
 
 
 
 
 

TO:  Iowa General Assembly 
  Secretary of the Senate, Michael E. Marshall 
  Chief Clerk of the House of Representatives, Margaret Thomson 
 
FROM: Hon. Louis A. Lavorato, Chief Justice 
  Supreme Court of Iowa 
 
DATE: March 20, 2003 
 
RE:  Clerk of Court Study Committee Report 
 
 
Attached please find the final report submitted to the supreme court by the 
study committee regarding the efficient operation and management of the 
clerks of the district court offices. The report was prepared pursuant to 2002 
Iowa Acts, Chapter 1003, Section 176.   
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REPORT OF THE IOWA SUPREME COURT 
LEGISLATIVE STUDY COMMITTEE ON THE ORIGANIZATION 

OF OFFICES OF THE CLERKS OF THE DISTRICT COURT 
 

A. BACKGROUND FOR THE LEGISLATIVE STUDY COMMITTEE’S WORK 
 

The historical perspective 
 
 At the most fundamental level, the need for and the work of this Committee arises from 
the economic hardships faced by the State of Iowa and three years of budget cuts to the Judicial 
Branch.  Despite these financial hard times, the constituents of the Judicial Branch, including 
lawyers, judges, judicial branch employees, state agencies, and the people of Iowa, insist upon 
the highest level of service in the form of fully functioning county courthouses with fully 
functioning Clerk of Court Offices in each of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties.  This demand for 
appropriate service is so great that the committee’s mandate explicitly excludes considering 
closing any Clerk of Court’s Offices.   
 
 The Iowa legislature, in House File 2627, Acts of the 2002 General Assembly, Section 
176, directed the Iowa Supreme Court to establish a study committee to provide findings and 
recommendations to the Court so that the Court could submit a report to the general assembly 
“regarding the efficient operation and management of the clerk of courts offices in every county 
of the state.”  As required by this statute, the study committee members included representatives 
of key court stakeholder groups including legislators, members of the general public, county 
officials, court employees, clerks of court, a judge, attorneys representing urban and rural areas 
of the state, a probation/parole supervisor of the Department of Correctional Services, and a 
member of the Iowa Land Title Association.   
 
 In the last three fiscal years, mandated budget cuts imposed upon the Judicial Branch 
have resulted in layoffs of staff in the offices of the clerks of the Iowa district courts and in court 
administration.  They have also led to layoffs of mental health hospitalization referees and 
juvenile court referees.  Due to these budget cuts, some vacancies in the office of clerk of the 
district court and clerk’s office staff positions caused by retirements or resignations have 
remained vacant.   
 
 As the Committee considered time and money saving alternatives, the members agreed it 
was important to note that if the people of Iowa demand a particular level of court services, they 
should be prepared to pay for it.  For this reason, the Committee believes the Legislature should 
fully fund the Judicial Branch budget.  Only then can the Judicial Branch fully, efficiently, and 
adequately serve the needs and demands of the people of Iowa for prompt, efficient court 
services. 
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B. THE LEGISLATIVE STUDY COMMITTEE’S WORK 
 
 The Supreme Court appointed the Legislative Study Committee on December 5, 2002.  
The Committee met on January 10, January 31, and February 14, 2003.  Due to the compressed 
time frame for the Committee’s work, much of the correspondence with the Committee members 
was accomplished by e-mail.  At the first meeting, committee members proposed and discussed 
twenty-three ideas regarding improvements for the organization and management of the Clerk of 
Courts Offices in each of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties.  The Committee consolidated these ideas 
into three different areas for further discussion, and formed three sub-committees to work on the 
recommendations.   
 
 Prior to the second meeting, drafts of recommendations and proposals were circulated 
within the sub-committees and were presented at the second meeting of the Committee.  After 
wide-ranging discussions on these recommendations, final recommendations were prepared and 
presented to the final meeting of the Committee, resulting in this report.  The Committee makes 
these recommendations understanding that many of them overlap and are related to each other.  
Some recommendations relate to on-going projects and work by other commissions and 
committees appointed by the Iowa Supreme Court. 
 
C. THE LEGISLIVE STUDY COMMITTEE’S RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
  

RECOMMENDATION I 
  

 Improve electronic access to the courts.  
 

