
Collective Bargaining Reform 
 

Last week, the House introduced House Study Bill (HSB) 84, which reforms 
Iowa’s law regarding collective bargaining for public employees.  Public 
employees in Iowa have been given the right to unionize and collectively 
bargain for workplace rights since the 1970’s. Chapter 20, the section of 
Iowa Code that is dedicated to guiding the collective bargaining process, 
outlines steps for employers (state, city, county and school governments) 
and public sector unions to follow while trying to come to an agreement on 
the terms and conditions of a workplace contract. This law has not had a 
thoughtful review for nearly 40 years.  The original law, passed in 1974, has 
remained relatively untouched during that time. 
 
We need to reform the law to ensure a more equitable and fair process for 
public employers, public employees, and taxpayers. In this bill we have 
proposed common sense ways to rebalance the current collective 
bargaining law so the relationship between management and labor is fair.  
Currently, the law is tipped in favor of government unions.  Government-
sector unions are empowered by the current collective bargaining law while 
management, representing the taxpayers in negotiations, is hindered by the 
same law from controlling costs. We need to enable our state, city, county 
and school districts to be able to manage taxpayer funds as effectively and 
efficiently as possible.  
 
I’ve heard from people who have expressed concerns about provisions in 
this bill, some of which don’t actually exist. That is unfortunate because 
some people have become more afraid than they need to be. This is not an 
attack on public employees as some have claimed. Just the opposite, we 
value our public employees and appreciate the work they do in our 
communities and the key roles they perform.  
 
But not only are we responsible to consider their needs but also the needs 
of our taxpayers who are the ones paying the bills. Taxpayers aren’t 
protected under the current system.  HSB 84 will give taxpayers a seat at 
the table and ensure that they’re treated fairly. 
 
 

What the Bill Does Not Do  
 



The bill does not affect private sector unions. The federal government has 
always held jurisdiction over private sector labor relations and reforms to 
Chapter 20 does not change this fact.  
 
The bill does not repeal the right to collectively bargain for government 
employees. It deals with what they can bargain for, but does not take away 
that right. 
 
The bill does not affect public employee pensions (IPERS, 411, PORS, or 
Judicial) in any way, not taking away from or modifying them, nothing. In 
Iowa, public pensions have never been part of collective bargaining. 
 
The bill does not take away health insurance.  The bill explicitly states that 
the state is required to provide a health insurance plan to employees, just as 
private employers do.  
 
The bill does not mandate that local governments (cities, counties, or 
schools) must join a statewide health insurance pool. 
 
 

What the Bill Does Do 
 
The scope of negotiations for public safety employees, which are police and 
firefighters, would continue the same as it has been, except union dues 
payroll deductions and political contributions payroll deductions would 
become prohibited to be negotiated.   
 
The scope of negotiations for non-public safety employees, which is the vast 
majority of public employees, would change. What would be mandatory or 
required to be negotiated is only base wages and any other matters both 
sides agree on. What would be prohibited to be negotiated that used to be 
required to be negotiated are: union dues payroll deductions, political 
contributions payroll deductions, procedures for staff reduction, release 
time, subcontracting public services, leaves of absence for political 
activities, health insurance, supplemental pay, transfer procedures, 
evaluation procedures, grievance procedures, seniority, employment 
benefits, and other employment advantages or wage increases based on 
seniority. 
 



It is important to keep in mind that the scope of negotiations only refers to 
the ability of a union to bargain on those items with an employer. These 
changes have no effect on an individual employee’s rights to discuss or 
negotiate on their own accord with their employer about any topics they 
feel are imperative to their employment.   
 
Another important note about the scope of negotiations is that any non-
prohibited topics may be bargained for collectively if both parties agree to 
them, such as holidays, hours, vacations, overtime pay, etc. It is well known 
that many employers and employees have a historically harmonious 
relationship, and often times do not even go to arbitration on bargained 
matters. Nothing in this bill will interfere with that harmonious 
relationship continuing. HSB 84 encourages critical communication 
between employer and employees.  
 
Additionally, management can still provide something to their employees 
that is considered prohibited under the scope of negotiations. For example, 
if management decides they want to keep a seniority system over a merit 
system, they are free to do so. 
 
Local officials are elected by their local voters to address the issues before 
those communities.  Greater flexibility for school boards, city councils, 
mayors and boards of supervisors, along with state government officials, 
allows for more effective allocation of resources.  Changing the mandated 
items that must be bargained for allows management the ability to actually 
manage and leads to a better use of taxpayer money. 
 

