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Two women — one who lost her son,
the other who suffered life-changing in-
juries — have sued Des Moines Public
Schools for failing to prevent a fatal
shooting outside East High School in
2022.

Jose Lopez, 15, was killed in a hail of

bullets in the March 7, 2022, drive-by at-
tack, while East High students Jessica
Lopez (no relation) and Kemery Ortega
were both shot in the head and seriously
injured.

Prosecutors charged 10 youths with
being involved in the attack. All have
pleaded guilty, and eight have received
sentences ranging from probation to life
in prison.

Now Deborha Perez, Jose Lopez’s
mother, and Jessica Lopez say the dis-
trict shares the blame for what hap-
pened to them. Jessica Lopez filed suit
Feb. 8, and Perez on Feb. 20, both

alleging the school district was negli-
gent, created a public nuisance by fail-
ing to police its property, and has since
failed to provide documents requested
under Iowa’s open records law.

The complaints, which are largely
identical in their allegations, seek un-
disclosed damages as well as court or-
ders compelling the district to improve
campus safety and to comply with the
open records law, said Scott Wadding,
who is representing both plaintiffs.

“No child should have to live in fear of
being beaten, bullied, or shot at school,”
he said in an email. “My clients are not

only seeking monetary relief to hold the
district accountable. My clients are also
seeking injunctive relief to help make
sure that the district does what’s need-
ed to stop the violence and prevent
shootings like this from happening
again.”

Phil Roeder, a spokesman for the dis-
trict, said it has not yet been served with
the complaints and declined to com-
ment beyond saying it will “vigorously
defend” itself against any claims in
court.

DMPS sued over drive-by shooting
Complaint says district
knew about ‘violent feud’

William Morris
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK

See SHOOTING, Page 3C

Two West Des Moines sisters who saved two boys
from an icy pond outside their apartment building were
presented Friday, almost a year later, with international
recognition for their heroic acts.

Jasmine Morris, 16, and JaCora Lashale Morris, 18,
were 15 and 17 years old on Feb. 25, 2023. That’s the day
they saw two boys, who were about 9 years old, had fall-
en through the ice on a retention pond at their apart-
ment complex, according to the Carnegie Hero Fund
Commission.

Jasmine and JaCora were presented with a Carnegie
Medal — the highest civilian honor for heroism — on
Friday. After the ceremony they told the Des Moines
Register that they didn’t think that day last year, they
just acted.

“If you see someone in need, you should act immedi-
ately and not wait on others to react, because at the
time, no one else saw them,” Jasmine said.

The Carnegie Hero Fund Commission recognizes ci-
vilians in the U.S. and Canada who chose to risk death
or serious injury in order to try to save the life of another
person who was not in their care. The commission ex-
tends benefits to a hero’s survivors if they died in the 

Jasmine Morris, left, and JaCora Lashale, right, receive Carnegie Medals presented by Iowa Sen. Joni Ernst,
center left, and West Des Moines Mayor Russ Trimble, center right, on Friday at West Des Moines City Hall. The
West Des Moines sisters were honored for rescuing two boys from drowning in an icy pond last year.
PHOTOS BY MICHELLE GUTIERREZ/THE REGISTER

Sisters who rescued boys
recognized for heroism 
Carnegie Medals awarded a year
after youths pulled from icy pond

Phillip Sitter
Des Moines Register | USA TODAY NETWORK

Jasmine Morris, left, and JaCora Lashale Morris, right,
hold their Carnegie Medals on Frida. The Carnegie
Hero Fund Commission recognizes civilians in the U.S.
and Canada who chose to risk death or serious injury
in order to try to save the life of another person.

“If you see someone in need, you

should act immediately and not wait on

others to react, because at the time, no

one else saw them.” 
Jasmine MorrisSee MEDALS, Page 3C

Civil rights leader and former Unit-
ed Nations Ambassador Andrew
Young and Atlanta Journal Constitu-

tion journalist Ernie
Suggs will be visiting
Drake University Mon-
day as part of a meet-
and-greet and Black
History Month exhibit.

The conversation
with Young and Suggs is
set to take place at 7

p.m., at Drake’s Olmsted Center. Ad-
mission to the event is free, and at-
tendees will have the opportunity to
participate in a Q&A with both
panelists.

Young, who was the first African
American to hold his position, was ap-
pointed by former President Jimmy
Carter. He also served as a representa-
tive for the state of Georgia in Con-
gress before his appointment as am-
bassador in 1977.

