial review” outside the chapter
17A context. See Iowa Code § 6A.24(1); § 252B.6A(5)(b); Iowa Code
§ 537.6108(1). Even these statutes do not get the State over the
hump. That is because these three statutes define exactly what
“judicial review” entails, while § 20.34 does not.

First, Iowa Code § 6A.24 lays out the procedure for judicial
review of the exercise of eminent domain. Iowa Code § 6A.24(1).

Although it uses the term “judicial review,” it does not reference
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Chapter 17A, and the Legislature specifically wrote that 17A does
not apply. Id. See Iowa Code § 6B.3A; see also Brendeland v. Iowa
Dep’t of Trans., 14 N.W.3d 135, 145 (Iowa 2024). The statute defines
an entire procedural scheme, including filing requirements, service
procedures, burdens of proof, and available remedies. Iowa Code
§ 6A.24(1)—(3); see generally Iowa Code § 6B.

Second, Iowa Code § 252B refers to “judicial review” twice.
Once in reference to the “judicial review” of attorney’s fees in an
action to enforce child support, and another in reference to the
“judicial review” of the imposition of a $100 civil penalty. Iowa Code
§ 252B.6A(5)(b); id. § 252B.6A(9)(f)(5) The statute creates an entire
scheme for the respective “judicial review” process, including
defining parties, remedies, and filing procedures. Iowa Code
§ 252B.6A(5); § 252B.6A(9)(H)(5)

Third, Iowa Code § 537.6108 provides for “judicial review” of
an administrative enforcement order that is issued for violations of
the Iowa Consumer Credit Code. Iowa Code § 537.6108(1). The
statute goes on to define the procedural rules for service, evidence,

remedies, and appeal rights. Id. § 537.6108(2)—(6).
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These three examples show that the Legislature has used
“judicial review” in its plain language before, but § 20.34 is not one
of those examples. Section 20.34 does not extensively define the
procedures that litigants are supposed to follow. The State cannot
even 1dentify in its brief what procedures one is supposed to follow
if the Legislature meant “judicial review” to refer to non-chapter
17A proceedings.

Simply put, when the Legislature used “judicial review” in §
20.34’s first sentence, and used the same language in § 10A.601(7),
1t meant the same thing. This brings us to the second sentence.

III. The second sentence of § 20.34 ensures that the

Board cannot be a named party since its action is not
agency action, and thus not subject to Chapter 17A.

The second sentence of § 20.34 states “Judicial review of
agency action by the board under this chapter is not subject to
chapter 17A.” JTowa Code § 20.34. This sentence naturally conflicts
with the first. This conflict can be resolved by reading the second
sentence as a general rule, while the first sentence of § 20.34 is an

exception. Reading the statute in this way resolves the additional
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superfluous effects of the State’s reading and ensures that the
second sentence still has an effect.

A. The second sentence of § 20.34 conflicts with the first.

The two sentences of § 20.34 conflict because “agency action”
includes “contested cases.” “Agency action” is generally what is
subject to Chapter 17A review. Iowa Code § 17A.19. The Iowa Code
provides a list of examples of what agency action is:

“Agency action” includes the whole or a part of an agency

rule or other statement of law or policy, order, decision,

license, proceeding, investigation, sanction, relief, or the

equivalent or a denial thereof, or a failure to act, or any
other exercise of agency discretion or failure to do so, or

the performance of any agency duty or the failure to do
S0.

Towa Code § 17A.2(2). This list can be classified into “three distinct
categories: ‘rulemaking; ‘adjudication,” otherwise known as
contested case; and ‘other agency action.” ” Greenwood Manor v.
ITowa Dep’t of Pub. Health, 641 N.W.2d 823, 833 (Iowa 2002).

Yet, § 20.34 draws a line between “contested case” and
“agency action.” The first sentence, as discussed above, relates to
the names of the parties on a petition for judicial review of “a
decision of the board in a contested case under this chapter.” Iowa

Code § 20.34. The second sentence then states that “agency action
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by the board under this chapter is not subject to chapter 17A.” Id.
The ambiguity arises from the fact that under Iowa law, “contested
case” is a type of “agency action.” This conflict can be resolved.

B. Traditional canons of statutory interpretation support

reading the second sentence as a general rule, and the
first sentence as an exception.

