
IAPI NEWSLETTER
IOWA ASSOCIATION OF PRIVATE INVESTIGATORS

Editor/Publisher
Jeff Marlin

P.O.  Box 11183
Cedar Rapids, IA 52410

(319) 373-5025
                    jmarlin@
marlinsspecialinvestigations.com

                                                                          DECEMBER 2021 ISSUE

 What’s Inside…
 

 

Page 2  
IAPI Officers / Past 

Presidents / Advertising         

Pages 3-5
2021 IAPI Conference

Pages 6-8
The 3 Essential 

Components of a 
Successful Surveillance

Pages 9-11
Aspiring Criminal 

Defense Investigators

Pages 12-19
Searching for Birth 

Family Members 
Separated by Adoption

Advertisers
Page 20

BRB Publications
NCISS

         

Web Advertisers

- National    
  Investigative     
 Training Academy

Mark your calendars for the 2022 I.A.P.I. Annual Conference!   

Many I spoke to at this year's conference and throughout the year expressed 
concerns about not getting their continuing education hours due to the cancellation 
of the 2020 conference. I was one of them. The stated purpose of our organization 
is to provide multiple sources of professional benefits including education and 
training, publications, networking among members, etc.  Covid hit us all hard in 
2020, but I pledge we'll get back to "normal" with the Annual Conference this year 
in one way or another. With that said, we intend to return to the 12 hour all day 
Thursday and half day Friday with networking Thursday evening format. We 
tentatively have September 22nd and 23rd, 2022 reserved at the Urbandale 
Holiday Inn for next year.

Our guest speaker, Dean Beers, was a tremendous source of knowledge and 
information for us this year. Many thanks to him for sharing his expertise with us, 
and for providing I.A.P.I. membership with ongoing training opportunities. 

If anyone has any requests, or ideas for training topics for the conference, please 
let myself or any of the board members know so we can try to secure it for next 
year. 

We'll also have some housekeeping matters that will require a vote of the 
membership at next year's conference.  Nothing major, more a matter of updating 
our Articles of Incorporation and by-laws to reflect what we have been doing the 
past several years.

If you have any suggestions, questions, comments, or concerns, please don't 
hesitate to reach out and let us know.  

May you all have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New 
Year!!!!

President’s Message
by

Jeff Tilson
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Iowa Association of Private Investigators
2021 Annual Conference

Our Featured Speaker Dean Beers
Associates in Forensic Investigations

Speaker Brenda Burditt
Iowa Department of Public Safety

Speaker Kim Adams 
Iowa Department of Public Safety

Speaker Julia McMahon
Absolute Serving & Investigations



Vendor Burt Boldebuck
Midwest Countermeasures



The New IAPI Officers are:
President – Jeff Tilson

Vice President – Carey Callaway
Secretary – Amanda Clement
Treasurer – Tracy VerMulm
Past President – Mark Mills

We thank all those members who volunteer for our association



The Three Essential Components of 
Successful Surveillance

Every surveillance is different. But they all  hinge on three basic 
elements: camera, surveillance vehicle, and disguise.

Our firm specializes in surveillance. We spare no expense in the equipment we use for 
conducting operations. But gear is only part of the story: To succeed at surveillance, you’ve got to 

remain undetected — not only by the subject, but by neighbors and bystanders. Social media has 

made this challenging, as information can be exchanged in real time. Additionally, many 

neighborhoods have community crime watch pages where members can post information and 

photographs of suspicious activity. This technology creates a hurdle that can easily tank an 

investigation that hasn’t been properly planned.

Here’s an additional hurdle: The entire province of Newfoundland, where we’re based, has a 

population of around 522,000 — not a large group by any means. That means networks are tight, 
and folks know each other. Often, we are hired for investigations in rural areas with communities 

of fewer than 300 people. Going unnoticed in communities like that is so specialized (and tricky) 

that I’ll tackle it separately in a future article.

At our firm, we map out each investigation based on the specifics of the client’s case. Each 

investigation employs different techniques. But they all require three essential components: the 

video/photographic equipment, the surveillance vehicle, and the disguise. I’ll discuss each one 

below.

The Camera

To capture surveillance images without being detected, you’ll need a camera that lets you shoot 
footage from a significant distance from the subject. That requires a high-end camera that can be 

easily switched to 4K video recording. Our firm uses a Nikon P1000 with a 3000 mm super 
telephoto lens and 4K video, which is capable of obtaining footage from a distance of 12 

kilometers or 7 miles.