Young and Suggs’ appearance
comes as part of Drake’s “The Many
Lives of Andrew Young Exhibit,”
named after a book about Young that
Suggs authored. “The book tells the in-
spiring, dramatic story of civil rights
hero, congressman, ambassador, may-
or and American icon Andrew J.
Young,” according to a news release
from Drake, 

“While this is a student-centered
event, mentors and professors (and
other campus supporters of the exhib-
it) are welcome to attend with their
students,” the release stated. 

The exhibit will remain at Drake un-
til March 1. Former Iowa state Rep.
Wayne Ford said he is excited for the
conversation, citing his time caucus-
ing for Carter as a privilege. 

“President Carter later appointed
Ambassador Young to his position, a
great win for all Americans,” Ford said.
“This will be an important two days for
Drake University and Iowa alike.”

The event will be livestreamed and
was made possible through Drake’s
Slay Fund for Social Justice.

Young,
author 
to speak
at Drake
University hosts exhibit
on former ambassador

Biong M. Biong
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK

Young

A first-of-its-kind study from the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln shows
that the Midwest may see a decline in
blizzard occurrence, suggesting a re-
duced risk of winter hazards.

How are blizzards identified?

Blizzards are defined by the National
Weather Service as a winter storm fea-
turing sustained winds of 35-plus mph,
and snow that limits visibility to less
than one-quarter of a mile, for at least
three consecutive hours. 

There is often difficulty of determin-
ing visibility, though, and blizzards have
proven tricky to capture using climate
data alone, according to Nebraska To-
day. The National Weather Service

traditionally relies on eyewitness obser-
vations to confirm that a blizzard
occurred.

How many blizzards has the
Midwest seen in past years?

Of the 12,946 blizzard events docu-
mented in the U.S. between 1996 and
2020, blizzard activities are the highest
in the Northern Plains and Upper Mid-
west — accounting for more than 10,000
of those blizzards.

North Dakota was the highest con-
tributor, accounting for 2,187 blizzards.
Between 1996 and 2020, Iowa alone saw
more than 1,000 blizzards.

Nebraska’s Liang Chen used the
same models used by the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change, pre-
dicting a decrease in U.S. blizzards
through the end of the 21st century.
Chen recently presented the findings at
the 104th annual meeting of the 

Midwest may see fewer blizzards, new study shows
Expect less wind, more
rainfall during winters

Victoria Reyna-Rodriguez
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK

See BLIZZARDS, Page 3C
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rescue attempt.
But the Morris sisters not only sur-

vived, but succeeded in rescuing the
two boys from about 6 feet of water. 

Iowa Sen. Joni Ernst and West Des
Moines Mayor Russ Trimble, surround-
ed by first responders and others, pre-
sented the Morris sisters with the Car-
negie Medals at West Des Moines City
Hall.

Ernst said the commission asked her
to present the medals. “These are not
given out every day,” she said of the
honors awarded to the Morris sisters.

The bronze medallions name the
rescuer, the rescued, and the place and
date of the heroic act, according to the
Carnegie Hero Fund Commission’s
description.

According to the commission’s ac-
count of what happened at the pond on
Feb. 25, 2023, the two boys were about
10 feet from the nearest shore. 

Trimble added that Jasmine and
JaCora were upstairs in their apart-
ment when they saw the boys and they
ran outside.

Jasmine entered the water first and
swam to one of the boys.

She tried to break a path back
through the ice with her elbow, but
when that didn’t work she pushed the
boy up onto the ice so he could crawl to
shore.

JaCora had also entered the water
and pulled up the other boy, who was
wearing a backpack and was sinking.

The backpack made him too heavy
for her to push up onto the ice, so JaC-
ora removed it, let it sink and then
managed to get the boy up onto the ice.
A bystander then helped her from the
water, while Jasmine got herself out.

The sisters had cuts on their arms
and legs but otherwise were not
injured.

Jasmine and JaCora’s parents – Tar-
bin and Jacquelin Henderson – attend-
ed the ceremony Friday. Tarbin said he
felt “immensely proud” of his
daughters.

Tarbin said he used to be a police of-
ficer in Arkansas, and one of his daugh-
ters had been on a ride-along with him,
but “I never thought they would do
this.”

