Iowa does not have any compassionate release laws allowing for a prisoner’s early release
due to a serious or terminal medical condition or advanced age. However, there is at least
one well-publicized compassionate release case, discussed below.
IOWA BOARD OF PAROLE
The Iowa Board of Parole (Board) specifically addresses the question of Medical Parole on its
Frequently Asked Questions web page:
Question: How can we get a hardship or medical parole for our loved one?
Answer: The Board of Parole does not grant paroles due to medical reasons or for family
hardship cases.1 (Emphasis in original.)
The Board rules do not include advanced age, serious medical conditions, or terminal
illnesses in its list of factors that must be considered in making parole decisions. However,
the rules do say the Board will consider other factors “deemed relevant.”2
• In 2016, the Board chair commented that a prisoner’s health may be a factor when
considering “regular” parole: “The Board does not grant paroles due to medical
reasons or for family hardship cases. However, if a parolee is eligible for parole,
an offender’s health or medical condition may be taken into account as a ‘factor
deemed relevant’ when considering release at a review hearing.”3
• A 2004 Iowa Legislative Services Agency report included a similar statement and also
said that elderly and ill prisoners could have their sentences commuted:
The Iowa Board of Parole does grant parole to offenders who pose a limited
risk to re-offend due to age or illness. Under current law, only those serving
non-mandatory minimum terms, or those who have served the mandatory
minimum sentence portion, are eligible for this type of release. Most elderly
or ill inmates are serving mandatory minimum terms and are not eligible to
be considered for early release. Under current Iowa law, these offenders are
eligible to be released through the commutation of sentence process, which
is quite lengthy. Case reviews are currently being conducted for requests for
executive clemency that were submitted in 1995.4
There is no information in the Governor’s current Executive Clemency/Commutation
webpage, or on the commutation application, that indicates there is any
consideration of age or medical condition when making clemency decisions.5
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COMPASSIONATE RELEASE: KRISTINA FETTERS CASE
In December 2013, the Board granted release to Kristina Fetters, a prisoner with inoperable
Stage 4 breast cancer. State and national press coverage referred to her release as
“compassionate release,” but the Board said it was simply parole.
• “Granting a ‘compassionate release’ to Kristina Joy Fetters, 33, marks a historic
decision by the [Iowa] parole board. Once the state’s youngest inmate serving a
life sentence without the possibility of parole, Fetters will be the first Iowa inmate
released because of last year’s U.S. Supreme Court ruling that made mandatory life
sentences for juveniles unconstitutional.”6
• “Fetters’ friends and family pleaded with the parole board, which reviewed her
case and determined she would receive better care outside of prison. The board
also determined that, while Fetters had not been a model prisoner, she did not pose
a threat to society due to her condition.”7 (Note that the Board’s reasoning – that
Ms. Fetters would receive better care outside of prison and that she did not pose a
threat to society because of her condition – resembles the medical parole eligibility
criteria in a number of states.)
The case received a lot of publicity and even support from the Governor: “Gov. Branstad
believes the Iowa Board of Parole made a thoughtful, humane decision in this case, and
thinks they made a good decision.”8 Although the publicity reflected Fetters’ notoriety
more than an outpouring of support for compassionate release, it generated new
discussions on compassionate release and medical parole in Iowa. Kristina Fetters died in a
hospice facility approximately eight months after she was released.9
LEGISLATIVE ACTIVITY
There is no medical or geriatric parole state legislation currently being considered in
the Iowa Legislature. Although there has been significant grassroots activity on criminal
justice reform the last few years in Iowa, there is not any visible advocacy on the issue of
compassionate release, medical parole, or geriatric parole.10
In 2011, the Governor signed into law Senate Bill 510, which, among other things,
established a Legislative Council “interim study committee” to examine “the treatment
and placement options for geriatric and psychiatric patients” housed in Iowa’s correctional
facilities. The Inmate Geriatric and Psychiatric Patients Study Committee was tasked
with reviewing relevant federal and state programs and policies, including compassionate
release, and its 2012 final report included several references to Medical Parole: 11
• The Iowa Board of Parole said that it was open to working with the committee
regarding medical parole but that it was concerned about public safety.12
• Prior to enacting any form of geriatric or medical parole, the Board suggested the
General Assembly conduct public hearings to develop support.13
The final Committee report included a recommendation that the Governor establish an
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executive branch task force to further study the issue of medical parole.14 However, there
is no publicly available information indicating that this was ever done.
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