When two statutory provisions conflict in this way, and one is
broader than the other, the general-specific canon helps resolve the
ambiguity. Scalia & Garner, Reading Law at 183. Under this canon,
the more specific provision becomes an exception to the more
general provision. Id. Indeed, this canon is often invoked
specifically to avoid superfluous interpretations. “Moreover, we
construe a statute which contains both general and specific
provisions so that no part is rendered superfluous, based on our
presumption the legislature intended every part for a purpose.”
Beier Glass Co. v. Brundige, 329 N.W.2d 280, 285 (Iowa 1983); see
also City of Keokuk v. Scroggs, 39 lowa 447, 452 (Iowa 1874)
(“Otherwise the general provision would contain the specific
enumeration and more, and such enumeration would be

superfluous.”).
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Here, the second sentence is broader since it encompasses all
“agency action,” and thus forms a general rule, and the first
sentence 1s narrower since it only covers “a contested case” under
Chapter 20 and thus forms an exception. Iowa Code § 20.34. As a
result, the second sentence’s broad scope is not dispositive of this
case, as the State would like it to be, because this case falls under
narrow ambit of the first sentence.

The application of the general-specific canon in this way also
gets around the superfluous effect of the State’s reading across
various provisions of the Iowa Code. “No word should be ignored,
and no provision should needlessly be given an interpretation that
causes 1t to duplicate another provision or to have no consequence.”
Vroegh v. Iowa Dep’t of Corr., 927 N.W.2d 686, 703 (Iowa 2022).

If “agency action” in the second sentence includes “a contested
case” under Chapter 20, then there was no reason for the
Legislature to identify who must be named in a petition for judicial
review of that action. There would also be no reason for the
Legislature to include a reference to § 20.34 in § 17A.19(4) about

who to name in petitions for judicial review. There would also be no
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reason for the Legislature to make clear that the Board’s “review of
proposed decisions and rehearing of final decisions” are “governed
by the provisions of chapter 17A.” Iowa Code § 20.11(5). To avoid
this effect and not treat the second sentence as the general rule, one
must adopt the strained interpretation of “judicial review” that the
State offers, but for all the reasons discussed above, that
Interpretation is wrong.

Reading the first sentence as an exception to the second, still
leaves the second sentence with an effect. Scalia & Garner, Reading
Law, at 176 (“Because legal drafters should not include words that
have no effect, courts avoid a reading that renders some words
altogether redundant.”). If we treat the second sentence as the
general rule, and the first as a carve out, the second sentence still
applies to everything in Chapter 20 that is not considered a
“contested case under this chapter.” Iowa Code § 20.34. For
instance, the Board has rulemaking power under Chapter 20. See
Iowa Code § 20.6(5). Rulemaking is agency action that is typically
subject to Chapter 17A judicial review. Greenwood Manor, 641

N.W.2d at 833. The second sentence of Chapter 20 barring judicial
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review would apply to rulemaking power exercised through
§ 20.6(5).

Beyond the general-specific canon, if the Legislature wanted
to eliminate judicial review—as the State has argued—it could have
done so in the simple way it has in other statutes. Nelson v.
Lindaman, 867 N.W.2d 1, 9-10 (Iowa 2015) (“If the legislature
wanted to exclude” something, “it would have said so, as it has in
other statutes.”). It did not need to choose the whimsical path the
State argues the Legislature built in § 20.34.

The Legislature does not draft on a blank slate; it knows how
to repeat previous, similar actions. See, e.g., Doe v. lowa Dist. Ct.,
27 N.W.3d 264, 268 (Iowa 2025) (noting that “the legislature has
proven it knows how to authorize count-by-count expungement”
based on similar laws doing so); Rochon Corp. v. Des Moines Area
Cmty. Coll., 14 N.W.3d 111, 117 (Iowa 2024) (“[T]he legislature
knows how” to have subsections operate independently based on
similar laws doing so).

In fact, when it comes to removing agency action from chapter

17A review, the Legislature must follow special rules. Lewis Cent.

31



Educ. Ass’n v. Iowa Bd. of Educ. Exam’rs, 625 N.W.2d 687, 697
(Iowa 2001). Chapter 17A permits the Legislature to make agency
action unreviewable. Id.; accord. Iowa Code § 17A.23. “However,
our act requires that such a statute expressly exempt an agency
decision from review and requires a reference in the statute to the
Iowa Administrative Procedure Act.” Lewis Cent. Educ. Ass’n, 625
N.W.2d at 691.

