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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court held that sentencing a juvenile offender to life imprisonment without parole

for a nonhomicide offense violated the Eighth Amendment under Graham v. Florida. It severed the

parole-prohibiting provisions of Iowa Code sections 902.1 and 906.5 as applied to Bonilla, leaving a

life sentence with the possibility of parole. The court vacated the sentence and remanded for

resentencing.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Eighth Amendment prohibits sentencing a juvenile nonhomicide offender to life

imprisonment without parole.

2. Whether Bonilla's postconviction claim could be treated as a challenge to an illegal sentence and raised

on appeal.

3. Whether the unconstitutional parole restrictions in Iowa Code sections 902.1 and 906.5 could be severed

so that Bonilla would remain sentenced to life imprisonment but become eligible for parole
consideration.

HOLDINGS

1. The mandatory sentence of life imprisonment without the possibility of parole imposed on Bonilla for a
nonhomicide offense committed when he was a juvenile violated the Eighth Amendment.

2. A claim that a sentence is unconstitutional as cruel and unusual punishment is a challenge to an illegal
sentence and may be raised at any time; Bonilla's postconviction application was therefore construed as

a motion to correct an illegal sentence.

3. The parole restrictions in Iowa Code sections 902.1 and 906.5 were unconstitutional as applied to
Bonilla and could be severed from the statutes, leaving a life sentence with the possibility of parole and

annual parole review.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In Graham, the United States Supreme Court held the United States Constitution “prohibits the imposition of

a life without parole sentence on a juvenile offender who did not commit homicide.”” (p. 4)

“The Court further held a state must provide “some meaningful opportunity to obtain release based on
demonstrated maturity and rehabilitation.”” (p. 5)

“Therefore, Bonilla shall be sentenced to life in prison, with the potential of parole.” (p. 9)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Bonilla was convicted in 2005 in adult court of first-degree kidnapping, a class A felony, for an offense
committed when he was sixteen years old. lowa law required a life sentence without the possibility of parole for
a class A felony, subject only to possible executive commutation. Bonilla challenged that sentence after the
United States Supreme Court decided Graham v. Florida, which held that life without parole is unconstitutional

for juvenile nonhomicide offenders.
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Bonilla was convicted in adult court of first-degree kidnapping for an offense committed when he was sixteen
and received a mandatory life sentence without parole. He filed an application for postconviction relief, which
the Towa District Court for Polk County denied. On appeal, he raised for the first time the claim that his sentence
violated the federal and Iowa constitutional prohibitions against cruel and unusual punishment. The Iowa

Supreme Court treated the claim as a challenge to an illegal sentence, vacated the sentence, and remanded for
resentencing.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The district court must vacate Bonilla's existing sentence and resentence him consistently with the opinion,
leaving a life sentence but providing the possibility of parole and applying the parole-review provisions of lowa

Code section 906.5 without the unconstitutional class A felony exclusion.
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