
Court Decisions Impacting Iowans 
 

We should take a look at some significant court decisions, both state and 
federal, that will impact Iowans, in addition to the pro-life cases and the 
traffic camera case covered in previous newsletters.  
 
Janus vs. AFSCME:  In a 5-4 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 
government workers cannot be forced to contribute to labor unions. This is 
a major overturning of a long-standing court precedent that had allowed 
states to require public employees to pay fees to unions, so-called “fair 
share” fees, even if the employees choose not to join the union. The unions 
argued that the fees pay for collective bargaining and other work the union 
does on behalf of all the public employees, not just those who are union 
members. But the court said the laws requiring non-union employees to 
pay those fees violates those employees’ First Amendment right to free 
speech by forcing them to support unions who use their monies to support 
causes and candidates with which they disagree. Justice Alito, writing for 
the majority which included Justices Roberts, Gorsuch, Kennedy, and 
Thomas, said “States and public-sector unions may no longer extract 
agency fees from nonconsenting employees.” This case arose out of Illinois, 
which is not a “right-to-work” state and has a heavy presence of public 
employee unions. Iowa is a right-to-work state as are more than half of the 
other states, which means that mandatory fees like these have not been 
required in our state. 
 
South Dakota vs. Wayfair:  The U.S. Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that states 
can require shoppers to pay sales tax when they make online purchases. 
This reverses another long-standing court precedent that said if a business 
was shipping a customer’s purchase to a state where the business did not 
have a physical presence, that the business did not have to collect the state’s 
sales tax. But states like Iowa, still required customers to pay the sales tax 
themselves even if they weren’t charged it by the business. But most 
customers didn’t realize they owed it and few paid. This decision brings the 
law up-to-date with the current online economy by requiring customers to 
pay sales tax for goods and services they normally would have paid in the 
past because they were purchased from a brick-and-mortar store but now 
are purchasing them online. It also brings “fairness” between online 
retailers and Main Street retailers because now both must collect the sales 
tax. Justice Kennedy recognized this when he wrote for the majority: “Each 



year the physical presence rule becomes further removed from economic 
reality….the physical presence rule….is an incorrect interpretation of the 
Commerce Clause.” He was joined by Justices Thomas, Alito, Gorsuch, and 
Ginsburg. This past session, in anticipation of this ruling, the legislature 
passed a law requiring businesses to collect the sales tax for online goods 
and services, even if the business does not have a physical presence in Iowa. 
This goes into effect Jan. 1st, 2019. This law does not apply to the smallest 
businesses, ones with less than $100,000 in Iowa sales or less than 200 
sales in Iowa the year before. This new law is expected to provide a boost to 
the state’s revenue of around $50 million in 2019. Federal legislation will 
be needed to spell out details on how sales tax collections will take place 
otherwise charging the correct tax will be very complicated for businesses 
that sell across the country. States will also need to follow up to provide a 
workable collection process and the Iowa Department of Revenue is 
working on this now.  
 
Honomichl v. Valley View Swine, LLC: The Iowa Supreme Court, in a 
unanimous decision, upheld the constitutionality of Iowa’s right-to-farm 
law. In this sense, the decision is a victory for livestock producers because 
the plaintiffs had wanted the court to say the right-to-farm law was 
unconstitutional and eliminate that protection for farmers but the court did 
not do that. The court ruling arose out of a case in Wapello County where 3 
families complained of the odor from two nearby hog confinement facilities. 
The Iowa Supreme Court sent the case back to the lower court for a new 
trial to do more fact-finding to determine if there is real evidence to show 
that the families’ rights to enjoyment and use of their property were 
damaged enough or that the farmer did not properly follow the law or use 
best management practices. If so, then the farmer would not be protected 
from having to pay damages from nuisance lawsuits. If not, then by law the 
farmer is protected from having to pay damages from nuisance lawsuits. 
What this case points to for the future is that nuisance lawsuits may still be 
filed and that farmers will have to prove they are operating within the law 
and complainants will have to be sure their claims are supported by 
evidence. The court noted all 50 states have right-to-farm laws just as Iowa 
does, designed to promote livestock production. 
 
Masterpiece Cakeshop vs. Colorado Civil Rights Commission:  The U.S. 
Supreme Court, in a 7-2 ruling, defended a Colorado cake baker’s right to 
religious liberty from deliberate and flagrant attacks demonstrating a clear 
anti-religious bias by a state government agency. The case was about 



cakeshop owner Jack Phillips who declined to bake a cake in celebration of 
a same sex wedding due to his Christian beliefs. The court ruled in favor of 
Jack Phillips. This case is a victory for the constitutional 1st Amendment 
“free exercise” rights of all Americans no matter what their faith. The 
government is not allowed to be hostile toward you because of your faith no 
matter what it is. That said, the ruling is considered by legal experts to be a 
“narrow” one, that is, it did not provide the final clarity needed to protect 
religious freedom. The court will need to hear more cases in order to do 
that.  
 
National Insitute of Family and Life Advocates (NIFLA) vs. Becerra:  In a 5-
4 ruling the U.S. Supreme Court sided with California pro-life pregnancy 
centers, saying a California state law that forced pro-life pregnancy centers 
to advertise taxpayer-paid abortion services is likely unconstitutional and 
remanded the 9th Circuit Court to reconsider the case. The majority justices 
were Thomas, Roberts, Kennedy, Alito, and Gorsuch, and they wrote in 
their opinion that the state was seeking to “suppress” speech and “seeking 
to impose its own preferred message”. They said this “compels individuals 
to contradict their most deeply held beliefs.” Further: “Governments must 
not be allowed to force persons to express a message contrary to their 
deepest convictions.” 
 
President Trump’s Travel Ban:  The U.S. Supreme Court ruled 5-4 
upholding President Trump’s executive order banning travel from 7 
countries, 5 mostly Muslim: Iran, Libya, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen, plus 
North Korea and Venezuela. The court said the travel ban did not 
discriminate against Muslims nor did the executive order exceed the 
president’s authority, the president having substantial authority as well as 
responsibility to protect national security and to regulate immigration. The 
majority were Justices Roberts, Alito, Thomas, Gorsuch, and Kennedy. The 
courts had decided in December of last year to leave the travel ban in place 
while the fight worked its way through the judicial system. Therefore the 
travel ban remains in effect. 
 
These victories at the U.S. Supreme Court point out how important for 
conservative policy the election of President Trump was. His appointment 
of Justice Neil Gorsuch was very critical to these successes at the federal 
level.  
 
 



Feel free to contact me with ideas, thoughts, and concerns. 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 again very much for all your support and for the honor of 
representing you! 
  
Sincerely, 
 

Sandy 
 


