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There have been 364 traffic fatalities
in Iowa as of Friday, authorities said,
marking 2023 as the deadliest year on
the state’s roads since 2016, when there
were 402 deaths. 

Iowa State Patrol Sgt. Alex Dinkla
said the increase in fatalities in recent
years could stem from a combination of
factors. One that stood out to him, how-
ever, was an increase in distracted driv-
ing cases, which likely led to an increase
in intersection crashes and lane depar-
tures.

“Why are these drivers leaving their
lane ... and either crossing the center
line and hitting a car head on, or they’re
going across the fog line (white solid
line) to the right, and either going down

to the ditch or over-correcting and then
crashing their vehicle?” Dinkla said. 

Aside from distracted driving, Dinkla
said both the Iowa State Patrol and the
Iowa Department of Transportation
have identified some roadways in Iowa
as high-volume and have launched
safety corridor projects to help mitigate
the increased risks that come with more
drivers on the road. 

“It’s an alarming mark for the Iowa
State Patrol and the Iowa Department of
Transportation,” Dinkla said. “We have

seen this number surpass our five year
high.”

Within Des Moines city limits, Sgt.
Paul Parizek of the Des Moines Police
Department said there have been 18
traffic fatalities in 2023 as of Friday.

Dinkla said it is difficult to attribute
the rise in fatal crashes specifically to
distracted drivers, who may be using
their cellphones on the road, because
current laws don’t empower DMPD to 

Road deaths reach ‘alarming mark’ 
Iowa records 364 traffic
fatalities as of Friday

Biong M. Biong
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See DEATHS, Page 3C

A Delaware County sheriff’s deputy
has been cleared after shooting and
wounding a man who is charged with
murder in the November killing of an
employee at a Fareway supermarket in
Monticello.

Delaware County Attorney John
Bernau, in a news release, said “inves-
tigative materials” gathered by the
Iowa Division of Criminal Investiga-
tion showed that the actions of Deputy
Matt Menard were “reasonable under
the circumstances of the moment.”

He said Menard, a 25-year veteran
of law enforcement, was among law
enforcement officials seeking the sus-
pect, Nathan Russell, 38, of East Du-
buque, Illinois, following the Nov. 7
murder of Fareway employee Aaron
McAtee, 48, of Monticello.

Menard encountered Russell in
Hopkinton, a village north of Monti-
cello, Bernau said. “During that con-
tact, Deputy Menard shot and wound-
ed Russell,” Bernau said in his release.

In a separate news release at the
time of the shooting, Monticello police
Chief Britt D. Smith said that while the
deputy tried to take Russell into custo-
dy, “Russell failed to comply with di-
rections from the Deputy who subse-
quently discharged his weapon in the
attempt to detain Russell.”

Neither Smith nor Bernau said
whether Russell was armed at the time
or what directions he had been given. 

Russell was taken to the University
of Iowa Hospital and Clinics and Me-
nard was placed on critical incident
leave, authorities said.

Bernau, in his release, said that Me-
nard acted “not only to protect his own
life, but the lives of nearby citizens. I
have further determined that Deputy
Menard acted in accordance with his
training and experience. When the
whole of the incident is looked at ob-
jectively, Deputy Menard’s actions in
shooting Russell were reasonable and
legally justified under Iowa law and he
will face no criminal liability.”

José Mendiola is a breaking news
reporter for the Register. Reach him at
jmendiola@dmreg.com.

Delaware
County
clears
deputy 
Attorney: Shooting of
suspect ‘reasonable’
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INDIANOLA, Iowa — On the day Rus-
sia launched its biggest aerial attack
against Ukraine since the start of its in-
vasion, Republican presidential candi-
date Vivek Ramaswamy detailed to re-

porters during his Iowa Caucuses cam-
paign how he would negotiate an end to
the war.

Ramaswamy has long opposed con-
tinued military aid to Ukraine as it fights
to eject Russian forces, and he favors a
resolution that would allow Russia to
keep seized parts of eastern Ukraine it
has illegally annexed.

Ramaswamy said his “laser focus is
on pulling Russia apart from its alliance
with China. That’s the top threat we
face.” That means ending Russia’s war

on Ukraine “on reasonable terms that
weakens if not ends that Russia-China
alliance,” he said.

Russia launched 122 missiles and
dozens of drones against Ukrainian tar-
gets, officials said Dec. 29, killing at
least 30 civilians in six cities across the
country. Casualties included children
and people who were patients at a ma-
ternity hospital and at home in residen-
tial buildings.

Polish officials said the same day that
what was likely a Russian missile en-

tered their airspace during the attack
and then left, the Associated Press re-
ported. Poland is a member of NATO,
the joint-defense alliance that includes
the U.S.

Leaders including President Joe Bi-
den decried the attacks on Ukraine and
called for further aid.