This rule has led to the Legislature adopting uniform
language to remove agency action from judicial review. See Iowa
Code § 225A.4(1)(c) (“Notwithstanding chapter 17A, the manner in
which the department designates behavioral health districts . . .
shall not be subject to judicial review.”); Iowa Code § 272C.3(1)(d)
(stating that “a determination by a licensing board that an
investigation is not warranted or that an investigation should be
closed without initiating a disciplinary proceeding is not subject to
judicial review pursuant to 17A.19”).

The State cannot point to uniform language like the examples
above because the first sentence of § 20.34 muddies the water. The

State instead uses Iowa Code § 10A.324 as a comparator to try to
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establish that the Legislature “expressly exempt[ed]” judicial
review of prohibited practices claims under Chapter 20. Appellant’s
Br. at 34-35. Section 10A.324 largely tracks the first sentence of
§ 20.34, but it applies to the worker’s compensation commaissioner.
TIowa Code § 10A.324. Below 1s a comparison:

e Iowa Code § 10.324: “Notwithstanding chapter 17A, the
Iowa administrative procedure Act, in a petition for judicial
review of a decision of the workers’ compensation
commissioner in a contested case under this subchapter or
chapter 85, 85A, 85B, or 87, the opposing party shall be named
the respondent, and the agency shall not be named as a
respondent.”

e Iowa Code § 20.34: “Notwithstanding chapter 17A, in a
petition for judicial review of a decision of the board in a
contested case under this chapter, the opposing party shall be
named the respondent, and the board shall not be named as a
respondent.”

The State argues that since the Legislature tracked the first
sentence of § 10A.324 in § 20.34, but then added a second sentence,
the second sentence of § 20.34 must evince the Legislature’s intent
to eliminate judicial review. Appellant’s Br. at 34-35.

The State however makes this argument in a vacuum and
does not consider the fact that the Legislature has adopted uniform
language to remove agency action from Chapter 17A review.

Indeed, the Legislature must adopt this language to remove judicial
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review to comply with § 17A.23 and Lewis Central Education
Association. Lewis Cent. Educ. Ass’n, 625 N.W.2d at 691. True, the
Legislature is removing some agency action from judicial review,
but it is not unambiguous what it is removing. Had it wanted to
completely remove it from judicial review, like in § 225A.4(1)(c) and
272C.3(1)(d), it would have chosen its already defined path as
otherwise required by Iowa law. See Bribiesco-Ledger, 957 N.W.2d
at 650 (YA material variation in terms suggests a variation in
meaning.”).

C. Case law even supports this reading.

The Iowa Supreme Court has subtly drawn this distinction
before between contested cases and agency action when it was
necessary to do so. See, e.g., Greenwood Manor, 641 N.W.2d at 834.
(“A contested case entitles parties affected by the agency action to
an adversarial hearing with the presentation of evidence and
arguments and the opportunity to cross-examine witnesses and
introduce rebuttal evidence.”); Frazee v. Iowa Bd. of Parole, 248
N.W.2d 80, 82 (Iowa 1976) (concluding that “the Board’s parole

revocation proceedings are contested case proceedings under the
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Act, that a parole revocation is agency action under the Act,” and
as a result, “judicial review under the Act is appropriate for review
of such proceedings”).

The Iowa Court of Appeals opinion in Stanfield similarly has
drawn a line between contested cases and agency action, but this
time, in the context of § 20.34. See Stanfield v. Department of Public
Defense, No. 24-0919, 2025 WL 1322677 (Iowa Ct. App. May 7,
2025). In Stanfield, the question was whether judicial review was
available to a State-employee grievance decision after the adoption
of § 20.34.

To answer that question, the Iowa Court of Appeals first drew
a line between the first and second sentences of § 20.34.

The first sentence of section 20.34 instructs that
“[n]otwithstanding chapter 17A, in a petition for judicial
review of a decision of [PERB] in a contested case under
this chapter, the opposing party shall be named the
respondent, and the board shall not be named as a
respondent.” This sentence is specific to contested cases,
for example, an appeal of a position classification
decision. In contrast, a grievance appeal decision is
specifically “not a contested case.” Rather, such an
appeal decision “constitute[s] final agency action,” Iowa
Code § 8A.415(1)(b), which is covered under the second
sentence of section 20.34—"“[jJudicial review of agency
action by the board under this chapter is not subject to

chapter 17A,” id. § 20.34[.]
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Id. at *3 (internal citations omitted). The Iowa Court of Appeals
held that based on this line drawing, the answer was clear given
that grievances under chapter 20 was “agency action” and not a
“contested case,” and thus fell under the second sentence. Id.

