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Subject: Item No. 17:  Staff Report on Research re: Ordinances in Iowa 

Regulating Protesting 

 

 

The Ames City Council directed the City Attorney’s office to investigate other Iowa cities’ 

ordinances addressing protestors. 

In most cities, there is very little -- and often no -- express regulation of protestors.   Several 

cities noted in discussion that they had no specific ordinance regarding protesting, but that 

protestors who otherwise break laws can be arrested and prosecuted for transgressions listed 

in specific city ordinances (such as disorderly conduct, obstructing the sidewalks, making 

threats,  etc.). 

The Ames City Attorney’s office reached out to other cities in Iowa by e-mail.   We received 

responses from many of the larger cities in Iowa (Iowa City, Council Bluffs, Des Moines, Sioux 

City, Muscatine, Cedar Rapids) and a handful of medium-to-smaller sized cities:  Bettendorf, 

Ottumwa, Greenfield, Fontanelle, Fort Madison, Marion, Colo.  Additionally, staff reviewed on-

line the municipal ordinances of other cities that did not respond, such as Davenport, Dubuque 

and Newton. 

There were effectively only two cities that had any sort of ordinance regulating protestors:  

Iowa City and Fort Madison. 

Iowa City.  The City of Iowa City has an ordinance regulating picketing.  (Iowa City Municipal 

Code section 10-2).   The ordinance defines terms (such as “picketing,” and “picketer,” etc.) and 

then says that picketers shall use city sidewalks for picketing, shall not obstruct free passage of 

any pedestrian, bicycle or vehicular traffic, or interfere with the ingress/egress of any business.   

The ordinance states that anyone seeking to picket in places other than the sidewalk must 



obtain a parade/public assembly permit, per another ordinance  The ordinance then prohibits 

picketing in residential areas, with a few exceptions (such as when a home is used as a 

business).  The ordinance also explicitly grants the police authority to disperse persons who are 

picketing when such picketing is in violation of the ordinance or otherwise poses a threat to 

public health, safety, or the orderly flow of traffic, and makes it unlawful for any person to 

refuse to disperse when so directed by a police officer. 

Fort Madison.  The City of Fort Madison seems to be the only city in Iowa with a 

comprehensive ordinance regulating picketing/demonstrating (Fort Madison Municipal Code 

section 7-9).  In summary, here are the key points of the ordinance:  first, it defines terms such 

as “demonstrations,” “parade,” “picket line,” etc.    The ordinance establishes parade permits, 

and then goes on to directly regulate “picketing.”   The ordinance states that picketing can only 

be conducted on the sidewalk, not on the street.  It limits the number of picketers promoting 

the same objective to ten at a time within a single block.  The signs held by 

picketers/demonstrators are limited in size to two feet by two feet.   Picketers must march in 

single file and not abreast and not closer together than fifteen feet, except in passing each 

other.   Picketers/demonstrators must remain within five feet of the curb and be in continuous 

motion.  If picketers/demonstrators promoting different objectives are both present, and 

result in more than ten persons, the police shall allot time to each group on an equitable basis.  

This ordinance seems more inclined toward labor-dispute picketing, or gatherings of large 

groups of picketers on differing sides of an issue. 

The First Amendment to the United States Constitution provides for freedom of speech and 

the right to peaceably assemble.   The First Amendment concerns are likely the reason very 

few cities regulate picketing/protesting/demonstrating.   Generally, government can put 

reasonable “time, place, and manner” restrictions on speech.   Legal staff questions whether 

some of the limitations in the Fort Madison ordinance would survive a constitutional challenge.     

Attachments:   Iowa City ordinance 

  Fort Madison ordinance 
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