Biden has requested $60 billion for
Ukraine, as well as $14 billion for Israel,
$10 billion for humanitarian assistance 

Ramaswamy pitches way to end Russia-Ukraine war
Candidate suggests block
to membership in NATO

Phillip Sitter
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK
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The basement of Glen Echo Christian
Church in Des Moines was decorated
with blue balloons and flowers Wednes-
day. Kids ran between the legs of adults
while holding cupcakes. 

The only indication that the party
was to celebrate a 100th birthday were
the balloons on the wall and the cake,
which was short about 100 candles. 

Mary Margaret Bierma was born in a
farmhouse one mile east of Hartford 100
years ago, on Dec. 27, 1923. She has lived
in Des Moines since 1943 — the year she
started classes at Drake University. 

She said she remembers a Des
Moines with streetcars and two daily
papers: one in the morning from the Des
Moines Register, and the Des Moines 

Close family friend Kevin Kelley sings a birthday song to Mary Bierma as she celebrates her 100th birthday Wednesda at
Glen Echo Church in Des Moines. Nearly 45 direct relatives and more than 100 guests gathered for the occasion. PHOTOS BY

CODY SCANLAN/THE REGISTER

Des Moines community
celebrates music teacher 
Advice from centenarian:
Get involved with people

Biong M. Biong
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK

Mary Bierma celebrates her 100th birthday with family and friends Wednesday
at Glen Echo Church in Des Moines. More than 100 guests gathered for the
occasion.See BIRTHDAY, Page 3C



Des Moines Register - 01/01/2024 Page : C003

January 1, 2024 3:54 pm (GMT -6:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

DESMOINESREGISTER.COM | MONDAY, JANUARY 1, 2024 | 3C

seize and investigate the phones of
drivers involved in minor crashes.

“Some law enforcement hands are
tied with looking into why some of
these crashes are happening, as far as
was a cellphone being used,” Dinkla
said. 

Lawmakers and community mem-
bers alike have been advocating for a
ban on hands-on phone use while driv-
ing, which Dinkla said would help crack
down on distracted driving.

“Currently, there is law on if there is
a fatality crash — only a fatality crash
— law enforcement is able to go back
and get a subpoena for cellphone rec-
ords on those devices,” Dinkla said.
“But anything below that, law enforce-
ment does not have the ability [to get a

subpoena].”
Dinkla said there has also been an

increase in drivers operating vehicles
under the influence of drugs. 

“We are going to be advocating again
with this upcoming (legislative) ses-
sion for hands-free legislation, because
we ultimately know at the Iowa State
Patrol that many crashes have been
caused due to distracted drivers and
people being on their cellphones.”

Deaths
Continued from Page 1C

Traffic fatalities in Des Moines
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Tribune in the afternoon.
Bierma has a love story with music

that begins in Hartford. 
“I had a cousin that lived in Hartford,

and she was a really good pianist,” Bier-
ma said. “I always admired her, and she
started giving me piano lessons. It just
grew from there.” 

At her birthday party, members of
the family gathered with Bierma to
share stories and song, even singing a
“Bierma version” of “Happy Birthday” —
a rendition where the goal is to sing as
off-key as possible.

Her eldest son, Bob Bierma, said with
a smile and tears in his eyes that this
mother is the keystone of the family. He
followed up by expressing frustration
with his mother for passing down her
“soft side.” 

“I really believe my mom is a real spe-
cial woman,” Bob Bierma said. “She’s
one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.”

Bob said Mary was the best advocate
for him and his siblings as children even
when they broke a rule banning them
from the living room during her piano
lessons. But when he and his brothers
would act out, they’d be met with the
dreaded phrase: “Wait ‘til your dad gets
home.” 

“We knew we were in trouble, so it’s
time to stop right right now,” Bierma
said.

Mary, who taught piano at her home
for decades and only stopped accepting
new students because of the COVID-19
pandemic, has helped build a sense of

community through her time instruct-
ing. Bierma graduated with a bachelor’s
degree in music education in January
1946. She briefly taught in Denison.

She was proposed to by her husband,
Marvin “Marv” Bierma, on June 14, 1947.

She began teaching at Washington
Irving Junior High, which once stood at
16th Street and Forest Avenue, in the fall
of 1947, concluding in January 1951.

Marv Bierma passed away Feb. 21,
1993, due to complications from surgery
for a cancerous tumor. The couple had
five children, who went on to give them
12 grandchildren.

Besides serving as an teacher in the
Des Moines Public School system, Mary
Bierma also served as a choir director
for Glen Echo Christian Church for 38
years. 

Ron Bierma, Mary’s third child, said
she helped instill in him a love for Black
gospel music between the 1960s and
‘70s by participating in a program called
God’s Army of Youth. 

During a time in America where ra-
cial tensions were high following the
death of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.,
Ron Bierma said, his mother’s bold
move helped shape him into the person
he is today — even though he didn’t
stick with her piano lessons.

