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SUMMARY

The Towa Supreme Court affirmed John Charles Donahue’s conviction for third-degree sexual abuse.

The court held that the district court properly excluded cross-examination concerning an alleged prior

incident under Iowa’s rape shield rule and because Donahue failed to make the required offer of proof.

The court also upheld the challenged jury instruction and concluded that the victim’s testimony,

viewed in the light most favorable to the State, constituted sufficient evidence to support the

conviction.
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Further review of a lowa Court of Appeals decision affirming the Iowa
District Court's judgment convicting Donahue of third-degree sexual

abuse.

Evidentiary rulings, including rulings under Iowa's rape-shield rule,
are reviewed for abuse of discretion; a ruling is reversed only when its
grounds are clearly untenable or unreasonable. Confrontation Clause
claims are reviewed de novo. Jury-instruction challenges and
sufficiency-of-the-evidence challenges are reviewed for correction of
errors at law. Jury-instruction error requires prejudice, and
instructional error is presumed prejudicial unless the record
affirmatively establishes no prejudice. Evidence is sufficient when,
viewed in the light most favorable to the State, it would convince a

rational fact finder of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court abused its discretion by prohibiting Donahue from cross-examining or

recalling T.G. concerning the alleged prior Carroll incident.

2. Whether the district court erred or caused prejudice by instructing the jury that the testimony of a victim
of sexual offenses need not be corroborated, using the plural phrase "sexual offenses" when Donahue

was charged with one offense.

3. Whether substantial evidence supported Donahue's conviction for third-degree sexual abuse, including

the elements of a sex act and that it was committed against T.G.'s will.

HOLDINGS

1. The district court did not abuse its discretion by prohibiting Donahue from questioning T.G. about the
Carroll incident. Donahue failed to comply with the procedural requirements of Iowa Rule of Evidence
5.412 and made no satisfactory offer of proof showing that T.G. made the alleged statements and that

they were false.

2. The district court did not commit reversible error by instructing the jury that a victim's testimony in a
sexual-offense case need not be corroborated and, if believed beyond a reasonable doubt, could alone
sustain a guilty verdict. The plural phrase "sexual offenses" did not mislead or prejudice the jury when

the instructions were read as a whole.

3. Substantial evidence supported Donahue's conviction for third-degree sexual abuse. A victim's testimony
alone may establish the offense, and verbal or physical resistance is not required to prove that a sexual

act was against the victim's will.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“While Donahue is right that a false accusation of a sexual encounter is not protected by the rape shield rule,
a defendant who wishes to argue that a witness is making a false claim must first comply with a set of
procedural hurdles.” (12-13)

“While verbal and physical resistance may demonstrate a lack of consent, they are not required.” (18)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

T.G. lived with her father and his wife in Audubon, Iowa, after the lowa Department of Human Services
removed her and her siblings from her biological mother's home. T.G.'s grandfather, John Donahue, lived nearby,
and T.G. testified that Donahue digitally penetrated her vaginal area in his home during the charged period. She

testified that the act made her uncomfortable, confused, and scared, and that it was against her will. The defense



sought to question T.G. about an alleged prior incident in Carroll, Iowa, but had not complied with the rape-

shield rule's notice and offer-of-proof requirements.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The first jury trial ended in a mistrial after the jury deadlocked. At the second trial, the district court excluded
cross-examination concerning an alleged prior incident in Carroll, Iowa, submitted the challenged jury
instruction, and the jury convicted Donahue of third-degree sexual abuse. The Iowa Court of Appeals affirmed,
and the Supreme Court of Iowa granted further review and affirmed the court of appeals decision and district

court judgment.
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