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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court held that the State breached collective bargaining agreements by refusing to
collect union dues from employees with existing authorization cards. The court upheld an award of
$1,046,835.05 in damages to UE Local 893/IUP and concluded that specific performance was not
required because money damages were adequate. The court also affirmed the denial of the union’s
request for attorney fees.

CASE DETAILS

COURT Supreme Court of Iowa

WRITING FOR THE COURT May, J.; all justices joined

JURISDICTION Iowa

DECIDED October 27, 2023

DOCKET No. 22-0790

DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The State appealed from summary judgment imposing liability for
breach of collective bargaining agreements and from a bench-trial
award of money damages. UE cross-appealed the denial of its
attorney-fee claim.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Questions concerning contract interpretation, summary judgment, the
appropriate remedy, and statutory interpretation were reviewed for
correction of errors at law. The mitigation finding was binding if
supported by substantial evidence and was viewed in the light most
consistent with the judgment. The common-law attorney-fee issue was
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the State breached the 2017-2019 collective bargaining agreements by refusing to collect dues
from members who had submitted authorizations during prior contract terms.

2. Whether money damages were an authorized and appropriate remedy, rather than specific performance
requiring retroactive dues collection.

3. Whether substantial evidence supported the district court's finding that UE adequately mitigated its
damages.

4. Whether UE was entitled to common-law attorney fees based on the State's alleged bad-faith conduct.

HOLDINGS

1. The 2017-2019 agreements required the State to collect dues from all UE members whose voluntary
written authorizations had been received, including authorizations submitted during prior contract
periods. The State breached the agreements by refusing to collect those dues.

2. Money damages were an authorized and appropriate remedy for the State's failure to collect and forward
dues. Specific performance was unavailable because damages adequately protected UE's expectation
interest.

3. Substantial evidence supported the district court's finding that UE reasonably mitigated its damages by
soliciting dues directly from members and using third-party vendors.

4. UE was not entitled to common-law attorney fees. Iowa law requires conduct exceeding the willful-and-
wanton standard for punitive damages and rising to oppression or connivance to harass or injure; the
State's conduct did not meet that standard.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Every breach of contract gives the injured party a right to damages against the party in breach.” (13)

“when “damages would be adequate to protect the expectation interest of the injured party,” equitable
remedies like specific performance are usually “preclud[ed].”” (14)

“More than mere bad faith is required” (21)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

UE represented science-worker and social-services-worker bargaining units employed by the State. During
negotiations for 2017-2019 agreements, the State offered to retain the relevant dues-checkoff language from the
2015-2017 agreements, and UE accepted and ratified that offer before Iowa House File 291 took effect. The
State nevertheless stopped collecting dues and later conditioned resumption and retroactive collection on new
authorizations, indemnification, and a release. UE collected more than $350,000 directly from members, while



the district court awarded damages representing the remaining dues it determined UE lost because of the State's
breach.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

UE sued the State seeking a declaration that 2017-2019 collective bargaining agreements had been formed and
were enforceable. The district court granted UE summary judgment on contract formation and later granted
summary judgment establishing that the State breached the agreements by refusing to collect dues. After a bench
trial on damages, the court awarded UE $1,046,835.05, found that UE adequately mitigated its damages, and
denied attorney fees. The Supreme Court of Iowa affirmed on both the appeal and cross-appeal.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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