“Get involved with people, and a
good way is through music,” Mary Bier-
ma said.

Birthday
Continued from Page 1C

“I really believe my mom is a real
special woman. She’s one of the
kindest people I’ve ever met.”

Bob Bierma
Eldest son of Mary Bierma

and $14 billion for the U.S. border. The
package has stalled in Congress as Re-
publicans hold it hostage over tougher
border policies to stem the flow of mi-
grants into the the U.S.

On the same day as the Dec. 29 at-
tack by Russia, Ramaswamy said in In-
dianola, “It’s another step in the war.
But, I mean, (if) we’re going to have a
blow-by-blow commentary, you could
be going back for the last two years. The
strategic question for the U.S. is how do
we end this war on reasonable terms.”

Russian President Vladimir Putin
has been privately signaling that he is
open to a cease-fire in Ukraine, the New
York Times reported Dec. 23, despite
publicly saying he won’t back down
from the conflict that has been ongoing
since early last year.

More than 10,000 Ukrainian civil-
ians have been killed and more than
18,500 injured since the war began, ac-
cording to the United Nations, in addi-
tion to tens of thousands of troops.

Even before Friday’s mass aerial at-
tack against civilians, Ukraine’s lead-
ers have made it clear they do not trust
their nation being able to survive next
to Russia without security guarantees
and ongoing support from interna-
tional partners.

The attack follows almost two years
of well-documented allegations and
evidence of possible war crimes by
Russian forces against Ukrainians, in-
cluding bombardment of cities and ci-
vilian infrastructure, torture, rape, exe-
cution and abduction of children — the
latter of which has prompted an arrest
warrant for Putin by the International
Criminal Court.

In July 2023, NATO leaders present-

ed a plan for Ukraine to join the military
alliance on what Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy said was an “ab-
surd” and vague timeline.

“For Russia, this means motivation
to continue its terror,” he said.

Ramaswamy said Friday that reach-
ing an agreement with Russia on an end
to the war could include “a hard conver-
sation about the future of NATO, an
honest conversation to say that we’re
willing to say that NATO won’t admit
Ukraine,” but Russia would also need to
cease joint military exercises with Chi-
na.

Ramaswamy said he might make the
offer of “reopening economic relations
with Russia,” but that Russia would
also need to remove nuclear weapons
from the strip of territory tucked be-
tween Poland and Lithuania and that
Russia would have to withdraw any
military presence from the Western
hemisphere, including from Venezuela,
Nicaragua and Cuba.

“I’m not gonna trust Putin, just as
he’s not going to trust us,” Ramaswamy
said. “But we can trust each side to fol-
low their own self-interest,” he said.

Ramaswamy’s positions on support
for Ukraine and Israel have been criti-
cized by other GOP candidates includ-
ing Nikki Haley and Chris Christie, who
support U.S. aid and say any efforts to
appease Russia will only endanger the
U.S. by encouraging him to invade oth-
er parts of Europe.

Phillip Sitter focuses for the Des
Moines Register on reporting on subur-
ban growth and development in the
western metro areas. Phillip also is
helping cover Republican presidential
campaigns ahead of the 2024 Iowa
Caucus. He can be reached via email at
psitter@gannett.com. Phillip is on X,
formerly known as Twitter, at @pslifei-
sabeauty.

In this photo provided by the Ukrainian Emergency Service, firefighters work in
ruins of a mall damaged in Russia's most massive missile attack in Dnipro,
Ukraine, Friday, Dec. 29, 2023. UKRAINIAN EMERGENCY SERVICE VIA AP

Ramaswamy
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Bradley and Bonita Vinson had been
happily empty-nesting for 12 years
when the fallout from a family tragedy
in 2016 pulled them into an unexpected
role: Being responsible for raising their
two young grandsons.

Having recently bought a new home
in the Dallas-Fort Worth area, the Vin-
sons shelved a life of cruise ships and
carefree couples’ dinners for one of re-
adjusted finances and child care consid-
erations.

“Typically, when you have kids, you
lean up,” said Bradley Vinson, a 51-year-
old fire/police chaplain and grief coach.
“You lean on your parents. But we had
no one to lean up to.”

An estimated 7.8 million children na-
tionwide are being raised in grandfam-
ilies, a term given to families headed by
grandparents or other relatives raising
children that aren’t theirs. 

Black children are more likely to be
members of grandfamilies, according to
Generations United, a Washington,
D.C.-based organization working to
shape policy and programs to better
serve multigenerational families. 

While Black children comprise 14% of
the national population, the agency
says, they represent one-quarter of all
children in grandfamilies.

For the Vinsons and other grandpar-
ents raising grandchildren who may
have had established traditions and
memories with their parents, the holi-
days can be bittersweet.