RATIONALE 
 

 Budget restrictions in the past three years resulted in staff reductions in the clerk’s 
offices.  These staff reductions make it imperative that new procedures be implemented to 
improve efficiency.  The clerk of court’s office is a public service office closely related to record 
management, the records being the records of the district court.  Presently, the clerks’ offices 
maintain paper records of court actions and electronic records of the docket and financial 
records.  The electronic docket and financial records are maintained in electronic form on ICIS, 
the Iowa Court Information System.  Converting paper records to electronic records using an 
integrated electronic document management system would bring efficiencies by allowing instant 
and simultaneous electronic access to entire court files.  The clerk then would not have to find 
the paper file, or deliver it to the user, and also does not have to physically place filed documents 
in the paper file.  Remote access to the court file by court users means fewer trips to the 
courthouse and fewer demands on the clerks’ time. 
 
 A long-term benefit to an electronic document management system includes the 
reduction of requirements for paper storage both in the courthouse and outside the courthouse.  
This would save off-site travel and recovery time to fetch court files back to the courthouse from 
distant storage areas. 
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 Expanded access to ICIS information for all court users prior to the implementation of an 
electronic document management system would further provide more time for clerks to do core 
functions (docketing, filing, providing general public information). 
  
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 The Judicial Branch must be able to implement both short-term planning and long-term 
planning for successful implementation of an electronic document management system project 
statewide.  Some of the short-term planning has already been accomplished.  A pilot project for 
an electronic document management system in two counties was proposed and developed, but 
was shelved in April of 2001 due to budget shortfalls.  Much of that planning is still usable. The 
Committee realizes that an electronic document management system project may take some time 
to implement. Until that system is in place, the Committee recommends the Supreme Court and 
the Legislature prepare for electronic document management and meet current challenges using 
current technology by taking the following four actions:  
 

Action A  
 

For an electronic document management system to be effective, court rules for records 
management will need to be revised.  A sub-committee of the Judicial Council has developed 
records management rules for the district court clerk’s offices.  Court rules adopted by the 
Supreme Court for records management in the clerk’s office would promote efficient, effective 
trial court records management without the need to obtain statutory approval for every minor 
change.  These rules would also help implement electronic document management. 
 
 Attached as Appendix 1 is the proposed Records Management Rule.  It incorporates all of 
the present provisions of Sections 602.8103(3) and (4) of the Iowa Code.  This Rule also clarifies 
many areas of records management, and incorporates Iowa Ct.R. 22.37, the present court records 
purging rule.  Placing all court records management rules under the control of the Judicial 
Branch would allow the Supreme Court to further fine-tune the efficiencies of the clerks’ offices 
in records management areas.  Attached as Appendix 2 are proposed modifications to Sections 
602.8102(2) and 602.8103 of the Iowa Code to authorize this proposed Rule. 
 

Action B 
 
 Direct and unassisted access to ICIS and other court records by certain outside entities 
would result in less pressure on clerk of court staff.  County attorneys, the Department of 
Correctional Services, abstracters and law enforcement agencies all indicate they need enhanced 
ICIS access in a format workable for them.  In the short-term, we recommend the Supreme Court 
establish a multi-disciplinary committee to review the opportunities for enhanced access to ICIS 
and other court records.  This access would include a code and court rule review for changes that 
would give certain court users read-only ICIS access to more case information.  In addition, this 
committee should examine the statutory and rule requirements for “certified copies” of court 
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documents, since these documents require more staff time and effort than a regular copy or fax 
copy. 
 

Action C 
 
 Other technologies should be made available to clerks to improve clerk efficiency.  
Among those are allowing for increased use of e-mail for copy distribution to lawyers, and to 
entities that work with the court on a routine basis.  Existing fax machines in clerks’ offices were 
purchased for light volume work.  However, increased use of fax and e-mail for copy distribution 
will save both time and postage expense.  The Iowa Supreme Court has recently amended two 
Rules of Civil Procedure to allow e-mail service of court documents between attorneys.  
Appendix 3 includes a copy of Iowa R.Civ.P. 1.442(2), and 1.443(2).  The Committee 
recommends that the Supreme Court consider amending Iowa R.Civ.P. 1.442(6) to provide that 
notice of orders or judgments may be served by mail or by e-mail to attorneys whose e-mail 
addresses have been provided to the clerk.  At the present time, a special program in the Lotus 
Notes e-mail system available to the clerks allows clerks to e-mail orders in electronic format to 
attorneys.  That add-on program provides internal security for limiting the persons with access to 
the system, and provides a date and time stamp to be added to the electronic document showing 
the date and time of filing.  This program is presently working well in various larger counties in 
the state. 
 

