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Professional Licensing
ISSUE
The Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Education, and Public Health regulate
individuals who pay a fee to be licensed as a professional in Iowa. This Review compares
the fees paid by professionals and the funds appropriated to regulate each profession.
AFFECTED AGENCIES
Department of Agriculture
Department of Commerce
Department of Education
Department of Public Health
CODE AUTHORITY
Sections 8.6, 153.11A, 169, 272.2, and 546.10, Code of Iowa

Chart 1

BACKGROUND
Licensing is a “process by which a government
agency grants individuals permission to engage
in a specified profession or occupation upon
finding that individual applicants have attained
the minimal degree of competency required to
ensure that the public’s health, safety and
1
welfare will be reasonably well protected.”

FY 1999
Number of Licensees

Agriculture
2,400

Education
100,261

Public
Health
124,548

The Departments of Agriculture, Commerce,
Education, and Public Health license a total of
260,000 individuals annually in 38 professions.
Commerce

Chart 1 shows the total number of licensed
32,952
professionals, by department. The chart data, and other totals in this Review, do not include
statistics related to professionals licensed by the Insurance Division of the Department of
Commerce. Unlike other professions considered in this Review, a regulatory board does not
govern insurance and investment professionals. Instead, the Insurance Commissioner
directly regulates these professionals. In addition, the insurance and investment
1
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professionals are large enough in number to skew the calculations in the Review. The data has
been collected for those industries and is available from the Legislative Fiscal Bureau.
All professionals licensed by the State of Iowa pay a fee. A portion of this fee revenue is
appropriated to the associated licensing entity to pay for the costs of regulation and administration.
Prior to 1991, the Professional Licensing Division of the Department of Commerce maintained a
trust fund. Fees were deposited into the fund and moneys were used as needed to pay the
Division’s expenses of regulation. The 1991 General Assembly authorized the transfer of the
ending balance of this fund (and 26 others) into the General Fund along with the deposit of FY
1992 and FY 1993 receipts into the General Fund. The funds and the FY 1991 ending balances
were to be restored at the end of FY 1993. During the 1993 Legislative Session, however,
legislation was approved making the transfer of the ending balances and deposit of receipts from
the affected trust funds permanent.
Language in Section 8.60, Code of Iowa, requires the receipts deposited relative to the affected
funds be used only for the purposes collected. For example, all receipts that would have been
deposited in the Professional Licensing Revolving Fund were to be tracked separately and used or
made available for appropriation to the board or commission which regulates the profession. Since
1991, fee revenue collected by the Professional Licensing Division of the Department of Commerce
has exceeded appropriations to the Division by a total of $2.9 million.
CURRENT SITUATION
Regulatory Structure
Professionals licensed in Iowa are regulated by one of 30 boards in the Departments of Agriculture,
Commerce, Education, and Public Health.
The Department of Commerce has a Professional Licensing Division, which consists of 6 boards.
The Board of Veterinary Medicine is housed in the Department of Agriculture and Land
Stewardship. The Board of Educational Examiners is housed in the Department of Education, as is
the Licensing Bureau, which performs the majority of the educational licensing functions.
The Boards of Dental Examiners, Nursing Examiners, Pharmacy Examiners, and Medical
Examiners are located in the Department of Public Health and maintain policymaking and
rulemaking authority. The Department of Public Health also houses a Professional Licensure
Bureau, which consists of 18 boards. A number of the 18 boards are a combination of professions
with separate rules and regulations.
Regulatory Functions
Regulation for each profession involves assuring that the public will be protected from unsafe
practitioners and that applicants for licensure meet the minimum standards for practice. The daily
activities of the regulatory boards vary, but in general, regulation throughout the 30 professional
licensing boards involves:
•

Licensure: Verifying education and work experience qualifications and conducting
examinations.

•

Continuing education: Approving continuing education programs and auditing continuing
education records.

•

Public information requests: Answering calls regarding licensing procedure and licensure
status of individual professionals.
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Complaint investigations: Tracking and investigating complaints that may lead to
hearings and possible disciplinary sanctions.

Professional Fees
A total of $7.1 million was collected in professional
licensing fees in FY 1999. Chart 2 shows the average
amount of FY 1998-1999 fee revenue by department
(Agriculture includes FY 1997 due to a 3-year licensing
period).
Attachment A provides a list of all fees paid by
individuals regulated by the State. Fees are
established based on the costs of sustaining the
regulating board, the actual costs of licensing and
investigating professional practices and violations, and
associated indirect costs. All license and registration
fees are implemented through the administrative rulemaking process.