“It’s harder the first year, sorting out
what your traditions are going to be,”
said Donna Butts, executive director of
Generations United. 

“But chances are that as a family, the
kids did spend time at grandma’s house

for Christmas, so it’s something famil-
iar. ... It’s the same cookies, the same
holiday dishes.”

That’s one reason the group pro-
motes grandfamilies over other foster-
care situations when parents are unable
or unwilling to care for their children. In
recent years, grandfamilies have been
created by calamities like the opioid cri-
sis and COVID-19 pandemic.

Grandparents are ‘first line
of protection’

According to Generations United’s
2023 report, the portion of grandpar-
ents reporting parental substance
abuse as a reason for caregiving nearly
doubled between 2002 and 2019, from
21% to 40%. 

The states with the highest numbers
of grandfamilies, it said, were also those
with the highest rates of opioid pre-
scription.

“Whenever we see an increase, it’s
something our country is grappling
with,” Butts said. “And grandparents
really are the first line of protection.”

For Black families, such issues have
only compounded existing dispropor-
tionalities posed by systemic racism
and health concerns. Poverty, sub-
stance abuse, domestic violence, incar-
ceration and instability in housing and
employment all play a role.

When the Vinsons took in their
grandsons, they were fortunate to have
a head start: They already had rooms set
up in their home to accommodate the
boys when they visited. When tragedy
struck seven years ago, they offered to
take the boys in and see how it went;
and ultimately the family decided it was
the best place for them to be.

The Vinsons now lead the North Tex-
as chapter of Texas Grandparents Rais-
ing Grandchildren, a San Antonio-
based organization serving more than
2,000 families statewide.

Even as they decorated their Christ-
mas tree this year, Vinson said, the boys

wanted to place ornaments on the tree
in memory of the family member they
had lost.

“The holidays make you think about
the people who are not here,” Vinson
said. “It’s bittersweet, because Christ-
mas is for kids.”

Most grandfamilies occur 
outside foster system

Most grandfamily arrangements oc-
cur outside of the foster care system,
leaving them disconnected from re-
sources available to foster-care fam-
ilies. 

Sometimes it’s by choice, as some
grandparents remain hopeful their
grandchildren’s parents can overcome
their issues and ultimately reclaim their
responsibilities; others fear the pros-
pect of still being responsible for a child
at an older age.

“They think, I don’t want to be raising
a child when I’m 60 years old,” said
LaShawnDa Pittman, an associate pro-
fessor of American ethnic studies and
sociology at the University of Washing-
ton in Seattle.

According to Generations United, for
every child raised by relatives within
the foster care system, 19 are being
raised by relatives outside the system.

Pittman, author of “Grandmothering
While Black: A Twenty-First Century
Story of Love, Coercion and Survival,”
said such arrangements are sometimes
a matter of parents being too busy jug-
gling multiple jobs or school and work
responsibilities and calling on grand-
parents for assistance.

“Sometimes they just need help with
childcare, and that morphs into the
grandparents raising the grandchil-
dren,” she said.

However it happens, Butts said,
grandfamilies can be more beneficial
than living with strangers.

“It’s much better for the children to
live with relatives,” Butts said. “They’re
more likely to feel connected to their

culture and history, and they’re less
likely to experience multiple place-
ments. Your family might get mad at
you, but they’re not going to kick you
out.”

In other words, she said, while dis-
placed kids might age out of the child
welfare system, they don’t age out of a
family.

Enjoying rewards while 
making sacrifices

That doesn’t mean it’s easy. Pittman,
who interviewed grandparents ages 38
to 83, came away struck by the chal-
lenges that those without legal custody
had to negotiate.

“They have to do all these things that
even parents don’t have to do,” she said.
“It’s different that it was a couple of gen-
erations ago, when your grandmother
could enroll you in school and take you
to the doctor without having to legalize
that relationship.”

Some, she said, go to great lengths to
assure their grandchildren get the re-
sources and services they need.

“They do things like forge parents’
signatures when needed, or they take
the kids to doctors where they already
have established relationships or act
like, ‘Yeah, they’re mine,’ ” Pittman said.
“Or they get that parent that may have a
drug addiction or mental health issue
and say, ‘I need you to come do this legal
thing,’ and then you can go.”

Meanwhile, while parenting grand-
children comes with rewards, it also dis-
rupts the lives of older adults in ways
they didn’t expect or plan for. They put
aside their own enjoyment and self-
care, or tap into retirement savings, to
meet the children’s needs.

“It’s managing the burden and the
blessing,” Pittman said. “You can only
do this because of profound love.
Grandparents would say to me, ‘My life
is the only one that stopped. Everyone
else’s life got to go on.’ They realize what
they gave up.”

‘Managing the burden and the blessing’ of raising kids
Amid a multitude of
factors, grandfamilies
more common in US
Marc Ramirez
USA TODAY