Action D 
 
 The Committee finally recommends as a long-term implementation goal the 
consideration of alternative funding mechanisms for obtaining the technology and software to 
implement an electronic document management system state-wide.  Given the perception that 
general fund balances will be difficult to increase within the short-term, an alternative source of 
funding that merits consideration is bonding these costs.  Such an alternative, of course, requires 
enabling legislation. 
 

RECOMMENDATION II 
 
 Establish uniform clerk of court office hours in counties of comparable workload 
statewide. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 The people of the state of Iowa have become accustomed to having clerk of courts office 
open full-time, that is from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Monday through Friday, except for legal 
holidays.  If the Judicial Branch has insufficient resources to provide full public access during 
those hours in all clerks’ offices, a consistent plan for reduced hours should be considered 
providing as much open access as resources will allow.  The Committee agrees that each county 
clerk of courts office should provide some public access each workday. 
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IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 Workload assessments made by clerks of court in conjunction with the district court 
administrators, have in the past shown that certain offices cannot meet the standards for 
processing the workload.  Budget shortfalls for the Judicial Branch have caused these problems.  
The Committee acknowledges that the Supreme Court’s policy has been that as many clerks 
offices as possible should be open full-time.  When not possible, however, a reduction in access 
should be implemented consistently across the state.  Issues related to security, both staff security 
and financial security, should be considered when adopting any policy for standardized hours. 
The Iowa Public Records law must also be considered.  Iowa Code section 22.4 provides that 
where an office of the custodian of public records is not open thirty hours per week, it must still 
allow persons access 
 
            “. . . from nine o’clock a.m. to noon and from one o’clock to four p.m. Monday through 

Friday, excluding legal holidays.”  
 

The Committee recommends the Supreme Court adopt a policy by a published court rule 
that if a clerk of court office must be closed to the public to allow time for the staff to process the 
workload, the hours open to the public should be uniform throughout the state.  The Court should 
also consider a policy requiring mail slot access for users to file documents late in the day if an 
office is not open.  See Iowa Code section 4.1(34) (computing time for last day to commence a 
legal action). 
 
  

RECOMMENDATION III 
 

 Permanently establish a Standing Committee within the Judicial Branch to continue to 
develop and recommend statewide “best practices” standards for all clerks of court offices. 
 

RATIONALE 
  

 The term “best practices” means the most efficient and effective ways to do work tasks.  
Staff workers in the clerk of courts offices perceive a need for a method to provide ideas from 
line workers and clerks of court to implement “best practices” in the clerks’ offices.  Although 
court administration and the Clerks of Court have the direct management responsibility for 
managing clerks offices, there appears to be a need for workers in the bargaining unit to have 
both information regarding policies and practices that are adopted and a method to make 
recommendations concerning those policies and practices that directly affect them. 
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 The Supreme Court should establish a broadly based Standing Committee to consider 
best practices in the  clerks of court offices.  The implementation of this recommendation 
depends upon adequately funding the budget of the Judicial Branch.  
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RECOMMENDATION IV 
 

 Regularly up-date the Clerks’ Manual describing the duties and responsibilities of the 
clerks of district court and the clerk’s office staff. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 There presently exists a Clerks’ Manual.  A committee of the Iowa Supreme Court is 
charged with keeping it up-dated.  Budget constraints over the past two years have prohibited the 
committee from meeting in person, which is critical for discussion and resolution of the many 
issues addressed in the manual.  The Clerks’ Manual does need to be up-dated to incorporate the 
most recent version of instructions for data entry and for maintaining accurate statistics across 
the state. It should also incorporate the most recent best practices standards.   
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

The Clerks’ Manual committee needs to be reinvigorated, and funded, to bring the 
Manual up-to-date.  That committee should then work with technology staff to produce an 
automated version accessible to all clerk’s staff in an electronic format. 
 