The State argues that Stanfield supports its reading of the
statute, Appellant’s Br. at 18, but the State does not read Stanfield
closely enough. The difference between this case and Stanfield is
that here, the underlying claim is a contested case that finds itself
caught in between the overlap of the first and second sentences. The
question in front of the Court is how to resolve that ambiguity—a
question that was not presented in Stanfield. What remains the
same, however, is the reasoning from Stanfield that these two
sentences can be construed together to work with one another. They
work together through a belt-and-suspenders approach.

D.The two sentences work together to create a belt-and-

suspenders approach for the naming of parties in the
petition for judicial review.

The Legislature enacted the second sentence to strengthen

the first. Reading a statute so that it has a “meaning that gives it
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an effect already achieved by another provision” is admittedly, odd.
Scalia & Garner, Reading Law, at 176. That said,
Sometimes drafters do repeat themselves and do include
words that add nothing of substance, either out of a

flawed sense of style or to engage in the ill-conceived but
lamentably common belt-and-suspenders approach.

Id. at 176-77. That is what the Legislature did in § 20.34. The
second sentence excludes certain agency actions under Chapter 20,
like rulemaking and grievance appeals, from Chapter 17A review
to ensure that the review that is available under Chapter 20 names
the correct parties, consistent with the first sentence’s command.
This i1s the hallmark effect of the belt-and-suspenders canon.

The belt-and-suspenders canon generally serves an intrinsic,
text-based purpose. See Ethan J. Leib & James J. Brudney, The
Belt-and-Suspenders Canon, 105 Iowa L. Rev. 735, 742 (2020). By
repeating key terms or phrases, the Legislature “reinforce[s] their
meaning and importance—and in the process signal[s] their
emphasis to relevant public audiences.” Id. Often, this canon
applies to statutes that list synonyms that cannot be distinguished.

Id. at 755-56; see also Freeman v. Quicken Loans, Inc., 566 U.S.
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624, 635 (2012) (refusing to give distinct meaning to “portion, split,
or percentage,” in 12 U.S.C. § 2607(b)).

The canon, however, 1s not limited to these circumstances.
Leib & Brudney, 105 Iowa L. Rev. at 7566-57.

When courts spot overlapping subparts of bigger

statutes they can be willing to enforce a natural reading

of a statute over trying to stay true to a pure rule against

superfluities. They also can be willing to see the import

of belt-and-suspenders drafting even when it would

conflict with a rigid commitment to giving effect to all
meaningful variations of statutory language.

Id. at 757. In other words, courts invoke the canon when a single
sentence or phrase contains reasonable redundancies, and when
statutes more broadly do so too. Id.

The Iowa Supreme Court has adopted and applied this canon
before. See, e.g., Green Belt Bank & Trust v. Van Mill, _ N.W.3d
_,2026 WL 626913, at *6 (lowa Mar. 6, 2026); State v. Thompson,
954 N.W.2d 402, 417 (Iowa 2021).

In Green Belt Bank & Trust, the issue was over whether
“employee” in Iowa Code § 642.21(1) included independent
contractors. 2026 WL 626913, at *5. “Employee” was undefined in

the statute, and Van Mill argued that it included independent
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contractors because the Legislature in other statutes felt it
necessary to define “employee” and explicitly exclude independent
contractors. Id. at *2, *6. In rejecting this argument, the Court
noted that the statutes that did exclude independent contractors
were “belt-and-suspenders measures whose aim is to avoid any
conceivable doubt as to whether independent contractors might be
included.” Id. at *6.

In Thompson, the argument was over Iowa Code § 814.6A,
which prohibited courts from considering pro se filings, when the
party was represented. 954 N.W.2d at 409. The defendant argued
that the phrase “shall not consider . . . such pro se filings,” in
§ 814.6A(1), had constitutional import. Id. at 417. The Court

[13

rejected that argument, noting that “shall not consider” was
“merely tautological surplusage” because the “court cannot consider
any document not accepted for filing.” Id. The phrase, “shall not
consider,” was 1nstead “a belt-and-suspenders approach” to an
existing rule of appellate procedure. Id.