To capture video that can be used as evidence, you’ll also need a camera that’s equipped to add 

a date and time stamp. It’s fairly simple to add a time and date stamp to photos with the Nikon 

P1000. From the camera’s Menu screen, you navigate to the time and date tab and then toggle 

the option to add date and time stamp.

Adding a time and date stamp to a video requires a little more effort and the use of a third-party 

application. We currently use a paid IOS application called Time Stamp It. It’s quite user-friendly 

— our Nikon P1000 is wifi enabled and uses the Nikon Program SnapBridge, which easily 

transfers footage from our camera to an IOS device. So we find the “Time Stamp It” application 

ideal for us.

You’ll also need to be able to blur images of any individuals on video who are not included in the 

investigation. For this we use a third-party program called KineMaster, a mobile video editor you 



can use on PC or Mac. We opt for the paid subscription in order to access its full potential. For 
new users, this application will take some practice to master, but it’s an essential skill in this 

industry. As PIs, we have to assume that every image we capture might be used in litigation, so 

blurring images lets us adhere to privacy laws at all times.

Investigation agencies that deploy subpar equipment not only increase their chances of 
detection, they also potentially compromise the value and admissibility of the evidence 

collected. Invest in good gear! It will pay off in court for years to come.

The Surveillance Vehicle

We can’t emphasize enough the need for investigators to choose the right vehicle for any 

given surveillance. A faded pickup disappears into a work site but stands out in an upscale 

residential development, where a late-model minivan would fit well into the scene.

One vehicle which fails to blends anywhere is a dark grey van with heavily tinted windows; such a 

vehicle arouses suspicion everywhere — it’s a movie trope that practically screams undercover 
police or potential kidnapper. The high price of choosing a vehicle this absurdly unsuitable for 
surveillance can be seen in the Canadian case of Druken. v. Fewer (R.G) and Associates Inc. (This 

case can be reviewed in its entirety on the Canadian Legal Information Institutes website 

at www.canlii.org.) In October of 1994, an investigator, under contract with an insurance company, 

was surveilling a subject who had filed a personal injury claim. The subject’s neighbor warned her 
that a man in a grey van with heavily tinted windows was following her and shooting video of her 
activities. Alarmed, she raced through traffic, and the van pursued her, then sped off when the 

subject’s father approached to confront the driver.

The subject sued the PI agency for violation of privacy — and lost. The investigator didn’t break 

the law or violate the subject’s privacy. But all that trouble could have been avoided by, I don’t 
know, driving a normal car, and maybe not continuing to chase down an alarmed female subject 
after being burned.

When conducting surveillance — such as, in this case, for an insurance company — the goal is 

invisibility, not intimidation.

At our firm, we “disguise” our vehicles using a collection of door magnets that advertise fictitious 

businesses. We go one step further and actually create a functional website with an active 

telephone number and email address, in case someone decides to fact-check our vehicle.

Two things to remember when using the door magnet scheme:

1. Never use the name of an actual business. This may have legal consequences.

2. The service should be appropriate to the time and place. For example, we would advise 
against using a fake lawn care business in January.

Our investigators sometimes use their own vehicles. But more often, we rent vehicles for 
surveillance, as this prevents our investigators from being identified in future investigations. If an 

investigation requires several vehicles and investigators, we might have investigators in their own 



vehicles conducting passive surveillance (where several vehicles tag in and out on mobile 

surveillance, so as to not raise the suspicion of the driver being tailed).

Our favorite type of surveillance vehicle is any common model of truck, car, or van that looks 

generic enough to be transformed into a corporate vehicle once magnets are attached. Our 
philosophy is to hide in plain sight.

The Disguise

The last thing an investigator needs is to be recognized — or worse, to have their photograph 

posted on social media sites. This jeopardizes the investigation at hand and, in smaller 
communities especially, can put future investigations at risk.

The good news is that, with a little extra effort, it’s easy to go unnoticed. The past year’s mask 

mandates have made it easy to stay incognito and blend into the crowd. But even before the 

pandemic, we stockpiled simple props and disguises that allowed our operatives to appear 
multiple times at the same place without being noticed. In some situations, fake uniforms (to 

match the door magnets of those fictitious businesses) work well. But when our investigators 

need to change their appearances on the go, they can pick from a go-bag kit of handy props like 

non-prescription eyeglasses, wigs, caps, sunglasses, and a change of jackets. Some have even 

dyed their hair for longer surveillance jobs.

The pen camera is our favorite tool for getting covert images while “blending in.” The model we 

use is the ISPY Pen Pro (2021 Edition). This device captures exceptional video quality and is 

virtually indistinguishable from a regular pen. We have used this device in situations where we 

have been unable to occupy a good vantage point for our long-range camera because of objects 

or buildings blocking our line of sight.