Chart 2
Average Professional Licensing
Fees Collected
FY 1998-99*
Public
Health
$5,194,824

Agriculture
$55,882

Fees are reviewed as needed by the boards, typically
at least yearly. Fee revenues and expenses are
Education Commerce
considered, and adjustments are made based on
$680,931 $1,193,555
anticipated expenses. In some instances, comparative
information between Iowa and mid-western states and
*Agriculture average includes FY 1997.
Iowa and the nation is used in establishing fee
amounts. Within the Professional Licensure Bureau of
the Department of Public Health, the potential earning
power of the profession is also a factor in establishing fees. Fees may also be affected by what the
professionals deem acceptable.
Appropriations Process
Each board is required by statute to generate licensing fees sufficient to finance the activities of the
board. The fees collected are revenue to the General Fund. A portion of the fee revenues flow
back to each regulatory board. An exception to this process is the fees collected by the
Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship for veterinarian examinations. These examination
fees are held in a revolving fund to pay for printing and grading of examinations by a professional
examination service. Over the past six years, the Veterinary Examination Fund has had an average
balance forward of approximately $19,000.
As part of the budget process, the regulatory boards submit budget requests via the agency where
each is housed. If a board’s budget request would place its funding at an amount greater than the
fees generated by the profession, the board must raise fees to cover the requested increase.
Since FY 1995, Health and Human Rights Subcommittee appropriations bills have contained
language which requires the Professional Licensure Bureau to determine the budget by averaging
the last two available years’ fees collected and setting the budget at 85.0% of the total. No other
licensing boards have language regarding a standard for the appropriation request.
The requests follow the standard budget decision making process, from Governor’s
recommendations through final passage of appropriations bill by the General Assembly. The
appropriations fund the boards as follows:
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•

Within the Department of Commerce, an appropriation is directly made to the Professional Licensing
Division. The appropriation is allocated to each Board, generally based on the number of exams that
are estimated to be taken during the fiscal year for each profession.

•

Portions of the Public Protection appropriation in the Department of Public Health are allocated to the
Professional Licensure Bureau and the Boards of Dental, Medical, Nursing and Pharmacy Examiners.

•

In the Department of Education, the function of the Board of Educational Examiners is funded through
a direct appropriation. In addition, the Bureau of Licensure of the Department of Education provides
licensing functions and is part of the General Administration appropriation to the Department. The
Board of Educational Examiners spends approximately 41.0% of the overall expenditures for licensing
and the Licensure Bureau spends the remaining 59.0%.

•

A portion (approximately 7.5%) of the work of the Board of Veterinary Examiners is specifically funded
through an allocation from the appropriation to the Regulatory Division of the Department of
Agriculture. The majority of the expenses are funded indirectly by moneys allocated for Animal Health
in the Regulatory Division.

Fees vs. Appropriations
Attachment B contains detailed information comparing fees and appropriations from FY 1994-FY
1999. In instances where a direct appropriation is not made to a board, an appropriation is
estimated based on identified expenses for the board.
During FY 1998 and FY 1999, the percentage of fees collected from a profession which were used
for regulatory and licensing expenses for that profession ranged from a high of 155.1% returned to
a low of 42.0%. Chart 3 shows the range of percent of fees returned.
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Chart 3
Percent of FY 1998 - FY 1999* Fees Returned as an Appropriation
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* Real estate, nursing, and veterinary medicine averages also include FY 1997.
Education includes FY 1995-FY 1999.

There is a net benefit to the General Fund from professional licensing fees, as not all fees collected
are directly used for related regulation. In FY 1998 - FY 1999, fees exceeded appropriations by a
total of $1.7 million.
ALTERNATIVES
1) Status quo. The General Fund benefits approximately $900,000 each year to be used to
support other activities of State government and to pay for indirect costs of regulatory entities. The
largest source of this net benefit is the Department of Public Health Bureau of Professional
Licensure, whose annual fee revenues exceed appropriations by approximately $482,000. The
General Fund benefit from the Accountancy Board is approximately $188,000 per year.
2) Require professions to increase fees to cover expenses.
•

Since FY 1994, the expenses of the Board of Veterinary Medicine have exceeded the fees
generated by an average of $35,000. Fees have not been increased since 1980.

•

The Real Estate Commission increased its fees in 1991. From FY 1994 – FY 1996 fees
covered the expenses of the Commission. However, since FY 1997, the expenses of the
Real Estate Commission have exceeded the fees generated by an average of $36,000.
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3) Require fee reductions to equal appropriations/regulatory expenses for boards whose
revenues currently exceed expenses by more than 20.0%. Since FY 1994, the following
professions have had fees that exceeded expenses by a six-year average of:
•

Landscape architects: $12,000

•

Real estate appraisers: $27,000

•

Accountants: $188,000

•

Architects: $32,000

•

Individuals licensed by boards in the Department of Public Health Professional Licensure
Bureau: $482,000

•

Engineering: $35,000

4) Equalize treatment of professions by leveling all examining board appropriations at a set
percent of average fees collected, allowing a portion for indirect State and departmental
costs. For example, if the level were set at 95.0%, this could be done by a combination of 1)
fee reductions for those professions currently far from the 95.0% level, 2) increasing
appropriations for boards currently close to the 95.0% level, 3) decreasing appropriations for
boards currently exceeding the 95.0% level, and 4) fee increases for boards currently receiving
significantly more than 95.0% of average fees as an appropriation.
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