Randolph v. Aidan, LLC, 6 N.W.3d 304 (Iowa 2024) is another

example, and 1s particularly illustrative here. In Randolph, the
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dispute was over two different subparagraphs in a statute: Iowa
Code § 670.4(1)(j)) and Code § 670.4(1)(f). 6 N.W.3d at 311. The
defendants argued that paragraph (j) made them immune from the
plaintiffs claim. Id. at 307. The plaintiff argued that the
defendants’ reading of paragraph (j) was wrong, because it would
render paragraph (f) superfluous. Id. at 311.

The problem arose because paragraphs (j) and (f) had some
overlap. Paragraph (j) stated in relevant part that municipalities
were “Immune from liability” for

Any claim based upon an act or omission of an officer or

employee of the municipality, whether by issuance of

permit, inspection, investigation, or otherwise, and
whether the statute, ordinance, or regulation is valid, if

the damage was caused by a third party, event, or

property not under the supervision or control of the

municipality, unless the act or omission of the officer or
employee constitutes actual malice or a criminal offense.

Towa Code § 670.4(1)(j). Paragraph (f) stated in relevant part that
municipalities were “immune from liability” for “Any claim for
damages caused by a municipality’s failure to discover a latent
defect in the course of an inspection.” Iowa Code § 670.4(1)(f). In
other words, both paragraphs can capture the same acts: negligent
inspections because of the failure to identify latent defects.
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This redundancy, however, was not fatal. Randolph, 6 N.W.3d
at 311. The overlap between the statutes could be read as a belt-
and-suspenders approach to “remove any doubt and make doubly
sure” that municipalities received immunity for failures to identify
latent defects. Id. at 311 (quoting Leib & Brudney, 105 Iowa L. Rev.
at 737 n.5).

The Court also explained that applying the belt-and-
suspenders canon was correct because there was still some daylight
between the overlap in the statute.

And there is certainly some overlap between paragraphs
(7)) and (f): By their plain terms, both paragraphs deal
with inspections. Compare Iowa Code § 670.4(1)(f), with
id. § 670.4(1)(j). Even so, neither paragraph subsumes
the other. Rather, each paragraph can apply to some
claims that would fall outside the other paragraph. As
Aidan notes, paragraph (f) applies only to claims
involving “latent defects,” but paragraph (j) is not so
limited. Id. So, unlike paragraph (f), paragraph (j) could
apply to defects that aren’t “latent.” But paragraph (j) is
limited in ways that paragraph (f) is not. For starters,
paragraph (j) applies only when the claimed “damage
was caused by a third party, event, or property not
under the supervision or control of the municipality.” Id.
§ 670.4(1)(j). Also, paragraph (j) does not apply to claims
based upon acts or omissions that “constitute[] actual
malice or a criminal offense.” Id. Neither of those
limitations appears in paragraph (f).

Id. at 311-12.
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The overlap between the two sentences of § 20.34 1s similar to
that in Randolph. The first sentence identifies who can be named
in a petition for judicial review for a “contested case under this
chapter.” Iowa Code § 20.34. The second sentence then goes on to
preclude judicial review of “agency action by the board under this
chapter.” Id. Both sentences together can have independent effects
when construing “agency action” in the second sentence to not
include contested cases.

There is agency action the Board can take under Chapter 20
that is not a contested case, such as rulemaking. See Iowa Code §
20.6(5). This is where the second sentence’s effect is independent of
the first—Ilike how paragraph (j) captured more claims than
paragraph (f) in Randolph. The second sentence also fortifies the
first because, by taking away a lot of the agency action that is
ordinarily subject to judicial review, the first sentence must apply
to all remaining claims that are eligible for review. This is similar
to the shared effect that paragraph (f) had on paragraph (j) in
Randolph, ensuring that municipalities are immune from

negligence claims for failure to identify latent defects.
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CONCLUSION

The District Court was correct to deny the State’s motion to
dismiss. Iowa Code § 20.34 is about who is named in a petition for
judicial review under Chapter 20. The first sentence lays out a rule
for the naming of parties in a petition for judicial review, and is a
specific exception to the more general second sentence precluding
most judicial review under Chapter 20. When read together, as
opposed to the State’s strained and isolated reading, the sentences
work to ensure that litigants comply with the first sentence: when
you petition for judicial review that is available under Chapter 20,
you cannot name the Board, because everything else the Board does

under Chapter 20 is not subject to judicial review.
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