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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court held that inmates were not third-party beneficiaries of contracts between the
Iowa Department of Corrections, the state public defender, and a contract attorney because the
agreements expressly disclaimed third-party beneficiaries. Applying the actual-injury requirement for
inmate access-to-courts claims, the court affirmed summary judgment for Walters and Shortridge but
reversed and remanded LeGear's constitutional claim because genuine issues of material fact
remained.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the inmates were intended third-party beneficiaries of the legal-services agreements between
the Iowa Department of Corrections, the state public defender, and Hansen.

2. What must an inmate establish to prevail on a Fourteenth Amendment access-to-the-courts claim based
on allegedly inadequate legal assistance or prison legal resources.

3. Whether summary judgment was proper on each plaintiff's constitutional access-to-courts claim.

4. Whether the alleged conflict of interest arising from state-funded legal assistance impaired the inmates'
constitutional access to the courts.

HOLDINGS

1. The inmates were not third-party beneficiaries because the IDOC-public defender agreement expressly
negated an intent to benefit inmates, and Hansen's implementing agreement was similarly limited.

2. An inmate alleging denial of access to the courts must identify an actual injury caused by deficiencies in
a prison law library or legal-assistance program; a theoretical inadequacy is insufficient.

3. Summary judgment was proper for Shortridge because he identified no specific request for assistance,
particular claim requiring adjudication, or actual injury.

4. Summary judgment was improper on LeGear's access-to-the-courts claim because genuine issues of
material fact existed regarding whether inadequate legal resources and refusal of assistance prevented
him from discovering the requirements for filing a certiorari petition.

5. Summary judgment was proper for Walters because he had access to the federal habeas proceeding, had
counsel available to challenge the magistrate's proposed decision, and did not show that the alleged
deficiencies denied him access to court.

6. The alleged conflict of interest did not establish a constitutional impairment of access to the courts
absent a showing that it had a negative constitutional impact on the inmates' access.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because Bounds did not create an abstract, freestanding right to a law library or legal assistance, an inmate
cannot establish relevant actual injury simply by establishing that his prison's law library or legal assistance
program is subpar in some theoretical sense.” (680 N.W.2d at 5)

“Insofar as the right vindicated by Bounds is concerned, "meaningful access to the courts is the touchstone,"”
(680 N.W.2d at 5)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Iowa Department of Corrections contracted with the state public defender to provide specified legal
assistance to prison inmates, and the public defender separately contracted with Peter Hansen to provide those



services. The IDOC-public defender agreement expressly stated that it created no third-party beneficiaries.
Walters and LeGear alleged that Hansen's limited assistance, combined with an inadequate law library and
restrictions on jailhouse lawyers, impeded their access to the courts; Shortridge identified no specific request for
assistance or actual injury. The record showed factual questions concerning whether LeGear was unable to
discover the requirements for filing a petition for certiorari to the United States Supreme Court because of the
alleged deficiencies.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Inmates of the Iowa State Penitentiary sued state corrections and public-defender officials and a contract
attorney, alleging that they were third-party beneficiaries of agreements providing legal assistance to inmates and
that the assistance denied them meaningful access to the courts. The district court granted summary judgment for
all defendants on all claims. The Iowa Supreme Court affirmed as to the contract claims and the constitutional
claims of Walters and Shortridge, but reversed as to LeGear's constitutional claim and remanded for further
proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand to the district court for further proceedings on LeGear's constitutional access-to-the-courts claim, not
inconsistent with the opinion, against Kautzky as representative of the Iowa Department of Corrections. The
judgment was affirmed as to the contract claims of all plaintiffs and the constitutional claims of Walters and
Shortridge.
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