The pen camera is a small undetectable piece of surveillance equipment that can be carried by 

an investigator at all times and activated with the touch of a button.

To some, all this trouble may seem over the top. But surveillance is our firm’s bread and butter, 
so we go the extra mile in planning and execution.

The Bonus Fourth Component

That extra mile sometimes makes all the difference. In one case, three full days of surveillance on 

a case of suspected insurance fraud turned up nothing. The subject, who claimed to be 

bedridden, did not leave the house. We decided to stick with the surveillance for a few more 

hours (at no extra cost) before catching our plane, and bingo! The bedridden subject went 
shopping. Had we ended our surveillance on time, the client would have come away with no 

evidence. Our extra effort — a small gamble, ultimately — solidified our relationship with this new 

client and paid dividends down the road.

That extra mile is the bonus fourth component to any successful surveillance.



ASPIRING CRIMINAL DEFENSE INVESTIGATORS: 
PREPARE FOR THE STORM.

By Mike Spencer    January 15, 2021

Ex-crime beat reporter and veteran defense investigator Mike 
Spencer gives hopefuls a heads up about what the job entails.

The charming sheriff’s spokesman invited me for a sit-down with the sheriff to discuss my 

reporting of a controversial drug bust, what a rival sheriff’s candidate had called a 

“controlled delivery.” I thought the meeting would be routine. Sheriff Monge would let the 

spokesman, Lt. Bill Stookey, do most of the talking, but Monge in no uncertain terms 

would try to claim there was nothing fishy about the recent big cocaine bust at sea in the 

heart of an election race.

I was 27 and still wet behind the ears as a police reporter. I took the job in Sarasota, 

Florida after leaving a reporting job and graduate journalism school in Berkeley, California. 

Many police reporters and journalists said that working in Florida was a good career 
move. I replaced the reporter who broke the Pee-wee Herman stories in Sarasota. (If you 

are young and don’t know, Pee-wee was a niche actor and pop culture figure caught, by 

sheriff’s deputies, entertaining a certain part of himself at a porno theater in Sarasota 

County. If memory serves me right Nurse Nancy and Faster Tiger showed that night.)

I’m telling you this old story because it reminds me of the feelings I have when being 

cross-examined as a private investigator in criminal defense cases. Brace yourself if you 

are thinking about doing criminal defense work. It is not for the faint-hearted.

Use whatever term you like, but to be a criminal defense private investigator you need: 

spine, balls, huevos–big ones, stones, moxy, backbone, resolve, grit, pluck, will, and 

courage. You and your team will almost always be financially outgunned and manpower 
underdogs, fighting the state or the federal government.

So, those many years ago on the police beat, the shift began with in-person visits to 

various police departments at about 2:30 p.m. Something was different that day. The 

spokesman called the meeting with the Sheriff at 11 a.m. I expected to just go up to the 

sheriff’s office on the third floor. The spokesman, however, took me to a conference room 

where I had never been. It might have been the squad room for narcotics and vice.

To be a criminal defense private investigator you need: spine, balls, huevos–big ones, stones, 

moxy, backbone, resolve, grit, pluck, will, and courage.

Seven serious older guys in suits waited for me. Mike Powers, head of Tampa Drug 

Enforcement Administration, thundered at me that there was nothing wrong or 
controversial about the bust at sea. I froze. I just saw Powers, an aptly named body builder 
and anti-drug warrior, and thought he could pulverize me. He thundered at me about “Joe 

Shit the Rag Man.” I had no idea what this phrase meant. (It’s apparently Marine Corps 

slang for someone who is full of shit, no doubt a reference to the candidate alleging the 



cocaine bust was a lie.) I do recall getting in a few words that my job as a reporter was to 

report the news. Powers and the other serious lawmen did not want to hear it.

I’m sure my report the next day featured Powers and the sheriff discounting the rival 
candidate’s assertions that the drug bust was not a phony. But it also would have included 

the rival’s original allegation that it really wasn’t a random drug bust at sea because a 

crew of informants and undercover agents controlled the delivery of the cocaine from 

Colombia. The rival candidate, from the city police department, was right. The sheriff and 

DEA had to misrepresent the circumstances of the bust because a local TV camera crew 

had video of the boat and the crew. 

I proved the rival candidate’s assertion. I interviewed one of the defendants and even 

found and interviewed an informant on the vessel. It didn’t matter. The TV cameraman 

confirmed off the record that he had shot video of the boat. My reporting went for naught. 
The sheriff won another term.

That feeling of being ambushed and smacked around, then fighting back as a reporter 
reminds me of criminal defense cases. I started doing criminal defense work 25 years ago. 

