UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE NORTHERN DISTRICT OF

IOWA, WESTERN DIVISION

Rhodes v. Civil Commitment Unit for Sexual Offenders

Rhodes - No. C25-4020-LTS - Decided March 27, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of lowa grants Troy Jay Rhodes’s motion to

proceed in forma pauperis and permits his complaint to be docketed without payment of fees. The

court concludes that the Civil Commitment Unit for Sexual Offenders is not a suable person under 42

U.S.C. § 1983 and that Rhodes has no constitutional right to purchase commissary-type items online.

The complaint is dismissed for failure to state a claim, and the motion to appoint counsel is denied as

moot.
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A civilly committed plaintiff filed a pro se 42 U.S.C. § 1983
complaint, a motion to proceed in forma pauperis, and a motion to
appoint counsel. The district court granted in forma pauperis status,
conducted initial review under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2), dismissed the
complaint for failure to state a claim, and denied appointment of

counsel as moot.

Under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2), the court may dismiss an in forma
pauperis complaint that is frivolous, malicious, fails to state a claim, or
seeks monetary relief from an immune defendant. The court applies
generally the Rule 12(b)(6) standard, liberally construes a pro se
complaint, accepts non-baseless factual allegations in the plaintiff's

favor, and requires enough facts to state a plausible claim for relief.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a person civilly committed to CCUSQ is a prisoner subject to the PLRA's prisoner filing-fee

payment provisions.
2. Whether CCUSO, a department of the State of Iowa, is a person subject to suit under 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

3. Whether the refusal to allow a civilly committed person to purchase commissary-type items online states

a constitutional claim under § 1983.

4. Whether the complaint should be dismissed at initial review under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2).

HOLDINGS

1. A person civilly committed under Iowa's sexually violent predator scheme is not a prisoner within the
meaning of 28 U.S.C. § 1915(h), and therefore is not subject to the PLRA's prisoner fee-payment

schedule.
2. CCUSQ, as a department of the State of Iowa, is not a person amenable to suit under 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

3. A confined person has no constitutional right to access a commissary or to purchase particular items,
including through online shopping; therefore, CCUSO's refusal to permit online purchases did not state a

constitutional violation.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“One cannot go into court and claim a ‘violation of [42 U.S.C.] § 1983°— for [42 U.S.C.] § 1983 by itself
does not protect anyone against anything.” (111.A)

“Because there is no right to access a prison commissary or to purchase particular items while in
confinement, the fact that CCUSO does not allow Rhodes to purchase items online or via the internet does not

amount to a violation of his constitutional rights.” (I11.B)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Rhodes was civilly committed at the Civil Commitment Unit for Sexual Offenders in Cherokee, Iowa, after

serving his criminal sentence and being found likely to commit further violent sexual offenses. He sought



permission to purchase commissary-type items online, asserting that online shopping would be less expensive
and would help residents learn online shopping and related skills. The facility rejected his proposal, and he
brought a § 1983 action against CCUSO alone.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Rhodes, a patient at lowa's Civil Commitment Unit for Sexual Offenders, filed a complaint alleging that the
facility's refusal to permit online shopping violated his rights. He sought leave to proceed without prepaying fees
and appointment of counsel. The district court granted in forma pauperis status, found that the named defendant
was not a suable person under § 1983 and that the alleged denial of online commissary shopping implicated no
constitutional right, dismissed the complaint, and denied counsel as moot.
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