RECOMMENDATION V 
 

 Provide education and training of clerks and clerks’ staff on technology and best 
practices. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 The Judicial Branch Education Advisory Committee, including judges and various types 
of court staff, is currently developing a long-range plan for implementing orientation and 
continuing education programs for court staff.  The Supreme Court identified staff education and 
training as a top priority two years ago, but budget cuts have caused the cancellation of most 
staff education and training.  Without continuing education and training of staff, efficiency of 
clerk of courts staff will decline.  Without proper training and education, court staff has little 
incentive to follow procedures they do not understand, and have not been trained in. 
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATION 
 

 Funding of the judicial budget is critical for continuing staff training and education.  Lack 
of training further degrades the efficiencies of clerk of courts staff, and sends the message that 
the state cannot afford efficient, well-trained public servants.  
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RECOMMENDATION VI 
 

 Give the chief judge of each district authority to appoint clerks of the district court and to 
remove them for cause after consulting with the judges in the judicial district. 
 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 The present statutory provision for appointment of the Clerks of Court requires a majority 
vote of the District Judges in the district to either appoint a clerk or to remove a clerk for cause.  
This provision of the Code, Section 602.1215(1), was adopted by the legislature in 1983 when 
the State Judicial Branch took over the operation of the clerks’ offices, and clerks were then no 
longer independently elected county officials.  This provision causes some confusion among 
clerks of court, and their employees, as to who is the supervisor and ultimate appointing 
management authority for the clerk of court.  Section 602.1211(1) of the Code provides that the 
chief judge of a judicial district shall supervise all judicial officers and court employees serving 
within the district.  The differences between these two Code sections causes the difficulty.   
 
 Since the Committee is recommending in Recommendation VII that one clerk of the 
district court be allowed to supervise more than one office, we discussed the anachronistic 
requirement of residency found in Iowa Code section 602,1215.  We recommend the requirement 
be removed because it no longer serves a useful purpose.  It may even impede recruitment of the 
best candidates for vacant positions. 
 

 IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 Providing for the appointment and removal from office of a clerk of the district court by 
the chief judge of the district requires an amendment to Section 602.1215(1) of the Code of 
Iowa.  Attached as Appendix 4 is a proposed amendment authorizing this change.  
Implementation of this recommendation should result in the elimination of Section 602.1216 of 
the Code, since it is an anachronism.  
 

 
  

RECOMMENDATION VII 
 

 Allow one person to be the clerk of district court for multiple counties. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 Under the last round of budget cuts, the cost of replacing a clerk who retired or resigned 
in smaller counties became prohibitive.  The office of the clerk of court could remain open if an 
acting clerk was appointed from another county in close proximity.  At the present time there are 
sixteen counties with an acting clerk who are also either the clerk of court or acting clerk in 
another county.  This strategy has in some cases prevented the lay-off of the least senior member 
of the clerk’s staff in the county having a clerk of the district court vacancy.  The annual savings, 
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estimated to be $374,234.80, are shown in Appendix 5.  Experience with this system has shown 
that few if any problems have arisen with providing the required level of service to the people of 
the State without an appointed resident clerk of court.  The Committee was unanimous that only 
clerk of the district court positions vacant through normal attrition should be filled by this 
method. 
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERIATIONS 
 

 The Committee believes that the chief judge of each district should be able to appoint a 
clerk for a county in the district when a vacancy occurs in the office of the clerk of the district 
court.  The following four implementation actions are recommended: 
 

Action A 
 

  Section 602.1215 should be amended as shown in Appendix 4. 
 

Action B 
 

  The Supreme Court should adopt a policy that multi-county clerk of district court 
positions shall be created only when a vacancy occurs in the office of  clerk of the district 
court. 

 
Action C 

 
  The salary schedule for clerks of the district court supervising more than one 

office should be fair and commensurate with the duties assumed and the complexities of 
the additional responsibilities.  

