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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court reviews Harold Williams's civil commitment as a sexually violent predator
under Iowa Code chapter 229A. The court rejects his equal protection, jury-size, evidentiary, and jury-
instruction challenges, holding that chapter 229A is civil, rationally distinguishes sexually violent
predators from other mentally ill persons, and requires an eight-person jury and unanimous verdict.
The court also affirms the admission of prior-conviction and rebuttal evidence and addresses the
State's cross-appeal concerning victim testimony and jury unanimity.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Williams appealed a civil commitment judgment entered after a
unanimous jury verdict finding him to be a sexually violent predator
under Iowa Code chapter 229A. The State cross-appealed rulings
restricting victim testimony and permitting a less-than-unanimous
verdict to avoid a mistrial.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Because the action was tried at law, ordinary appellate review was for
correction of legal error. Constitutional arguments were reviewed de
novo in light of the totality of the circumstances. Evidentiary
relevance and method-of-proof rulings were reviewed for abuse of
discretion.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published Iowa Supreme Court en banc opinion; precedential.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Iowa Code chapter 229A violates equal protection by treating sexually violent predators
differently from persons subject to general civil commitment under chapter 229.

2. Whether an eight-person jury was constitutionally sufficient in a chapter 229A commitment proceeding.

3. Whether Iowa Rule of Civil Procedure 203(a) permits a less-than-unanimous verdict to result in release
rather than a mistrial in a chapter 229A proceeding.

4. Whether evidence of Williams's prior convictions and rebuttal testimony concerning uncharged sexual
misconduct was admissible.

5. Whether due process required an instruction that the State prove Williams was highly likely, rather than
more likely than not, to reoffend.

6. Whether chapter 229A provides for a less-restrictive-alternative defense or requires proof that no less-
restrictive treatment facility is available.

HOLDINGS

1. A classification distinguishing persons committed as sexually violent predators under chapter 229A from
persons civilly committed under chapter 229 based on mental illness is subject to rational-basis review,
not strict scrutiny, because mental illness is not a suspect classification.

2. Chapter 229A does not violate federal or Iowa equal protection guarantees because its different
treatment of sexually violent predators and persons subject to general mental-health commitment is
rationally related to legitimate interests in public protection and specialized treatment.

3. An eight-person jury is constitutionally sufficient for a chapter 229A civil commitment proceeding.

4. Iowa Rule of Civil Procedure 203(a) does not permit a less-than-unanimous verdict to determine that a
respondent should be released in a chapter 229A proceeding. If the jury cannot reach a unanimous
verdict on commitment, the court must discharge the jury and order a new trial.

5. The district court did not abuse its discretion by admitting proof of Williams's prior convictions or by
admitting brief rebuttal testimony from victims concerning uncharged prior sexual misconduct, while
restricting victim testimony in the State's case in chief.

6. Due process does not require a jury instruction that the State prove a respondent is 'highly likely' to
reoffend; the statutory definition of 'likely' as 'more likely than not' is constitutionally sufficient when
commitment requires proof beyond a reasonable doubt.

7. Chapter 229A does not provide a separate less-restrictive-alternative defense or require the State to
prove that no less-restrictive treatment facility is available; the district court properly refused Williams's
proposed instruction and special verdict form.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that rule of civil procedure 203(a) does not apply in chapter 229A proceedings. If the jury cannot
return a unanimous verdict, the court must discharge the jury and order a new trial.” (at 455)

“We thus conclude that defining the statutory term "likely" as "more likely than not" or "more probable than
not" will not diminish the required high level of proof.” (at 459)

“The "secure facility" issue is part and parcel of the SVP finding under the statute, not a separate issue
addressed after determining the respondent is a sexually violent predator.” (at 460)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Williams was nearing release after serving approximately ten years of an indeterminate twenty-five-year
sentence for second-degree sexual abuse of a five-year-old child. He had four prior convictions involving sexual
misconduct with children and acknowledged extensive sexual fantasies and conduct involving children. Two
psychologists diagnosed pedophilia; the State's expert opined that Williams was highly likely to reoffend unless
confined in a secure facility, while Williams's expert believed less-secure treatment could be effective. A jury
unanimously found beyond a reasonable doubt that Williams was a sexually violent predator.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The State commenced sexually violent predator commitment proceedings as Williams neared release from a
sentence for second-degree sexual abuse. Williams received a jury trial, and the jury unanimously found beyond
a reasonable doubt that he was a sexually violent predator. The district court entered a commitment judgment,
ruled that an eight-person jury was sufficient, allowed rebuttal victim testimony but restricted victim testimony
in the State's case in chief, and held that a nonunanimous verdict could permit release rather than a mistrial. The
Supreme Court affirmed Williams's appeal, affirmed in part and reversed in part on the State's cross-appeal,
reversing the nonunanimous-verdict ruling.
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