
Collective Bargaining Reform 
Becomes Law 

 
Last week, the legislature passed and the governor signed into law a bill 
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.  
 
I have heard from a number of people about the collective bargaining bill 
both for and against. The bill was amended to address some of the concerns 
presented. I supported the bill after weighing both sides’ arguments. I think 
that this bill made some very good changes in our collective bargaining law 
to tilt the playing field back toward the taxpayer. This is something that 
badly needed to be done as we struggle to balance our state budget with the 
money the taxpayers send us. Besides the basic function of executing 
justice, a large part of state government’s mission is to fund education, 
Medicaid, and public safety. In order to do that we have to protect the jobs 
of those performing that mission so that it can be accomplished. In the long 
run protecting the taxpayers results in protecting employee jobs. That is 
what this change will do and that is why I supported this bill. 
 
Previously, the law was tipped in favor of government unions. Government-
sector unions were empowered by the collective bargaining law while 
management, representing the taxpayers in negotiations, was hindered by 
the same law from controlling costs. With this change we have enabled our 
state, city, county and school districts to be able to manage taxpayer funds 
as effectively and efficiently as possible in carrying out their missions of 
education, health care, and public safety.  
 
This new law 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. This bill will give taxpayers a 



seat at the table and ensure that they’re treated fairly. That will be better 
not only for taxpayers but also for public employees. 
 
 

What the Law Does Not Do  
 
The law 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 law 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 law does not remove “proper cause” required for termination. Due 
process for terminated employees is streamlined but still preserved. 
 
The law does not affect public employee pensions (IPERS, 411, PORS, 
TIAA, 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 law 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 law does not mandate that local governments (cities, counties, or 
schools) must join a statewide health insurance pool. 
 
 

What the Law 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, whereas previously it was a 
great number of things.  
 
What is permissive or negotiated on only if both sides agree are: holidays, 
hours, vacations, overtime pay, health and safety matters, seniority, 
grievance procedures, among some other things.   
 
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, health insurance, 
supplemental pay, evaluation procedures, among some other things.  
 
Local officials are elected by their voters to address the issues before our 
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. 
 
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 the new law, union dues and political contributions, as 
was stated above, would no longer be collected by state and local 
governments. Unions will now be responsible to collect their own dues. 
 
A significant number of government unions were originally certified shortly 
after the law first went into effect in the ‘70’s.  The law has not required 
them to recertify before they negotiate on behalf of workers for a new 
contract.  Under the new law, 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 50% plus 1 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.  
 
The new law changed rules for 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.  
 



Previously an arbitrator was required to consider in their decision previous 
collective bargaining agreements that have been made in the past.  Each 
time over the past 40 years something has been mandated in a contract, it 
put one more finger on the scale tipping it further in the union’s favor. 
Under the new law, an arbitrator would be prohibited from considering 
past collective bargaining contracts in their decision.  
 
Previously an arbitrator was required to consider only public sector wages, 
hours, and conditions of employment of those engaging in comparable 
work. Under the new law, an arbitrator would be required to consider both 
private and public sector wages, hours and conditions of employment of 
those engaged in comparable work.  
 
Previously an arbitrator was required to choose either the union offer or the 
public employer offer, nothing in between. Under the new law, 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.  
 
Previously an arbitrator was required to consider government’s ability to 
increase taxes in order to generate more funds to pay for the increases in 
wages and benefits.  Under the new bill, the arbitrator will be prohibited 
from considering this and required to live within current financial realities.  
 
A long-term change reflecting today’s economic realities was needed in 
Iowa’s collective bargaining law and the new law 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 
 