 
Action D 

 
  Any existing clerk appointed to be clerk of the district court in a separate county 

should serve in the position of clerk in the additional county or counties at the pleasure of 
the chief judge, but may be removed as clerk of the district court in the first/original 
county only for cause. 

 
  
 

RECOMMENDATION VIII 
 

 Establish an appropriate number of supervisory personnel, including a minimum of one 
supervisor per office, to be maintained in each clerk of court office. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 The Judicial Branch currently aspires to maintain a staff-to-supervisor ratio of ten-to-one.  
While this ratio is workable in larger offices, it does not work in offices with fewer than ten staff 
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positions.  In those offices, the clerk of the district court is the on-site supervisor. When there is a 
clerk of the district court supervising a smaller office from another county, there may be no on-
site supervisor. It is appropriate that at least one person on staff be in a supervisory position in 
order to perform the tasks such as staff training, auditing and handling of local personnel issues 
on an immediate basis.  This will also maintain the required standards of personnel 
confidentiality and quickly address otherwise routine public inquiries and complaints.   
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATION 
 

 This recommendation can be achieved without code or court rule changes.  The Judicial 
Branch can implement this recommendation internally without coordination or involvement with 
constituent groups or agencies.  
  
 

RECOMMENDATION IX 
 

 Share and consolidate common tasks among clerks’ offices through coordinating the use 
of staff and technology. 
 

RATIONALE 
 

 Some clerks’ offices are presently overburdened as a result of staffing shortages.  These 
shortages may result from unfilled vacancies in staff positions, lengthy staff illnesses, staff 
vacations and discrepancies in the existing staffing formula.  In attempting to address this 
workload crisis, clerks of court have identified areas where staff in one county may be used to 
assist in another county clerks’ office.  Coordinating or consolidating certain staff functions not 
visible to or affecting court users may enable clerks to continue to provide other more readily 
visible services at the local level.   
 

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 Sharing staff between counties can be accomplished either using travel by staff members, 
or utilizing technology through remote computer access.  Physical travel does result in mileage 
costs, and in the loss of hands-on work time.  Sometimes, however, physical travel is the only 
option when minimum staffing levels cannot be met.  Imposing travel on staff members may be 
met with resistance and may impact the morale of staff members who are suddenly required to 
begin traveling.   
 
 Remote computer access, or what is sometimes referred to as “e-travel,” seems to be the 
most efficient means of staff sharing.  Remote access seems to be viable in several situations, 
including certain accounting and bookkeeping functions.  The limitations of remote access must 
be explored with technology staff, as there may be constraints related to the potential impact on 
network and server performance.  These limitations may vary from county to county, depending 
upon communication lines, location of servers, and size of servers. 
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 Remote bookkeeping assistance brings an added benefit of achieving additional 
segregation of duties within the bookkeeping process, thus providing more security on the 
financial transaction side of the office.  A best practices committee can document specific 
methods for consolidating various bookkeeping tasks through the use of remote access.  See 
Recommendation III, above.  
 
 The best option for assisting with traffic ticket data entry is to encourage law enforcement 
in the use of ECCO (ElectroniC Citations On-line).  The experience of many clerks with the use 
of ECCO by the Iowa State Patrol is very positive.  The Judicial Branch should actively 
encourage law enforcement to move rapidly toward implementation of the use of ECCO system 
to electronically transmit traffic tickets from law enforcement agencies to the proper ICIS files. 
 
 The Committee also identified certain jury management functions, probate delinquency 
notices and Iowa Rule of Civil Procedure 1.944 notices as areas for potential function sharing. 
 
 The Committee recommends considering freeing local clerks of court offices from some 
fine collection duty by creating a fine collection center handling uncontested traffic, watercraft 
and conservation citation violations.  This type of centralized fine collection is in operation in 
Missouri, Delaware and Connecticut.  The Judicial Branch and the legislature would not have to 
reinvent the wheel in such a system, as the experience of other states can be used to at least 
regionalize some fine collections. 
 

AN ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATION 
 

 Since the Committee had a short length of time to consider its charge, certain matters 
could not be investigated.  By maintaining clear lines of authority, clear open channels of 
communication, and continual training and education, the Judicial Branch can adjust to provide 
service in lean times.    
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