I do not do it exclusively because it’s too mentally grueling. But about 40 percent of my 

work now is for defense lawyers.   

Here are my coping tips and random thoughts about private investigator defense work:

Have a background in fighting, arguing, and writing. 

I’m the youngest of seven kids, check. I might come off as laid back and reserved, but I 
would just as soon headlock someone as put up with a bunch of crap. Having a writing 

background helps. I write for busy lawyers. Get to the point and hit the highlights early. 

There are so many ways to do the job, introvert, extrovert, doesn’t matter, but when the 

lights hit the stage, be ready.

Get ready to meet some interesting folks.

The people you will meet: Hells Angels, pervy teacher, pedo dentist, bent cop, crooked 

Corvette dealer, Norteno gang members, many people with mental illness and substance 

abuse problems, drunk drivers, wife beaters. Know what they all have in common? The 

right to an investigation and to have facts presented in court.

You are going to lose—a lot. 

It’s insensitive but true: jails and prisons are filled with guilty people. How you handle the 

losing is up to you. I don’t think about winning and losing too much because it’s out of my 

control. Work up a case with passion each time, and you will sleep well at night.



Do not cut corners. 

Go to the scene, ideally at the time of day when the crime occurred. Do your original 
work. Listen to the 911 calls and look at transcripts. Don’t rely on police reports or take any 

information, news articles and TV news, at face value. Document like a fiend. Master the 

material, know the bones of the case and versions given by each witness.

Have some soul. 

Objectively, I don’t have soul; I’m a rapidly aging white guy. Maybe what I have is 

humanity. Witnesses will sniff a phony in a heartbeat. Put your guts into the work. People 

are often decent to people who ask sincere questions. You need the ability to walk in 

many worlds and to relate to all kinds of people.

Prosecutors come in many varieties. 

Types of prosecutors: the novice DA, the bureaucrat, the tough guy or tough girl, the Dick, 

the Total Pro, the Gunner. There is no better practice than testifying at trial. Each time you 

will learn not only the justice system but about yourself. In time you might even enjoy the 

experience of the eye contact with the jury or the pleasures of answering clearly with 

enough detail but not rambling. I always remember the time I elicited a laugh from a jury 

when then Deputy D.A. Eric Swalwell, now Congressman, asked me a dumb question on 

cross-examination at a trial.

Be creative. 

Think about all the ways to present evidence. Maybe use a drone for aerial photographs, 

or computer animation of a scene. A judge once allowed me and a defendant, a software 

executive, to build a replica porno booth for his jury trial. He faced lewd conduct charges 

from an arrest at an adult bookstore, which had a coin-operated video section. I testified 

that from where the officer claimed he was standing to where the defendant was in the 

booth, under the lighting conditions, that the officer could not have seen the man expose 

himself. The jury found him not guilty.

If only Pee-wee Herman had gone to trial, maybe a private investigator and good attorney 

could have helped him.



Searching for Birth Family Members
Separated by Adoption

Presented to the Iowa City Genealogical Society (Via Zoom) 
by 

Karen Alderson, Free-Lance Librarian/Retired Private Investigator
4316 Lorcardo Drive NE #A           Cedar Rapids, Iowa 52402-2342

319-393-5829                                                     
alderson@netins.net

October 30, 2021

Search Resources
These resources are just the beginning.  Many more exist which can aid the serious searcher on his or her 

journey.  Many good books are available through family history centers, public, genealogical, and historical libraries, 
bookstores, and the Internet.  Much information is available on the Internet.  Keep your eyes and ears open.  Be 
creative and persistent.  Good Luck!

Telephone books
Directory Assistance
City directories
Newspapers
Friends
Relatives
Libraries and Librarians
Courthouses
Churches
State censuses
Federal censuses
Internet
Genealogical and historical    
  organizations  
Schools



Open Adoption Records  --  Access to Original Birth Certificate
https://www.idph.iowa.gov/health-statistics/Open-Adoption

In 2021 the Iowa Legislature passed HF 855 which allows adult adoptees born in Iowa access to 
their original birth certificates with identifying parental information unless the birth parent(s) requests that 
identifying info be redacted from the document before it is sent to the adoptee.   Adoptees born before 
January 1, 1971, could apply to receive their noncertified original birth certificates as soon as the law was 
signed by the governor on May 19, 2021.  Beginning January 1, 2022, any adoptee age 18 or older may 
apply for this document.  If the adult adoptee is deceased, an entitled family member may apply for the 
record.                