Union Dues 
 

For decades, Iowa’s taxpayers have served as the bill collector for public 
employee unions by deducting union dues from government employee’s 
paychecks.  Under this bill, union dues and political contributions, as was 
stated above, would no longer be collected by state and local governments.  
They should not be the collection agent for government unions.  
 
Government unions should themselves collect the dues from their 
members.  If a government union has won the right to collectively bargain, 
it is completely reasonable to expect them to collect their own dues instead 
of having their public employer do it for them. 



 
Recertification 

 
A significant number of government unions were originally certified shortly 
after the law first went into effect in the ‘70’s, likely before many current 
union members were even born.  Currently government sector unions do 
not need to recertify before they negotiate on behalf of workers for a new 
contract.   
 
Under the proposed bill, an election to retain and recertify a union must be 
held within a year prior to the expiration of a collective bargaining contract.  
A majority or 51% of all those employees represented by a bargaining unit - 
not just 51% of those voting in the election as has been done - must be met 
in order for a union to certify to represent those employees in negotiations 
for a new contract.  
 
Government unions should get permission from the people they claim to 
represent before negotiating on their behalf. This will help unions become 
more responsive to and accountable to their members. 
 
 

Arbitration 
 
Arbitration is the final step in settling a new contract if employer and 
employee go through the negotiations and mediation phases and cannot 
come to an agreement.  
 
Currently an arbitrator is required to consider in their decision previous 
collective bargaining agreements that have been made.  Each time over the 
past 40 years something has been mandated in a contract, it puts one more 
finger on the scale tipping it further in the union’s favor. Under the bill, an 
arbitrator would be prohibited from considering past collective bargaining 
contracts in their decision.  
 
Currently an arbitrator is required to consider only public sector wages, 
hours, and conditions of employment of those engaging in comparable 
work. Under the bill, an arbitrator would be required to consider both 
private and public sector wages, hours and conditions of employment of 
those engaged in comparable work.  



 
Currently an arbitrator is required to choose either the union offer or the 
public employer offer, nothing in between. This is neither common sense 
nor reasonable. Under the bill, an arbitrator can choose a point in between 
both wage offers but the wage level cannot exceed the Consumer Price 
Index (CPI) or a 3% wage increase, whichever is less.  
 
Also, arbitrators currently cannot even consider if the state has enough 
funds to pay for wage and benefit increases, but they are required to 
consider government’s ability to increase taxes in order to generate more 
funds to pay for these wages and benefits.  That is unfair to jeopardize 
taxpayers and other key responsibilities of state government.  Collective 
bargaining agreements need to live within current financial realities instead 
of treating taxpayers like an unlimited ATM. 
 
 

Employee Treatment 
 
HSB 84 gives local governments the ability to recruit and reward 
exceptional employees while making it easier to get rid of an occasional bad 
employee. Rewarding good employees and removing poor performing 
employees is a key change that needs to be made.  Currently it can take up 
to 3 years to terminate an ineffective teacher.  That is a disservice to 
taxpayers, parents and students.  The system should be built to protect 
exceptional employees instead of shielding poor performing ones. 
 
 

Individual Employee Rights 
 
HSB 84 makes public employees “at-will” like the majority of workers in 
the private sector. However, due process for terminated employees is still 
preserved.  Terminated employees still get a hearing with their employer 
and if they don’t agree with that outcome, they may challenge the decision 
in court. Some have said that, “employees can be dismissed at any time for 
any reason and employers no longer need proper cause.” This is simply 
false, and if such an egregious act does occur, a process with safeguards 
would still be in place to make sure an employee receives full due process.  
 



All employees, whether private or public, have whistleblower protections 
and protections against discrimination, harassment, retaliation or any 
other unlawful practices.  It is already illegal for employers under civil 
rights law to discriminate against employees on based on protected 
characteristics such as basis of race, color, religion, age, sex (including 
pregnancy), national origin, creed, sexual orientation, sexual identity or 
disability.  Iowa employers with four or more employees must comply with 
these laws.  This bill does nothing to undo those protections. 
 
A long-term change reflecting today’s economic realities is needed 
regarding Iowa’s collective bargaining law and the proposed changes will 
best meet the needs of our public employees and the needs of our 
taxpayers.   
 
 
Feel free to contact me with ideas, thoughts, and concerns. My phone is 
319-987-3021 or you can email me at sandy.salmon@legis.iowa.gov . I want 
to hear what you are thinking and will listen to your input. Together we will 
work to make a difference for the future of Iowa. Thank you very much for 
the honor of representing you!  
 
Sincerely,  
 

Sandy 
 