The Des Moines Register’s search of
online Carnegie commission records
showed that Jasmine and JaCora Lash-
ale Morris are only the tenth and elev-
enth people in the Des Moines area to

be recognized by the commission in its
120-year history — most of which were
also water rescues or attempted water
rescues:

h Morris A. Nourse, 58, saved a 9-
year-old from drowning in the Des
Moines River on July 19, 1905.

h Carroll M. Kester, 16, drowned with
another 16-year-old student he was at-
tempting to save from the Des Moines
River on June 18, 1910.

h Kenneth E. Kline, 30 and a patrol-
man, saved a 5-year-old boy from
drowning in the Des Moines River after
a family boat capsized on May 30, 1960.

h Pearl K. McDonough, 51, saved a
61-year-old man from the icy water of
Coon Valley Sand Pit on Feb. 10, 1974.

h Guy Arvid Nelson, 25, saved a 76-
year-old woman from a burning church
rectory on the night of Dec. 11, 1977.

h Dallas Joe Dalton, 25, and Terry
Lee Van Ellen, 35, helped to save a 16-
year-old boy from drowning in the Des
Moines River on May 10, 1982.

h John J. Sholly, 42, saved a 76-year-
old man who had jumped off a bridge in
the Des Moines River on June 7, 1983.

h James Scott Clay, 30, was fatally
shot on Nov. 4, 1986 after saving a 30-
year-old woman, a friend, who was
held at gunpoint by an intruder in her
home.

The Morris sisters — who said they
are Lincoln High School students — are
the first people in the metro to receive
the Carnegie commission’s recognition
in 38 years for acts of heroism and ap-
peared to be the first Iowans recognized
since 2021.

People who are awarded a Carnegie
Medal are eligible for benefits, includ-
ing one-time grants and scholarships.
Only about 10% of nominees in the
commission’s 120-year history have
been awarded — and about 20% of the
awarded medals have been posthu-
mous.

Friday had also been proclaimed by
the West Des Moines City Council as
the “West Des Moines Day of Kind-
ness,” with the council’s proclamation
encouraging people to do a random act
of kindness by “giving your best self to
others without requests or promise of
return on investment. It’s simply doing
something nice for someone else, with-
out them asking and without you doing
it for anything in return.”

Phillip Sitter focuses for the Des
Moines Register on reporting on subur-
ban growth and development in the
western metro areas. Phillip can be
reached via email at psitter@gan-
nett.com. He is on X, formerly known as
Twitter, at @pslifeisabeauty.

JaCora Lashale Morris, left, and Jasmine Morris, right, speak with Iowa Sen.
Joni Ernst after both received Carnegie Medals on Friday at West Des Moines
City Hall. The West Des Moines sisters were awarded the medals for rescuing
two boys from drowning in an icy pond last year. MICHELLE GUTIERREZ/THE REGISTER

Medals
Continued from Page 1C

District knew of feud, failed 
to intervene, plaintiffs say

According to court filings and attor-
neys in the criminal cases, the teens
charged in the shooting were looking
for a rival with whom they expected to
have a fight, and eventually spotted a
target, Jose Lopez’s brother, in the East
High parking lot. 

In total, more than 40 shots were
fired from at least six guns from three
vehicles, according to court records, al-
though several defendants claimed af-
terward they were along for the ride
and weren’t aware there was to be a
shooting.

But the district, according to Jessica
Lopez and Perez, should have known
something like this was coming. In
their complaints, they characterize the
shooting as part of an “eight-month vi-
olent feud” that involved multiple alter-
cations, some with dangerous weap-
ons, on and around school property, in-
cluding at the East High parking lot
where the shooting occurred.

In fact, they say, the district did
know. The complaints quote a Novem-
ber 2021 voicemail left by a “restorative
safety coordinator” for East High
School describing an altercation in the
parking lot featuring a crowbar and
lengths of lumber and involving the
teen who was the target in the 2022
shooting. That same school employee,
they say, left another voicemail hours
after the shooting, saying, “I was feel-
ing a large amount of blame on my
shoulders.”

The school’s safety challenges also
were common knowledge among East
students, the plaintiffs say, citing social

media posts and articles in the student
newspaper on the issue, as well as con-
cerns raised before the shooting by a
group of parents alarmed at the rise in
violence at East.

“At all material times before March 7,
2022, the district knew that the East
parking lot was a hotbed for criminal
activity, including violent fights involv-
ing students and non-students alike,
drug activity, and underage drinking,”
the complaints say.

Where were the school resource
officers?

The district’s response to these chal-
lenges, the plaintiffs claim, was deeply
inadequate.

The complaints in particular fault
the district for ending its contract in
2021 to have school resource officers
from the Des Moines Police Depart-
ment present in its schools. Instead,
the plaintiffs say, the district entrusted
campus safety to “inexperienced, inad-
equately trained, and insufficiently su-
pervised restoration and safety coordi-
nators and campus monitors.”

Compounding the problem, the
complaints allege, was that the district
lacked “basic security measures” such
as security cameras and controlled ac-
cess to school buildings. They note that
after the shooting, the School Board
voted to double its spending on securi-
ty, including hiring additional security
staff and buying metal detectors, patrol
vehicles and other equipment.

“The district’s multifaceted basic
safety failures and grossly inadequate
security protocols led to the shooting
on March 7, 2022 at East and the plain-
tiffs’ injuries and death,” the plaintiffs
say.