Iowa Mutual Consent Voluntary Adoption Registry
www.idph.iowa.gov/health-statistics/vital-records      515-281-6263

Iowa Department of Public Health
Bureau of Vital Records
Adoption Registry Program
Lucas State Office Building, 1st Floor
Des Moines, Iowa 50319-0075

Established July 1, 1999.  Adoptees at least 18 years of age and birth family members at least 18 
years of age may register.  The adoptee must have been born in Iowa.  Use its form.   $25 fee.
  

International Soundex Reunion Registry                 www.isrr.org
PO Box 371179 888-886-4777
Las Vegas, Nevada 89137

Everyone searching for a birth family member should register here.  This is probably the largest 
voluntary registry in the world and is well-respected in the adoption search community.  It is free to the 
user.  Founded in 1975, ISRR was incorporated in the State of Nevada on August 25, 1981.  All 
contributions are welcome.  Download a registration form from the website.  Includes bibliography of 
adoption-related books and other articles.

Iowa Reunion Registry
Jim McDonald, Licensed Private Investigator
1810 74th Street                                                     Windsor Heights, Iowa 50324-5759

A free reunion registry for those whose adoptions were finalized in Iowa.  Volunteer operated.  

Iowa Department of Human Services  www.dhs.iowa.gov/adoption-records
   

Information on “Accessing Adoption Records” in Iowa.  [As of October 27, 2021, this site has not 
been updated to include information of the 2021 lessening of Iowa’s sealed adoption records laws.  Site 
can still be useful.]
                                     

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS)—Mormon https://familysearch.org           
Family History Center    

Has locations throughout each state and country.  Contains many standard genealogical resources 
or they can borrow them from their main library in Salt Lake City.  Free and open to the public.  Staffed 
entirely by volunteers.  Call before going to confirm library’s hours.  Provides free access to 
www.ancestry.com and www.newspaperarchive.com, among others



Iowa Department of Public Health   
Bureau of Vital Records           www.idph.iowa.gov/health-statistics/vital-records
Lucas State Office Building 515-281-7689
321 East 12th Street
Des Moines, Iowa 50319-0075

Holds most vital records since July 1, 1880.  Not open to the public for personal inspection.  Use 
this website’s link to additional information about vital records in Iowa.

County Recorder’s Office
All Iowa Counties

All vital records (including birth, death, and marriage documents; excluding fetal deaths, adoptive 
records, and some out-of-wedlock births) are open to the public for personal inspection.  Select records 
from 1921-1941 and certain other times are available only at the Iowa Department of Public Health, 
Bureau of Vital Records.  Military discharge papers, land sales, mortgages, business names, etc. are 
recorded here.  Lots of other documents.  A fee is charged for copies.  Occasionally old adoption files are 
recorded here instead of the Clerk of Court’s office.  

Clerk of District Court
All Iowa Counties        

Most divorce documents are open to the public if you know the approximate date.  Probate, 
criminal and civil court cases are also available.  These are open to the public for personal inspection.  
Adoption decrees, sealed, are on file here.  A fee is charged for copies.  

Iowa Courts Online  www.iowacourtsonline.org
Under “Online Services,” click on “Search Court Records”

Iowa’s judicial system has created a free index and basic information to all Iowa criminal, civil and 
traffic cases filed since about 1999, selected counties from earlier dates.  Updated every business day.  
Excludes juvenile cases.  Although addresses are not given in the free index, county of event is provided.  
Most criminal cases include person’s birth date in the online index.  

State Historical Society of Iowa, Library/Archives Bureau 
http:/iowaculture.gov/history/research/research-centers   

402 Iowa Avenue         600 East Locust
Iowa City, Iowa 52240 Des Moines, Iowa  50319
319-335-3926 515-281-6200

Open to the public by appointment only.  Many valuable records are available.  These include state 
and federal Iowa censuses (released 72 years after the census).  Many census records are also at 
familysearch.org and Ancestry.com   Also available:  newspapers and city directories from across the 
state on microfilm.  Some microfilm materials are available through InterLibrary Loan at public libraries.

Iowa Genealogical Society Library       www.iowagenealogy.org
628 East Grand Avenue
Des Moines, Iowa 50309-1924 515-276-0287

The society maintains an extensive research library of genealogical and historical information.  
Open to the public.  A daily fee is charged to nonmembers.



Code of Iowa www.legis.iowa.gov/law/statutory
  

 Print version available at many libraries.
Chapter 600  Adoption.  
Chapter 144  Vital Statistics
Chapter 80A  Private Investigative Agencies and Security Agents  

Adoption Agencies, Orphanages and Maternity Homes:  An Historical Directory, by Reg Niles.  
Garden City, NY:  Phileas Deigh Corp., c1981.   ISBN 0-9604200-3-7 (set), 9780960420032 (set).  Out of 
print.  

This directory lists (in order by states) adoption agencies, maternity homes, orphanages, maternity 
hospitals, etc. with their various names and addresses at different times from about 1900 to about 1980.  
Includes the United States and Canada.

http://familysearch.org

This free site, operated by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS)--Mormon, 
provides the Social Security Death Index and other resources for the genealogist.    

www.ancestry.com

This site provides a few genealogical resources for free and many more for a subscription fee.  
Includes the Social Security Death Index.  Ancestry.com is available for free at the Family History Centers 
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and at many public libraries.

Social Security Death Index                  http://familysearch.org  and  www.ancestry.com   

Includes many deceased persons’ names and often birth and death dates, state where SSN was 
issued, and city of last residency.  Does not include a woman’s maiden name unless that was her name 
when she died.  Currently covers 1962? - 2014.

www.cyndislist.com

A standard genealogical resource.  Claims to have over 315,000 links in 229 categories for family 
history sites.  Includes “Adoption” and “Finding Living People” categories.       

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
National Center for Health Statistics

Where to write for vital records in each state:    www.cdc.gov/nchs/w2w.htm

Iowa Supreme Court

In the Supreme Court of Iowa, No. 15-1198, Adopted person appeals juvenile court order denying 
application to unseal adoption records to identify her biological parents. AFFIRMED.       Filed March 11, 
2016, In the Interest of R.D.
http://cases.justia.com/iowa/supreme-court/2016-151198.pdf?ts=1457706669



Facebook.com and other “social media” websites.

Iowa Association of Private Investigators (IAPI) www.iowa-investigators.com

A professional association for private investigators.  Includes a directory of members with contact 
data, information about membership, and IAPI newsletters from the past several years.   Also includes a 
link to the Iowa Department of Public Safety with information on how to become a licensed private 
investigator.

Iowa Adoption Reunions:
Background, Strategies, and Resources for Conducting Searches

 
 In 2021 the Iowa Legislature passed HF 855 which allows adult adoptees born in Iowa access to 

their original birth certificates with identifying parental information unless the birth parent(s) requests that 
identifying info be redacted from the document before it is sent to the adoptee.   Adoptees born before 
January 1, 1971, could apply to receive their noncertified original birth certificates as soon as the law was 
signed by the governor on May 19, 2021.  Beginning January 1, 2022, any adoptee age 18 or older may 
apply for this document.  If the adult adoptee is deceased, an entitled family member may apply for the 
record.                

[Because of 2021’s HF 855, some of the procedures which follows in this article may be 
outdated or redundant.  Proceed accordingly.]

Before July 4, 1941, most adoption records in Iowa were open to the public.  Then the Iowa 
Legislature decided to seal adoption records for adoptions finalized after July 4, 1941.  A court order was 
then required for anyone to see an adoption file finalized after July 4, 1941.  These court orders require 
“good cause” to be shown by the person wanting access.

In the second half of the 1970s, records of all adoptions prior to July 4, 1941, were closed 
retroactively.  Overnight, “good cause” was required before a person could see his or her own file, most 
of which had been available for years.

Since 1991, there have been changes in the opposite direction.  In 1991, legislation was signed 
allowing adoptees whose Iowa adoptions occurred prior to July 4, 1941, and whose records were not 
required to be sealed at the time the adoption was finalized, to have access to their files without proving 
“good cause.”  Chapters 600 and 144.24A of the Code of Iowa contains the most current laws relating to 
adoptions and access to files.

Adoptees (adoption finalized before July 4, 1941, only) who want to see their own records 
must request them from the district court in the county where the adoption was finalized.  Usually, the 
adoption is recorded in the county where the adoptive parents lived at the time or the county in which 
their attorney practiced law.  Sometimes, they are in the county of birth or the county of the agency that 
handled the adoption. 

Since 1992, legislation has allowed adult adoptees and birth parents to place in the 
adoption record written consent to reveal to the other party his or her name.  These adoption 
records are at the Iowa Department of Human Services (DHS), at the office of Clerk of District Court in 
the county where the adoption was finalized, and at the agency which made the placement.  If both 
parties “waive confidentiality,” they can be placed in contact with each other without a court order.  Either 
party may withdraw the consent at any time.  For the purposes of this law, “adult” means a person at 
least 21 years old [Has it been changed to 18?] or a married person.  Registration is also allowed for adult 
birth siblings of adopted persons and descendants of deceased adoptees.    



Although the 1992 legislation authorized the Iowa Department of Human Services to place the 
waiver of confidentiality in its files, the department declined to do so and referred everyone to the Clerk of 
District Court and/or the private agency.  DHS claims it does not have enough staff to process the filings.  
This created problems for birth parents who wanted to register:  they seldom knew the county where the 
adoption was finalized.  DHS recommended they file in all 99 Iowa counties.  Most adoptees either knew 
the county of adoption or could obtain that information from the Iowa Department of Public Health.  That 
information had been withheld from birth parents and other birth family members.  Now, parties on 
either side can obtain the name of the county of adoption by requesting it from the Iowa 
Department of Public Health, Bureau of Vital Records, Lucas State Office Building, 1st Floor, Des Moines, 
Iowa 50319-0075.  There is a $15 fee for this.

In 1999 legislation established the Iowa Mutual Consent Voluntary Adoption Registry 
administered by the Iowa Department of Public Health, Bureau of Vital Records.  This is for adoptions in 
which the adoptee was born in Iowa.  Adoptees at least 18 years of age, birth parents, and birth siblings 
at least 18 years of age may register.  Applications may be obtained from the Iowa Department of Public 
Health, Bureau of Vital Records, Adoption Registry Program, Lucas State Office Building, 1st Floor, Des 
Moines, Iowa 50319-0075.  There is a $25 registration fee, and the applicant must submit a certified copy 
of his/her birth certificate.  Applicants may withdraw their consent from the registry at any time prior to a 
match by submitting a written, notarized affidavit.

           People trying to unite with missing birth family members need to place waivers of confidentiality 
with the Clerk of Court in the county of adoption and the agency which handled the adoption.  They need 
to register in as many places as possible, including the Iowa Mutual Consent Voluntary Adoption Registry, 
the Iowa Reunion Registry (1810 74th Street, Windsor Heights, Iowa 50324-5759, volunteer operated), 
and the International Soundex Reunion Registry (ISRR).  The reason for this:  these are passive registries.  
They work only if both sides register.  The more places a person registers, the better the chances the 
other person will have registered there, assuming the other person is also searching.  The Iowa Mutual 
Consent Voluntary Adoption Registry is newer than the other registries, having started operations on 
July 1, 1999.  People have been able to place waivers of confidentiality in the adoption records since 1992.  
ISRR, established in 1975, is a free service by a non-profit corporation dedicated to reuniting those who 
want to be together again.  It has an excellent reputation in the adoption search community.  It says it is 
the oldest and largest registry of its kind.  Download a registration form at www.isrr.org   Registrations 
are accepted by mail only, not online.  Mandatory:  keep all the registries updated with all changes in 
contact information!

There are numerous reunion registries on the Internet.  Use one or more favorite search engines to 
locate them.  As always, be careful with anything on the Internet, especially if there is a fee.  Do you 
really want your birthdate with contact info showing on the Web?

In 2016, the Iowa Supreme Court affirmed (upheld) a lower court’s decision denying the 
application of an adoptee, age 51, to unseal her adoption records for reasons relating to her health and 
reveal to her the identity of her biological parents.  “The court emphasized that confidentiality is 
paramount in our adoption statutes.” 
 http://cases.justia.com/iowa/supreme-court/2016-151198.pdf?ts=1457706669

Pre-July 4, 1941, adoptees who may have their records released to them may learn nothing more 
than the name of their birth mothers.  The practice of providing full family medical histories and other 
background information about the birth family is relatively recent.  If birth parents are deceased, do not 
know about the law, or chose not to provide current information, adoptees may still face the task of 
conducting searches for birth relatives.  Sometimes, even the name of the birth mother in adoption 
records does not help because it is fictitious.

Sometimes hiring a licensed private investigator experienced in adoption searching is the best 
way to “navigate the adoption reunion maze.”  An investigator can interview people in the county of 
adoption and the county where the birth parents previously lived, can place an advertisement in 
newspapers in that county and promise “confidentiality” to respondents until they give permission to 
release their identifying information, and several other things, depending on the unique situations of that 
case.



DNA familial testing may be performed.  The use of “social media” may be helpful.

If the person sought is located, it is often advisable to have initial contact made by an impartial 
intermediary.  Move only as fast as the other person is willing to go.
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Some Strategies for Conducting an Adoption Reunion Search

  I. The searcher must use the procedures made possible in 2021 by HF 855.
A.  Adoptee wanting contact must request noncertified original birth certificate.
B. Birth family members wanting contact must submit the Contact Preference Form with the 

appropriate box marked.  
C. Birth family members not wanting contact must submit the Contact Preference Form with the 

appropriate box marked.
D. If an adoptee’s Request for Noncertified Copy of Original Certificate of Birth is processed before 

the IDPH Bureau of Health Statistics processes the birth family member’s Contact Preference 
Form asking identifying information about him/her be redacted, the adoptee will receive the 
original birth certificate with birth parent(s) names.

If HF 855 does not bring desired reunion, searchers must revert to former search strategies:

  II.  The client must file waiver of confidentiality.
A. Clerk of Court in the county of adoption.
B. Agency which handled the adoption.

III. When appropriate, if the agency has a search service, the searcher should pay the fee required by 
the agency and hire it to locate the other party to ask if contact is desired.   Why?  The agency has 
the names and locations of all parties as of the time of adoptee.

IV. If allowed, the birth family member must obtain non-identifying information about the adoptive 
family.
A.  Agency which handled the adoption.
B. Clerk of Court in the county of adoption.

V. The adoptee must obtain non-identifying information about the birth family from the agency, the 
court, and the adoptive parents or other family members or friends when possible.

VI. The client must register.
A. Iowa Mutual Consent Voluntary Adoption Registry.
B. Iowa Reunion Registry.
C. International Soundex Reunion Registry (ISRR).

VII. The investigator/intermediary must advertise in newspaper(s).
A.  City/county where adoptee born (maybe during week of adoptee’s birthday).
B. City/county where adoption finalized (maybe during week of adoptee’s birthday).

VIII. The investigator must search for adoptee.
A.  In county where adoption finalized, look for newspaper “social” items about birth/adoption of 

baby and birthday parties held celebrating birthdays 1, 2, 3, . .
B. In county where adoption finalized, check graduating class of adoptee’s age in schools.  
C. Confidentially ask for classmate’s help: “Were any classmates adopted?”



IX Client conducts familial DNA testing.
A.  May need to be repeated in multiple sites.
B. Will work only if other party or relatives have been tested.
C. Investigator can be the one to make contact with possible matches and research relationships.
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FAQ

How did Karen Alderson move from a “staff” librarian in an institution to a “Free-Lance 
Librarian” and, eventually, to an Iowa licensed private investigator?

In 1986 I was working at a medium-sized public library and all of a sudden, my position was 
eliminated “for budgetary reasons.”  While I was looking for that “perfect” next job, I started doing free-
lance research and consulting for individuals and businesses, for a fee.  Because I believed the city I was 
in was too small to support what I wanted to do, and I had lived there only four years, I moved to the 
Cedar Rapids area.  I had lived in Linn County all but 4.5 years since college, so it was like “going home.”  

I also worked part-time as a substitute teacher (school libraries only) until 1995 when I accepted a 
long-term substitute job and was eventually hired full time as a school librarian.  I stayed in that district 
until retirement in 2009.

One day in 1989 I received a telephone call from a woman living in the Pacific Northwest.  She 
wanted to hire me to do “genealogy,” to find a woman related to her who had lived in Cedar Rapids in 
1952, was married and had two sons.  Then she lost track of the woman and now she wanted to re-
establish contact.  I said I could do some things to try locating her, we agreed on a fee, and were ready to 
close the conversation.  Then, the woman asked, “Would it help if I told you the real reason I want to 
locate this woman?”  Well, the more you know, the more you may be able to help.  The client told me she 
was an adoptee, born to this woman in 1947 in California and eventually adopted at age 5 by friends of 
relatives of this woman.  She had learned the name of her birthmother from records of her adoptive 
parents, that the woman was from Iowa and married to a man who was not the birthfather.  They were 
the parents of the two sons.  She had discovered the woman was in Cedar Rapids in 1952, but there the 
trail ended.  It was now 1989.  

I did less than three hours of “research,” including a visit to the county courthouse and some 
phone calls, and the client was talking with her birthmother on the telephone.  Everyone was happy.  
Then, the client wanted me to locate her birthfather, who was identified by the birthmother.  He no longer 
lived in Cedar Rapids, nor did any of his relatives that I could find.

After I found the birthmother but before I started searching for the birthfather, I learned a person 
who “investigates for hire or reward” the “location, whereabouts, associations . . . “ of a person and is not 
a law enforcement person, an attorney, an insurance investigator, a credit bureau person,       a . . .  “ is 
supposed to be licensed as a private investigator.  

The key here is “for hire or reward.”  I wanted to make money doing this.  I asked myself these 
questions: (1)  Could I do the work?  (2)  Could I get the licensing?  (3)  Could I get the paying clients?  I 
answered myself affirmatively on all three questions, obtained the licensing on January 23, 1990, and did 
the work until retiring my PI license effective October 31, 2019.