William Morris can be contacted at
wrmorris2@registermedia.com or 715-
573-8166.

Shooting
Continued from Page 1C

American Meteorological Society, Ne-
braska Today reported.

“In terms of planning for climate
change, people want to know: In the fu-
ture, how will these blizzards change
because of the warming climate?” Chen
said. “But there is no study looking at
how they will change in the future,
based on climate simulations. The ma-
jor reason is: It’s hard to quantify.”

How will a warming climate
decrease blizzards?

Iowa could eventually see 10 fewer
days per year of strong winds, accord-
ing to the study. Nebraska, the Dakotas,
Kansas, Minnesota and other neigh-
boring states are projected to see drops
in windy days, as well. 

This could be due partly to the fact
that the Arctic is warming faster than
the tropics, smoothing out the temper-
ature gradient that contributes to wind,
Chen said. Global warming could affect
some of the daily temperature win-
dows necessary for snow, even though
winter precipitation is expected to in-
crease in the northern Plains. 

Nebraska Today added that greater
greenhouse emissions generally trans-
late to steeper increases in average
temperature, and the higher-emission
scenario predicts a steeper decline in
blizzard frequency from 2060-2099.

“Because of higher temperature,
precipitation will fall to the ground as
rainfall instead of snow,” Chen said. “So
even though you have an overall in-
crease in precipitation, your snowfall
will decrease.”

Reach Victoria Reyna-Rodriguez at
vreynarodriguez@registermedia.com
or follow her on Twitter @VictoriaRey-
naR.

Dionisio
Martinez
shovels snow
outside of
Raygun in the
East Village as
blizzard
conditions hit
Des Moines on
Jan. 12. ZACH

BOYDEN-HOLMES/

THE REGISTER

Blizzards
Continued from Page 1C

Iowa’s long-running drought has
eased since a month ago but is still by
far the worst it’s been in the past three
years leading into the growing season,
according to the U.S. Drought Monitor.

The area of the state that is suffering
from extreme drought — the second-
worst classification of the Drought
Monitor — is about half what it was in
December but still encompasses a vast
area of northeast Iowa. That includes
some or all of more than two dozen
counties.

About three-quarters of the state
has some measure of drought. The ex-
ceptions are a wide area of northwest
Iowa and parts of far southern and far
eastern Iowa.

Drought conditions have persisted
in the state since July 2020 — the long-
est stretch since the 1950s, according to
the Iowa Department of Natural Re-

sources. The dryness peaked in Sep-
tember 2023.

Many rivers have very low flow, ac-
cording to U.S. Geological Survey data.
In Osceola, residents have been urged
to conserve water as the town’s water
supply — West Lake — has dwindled.
But the city reported early this month
that the lake’s level had stabilized.

“We understand conservation ef-
forts from a single person or sole
household may feel insignificant, but
we’re now seeing, when our communi-
ty works together, we do see results,”
said Brandon Patterson, superinten-
dent of Osceola Water Works.

Find this story at Iowa Capital Dis-
patch , which is part of States News-
room, a network of news bureaus sup-
ported by grants and a coalition of do-
nors as a 501c(3) public charity. Iowa
Capital Dispatch maintains editorial
independence. Contact Editor Kathie
Obradovich for questions: kobradov-
ich@iowacapitaldispatch.com. 

Iowa drought eases a bit
but still considered severe 
Jared Strong
Iowa Capital Dispatch

It’s time for a quadrennial celebra-
tion as another leap day approaches.
This leap year, there are plenty of dis-
counts and freebies to help you cele-
brate. Here are five stops for reduced
prices on Feb. 29: 

Chipotle

Get a free side of guacamole at Chi-
potle with promo code EXTRA24 on
their website or app with any entrée
order.

Chuck E. Cheese

Children under 52 inches tall get free
all-day jump passes for trampoline
zones at Chuck E. Cheese. Look for the
one-day coupon exclusive at ChuckE-
Cheese.com when it appears on

Feb. 29.

Wendy’s

Show up at Wendy’s before
10:30 a.m. and get a free Cinnabon pull
apart.

Yogurtland

On leap day real rewards members
can triple their points from any in-store
or online order at Yogurtland. 

Papa Murphy’s

Get 29% off your order at Papa Mur-
phy’s when you spend $20 with code
LEAP24. This offer is only valid for on-
line orders placed on Feb. 29.

Victoria Reyna-Rodriguez is a gener-
al assignment reporter for the Register.
Reach her at vreynarodriguez@regis-
termedia.com or follow her on Twitter
@VictoriaReynaR.

Leap day discounts, deals
offered at local restaurants
Victoria Reyna-Rodriguez
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK


