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An Interview with the Outgoing Ombudsman 
 

Kristie Hirschman retired as Iowa Ombudsman at the end of August 2021 following a 26-

year career in the office.  First hired in 1995 as the officeôs first small business 

ombudsman, the one-time owner of farming operations in Madison County established 

herself as one of the most conscientious members on staff.  Her work ethic, calm 

demeanor and institutional knowledge earned her the honor of the officeôs top job in 

2016.  When COVID struck in early 2020 and the Ombudsmanôs office was damaged by 

heavy winds and rain, Hirschman sent her assistants home to work and she answered 

phones for several weeks.  During her time as an ombudsman, Hirschman handled 

12,186 complaints and information requests from every corner of the state. 

Hirschmanôs successor, Acting Ombudsman Bert Dalmer, interviewed her in December about her 

experiences and philosophies as an ombudsman.  The interview has been lightly edited for brevity and clarity. 

Dalmer:  What percentage of people that you meet in your daily travels knows what an ombudsman is? 

Hirschman:  Ballpark guess, 20 percent.  

Dalmer:  Why is it so low? 

Hirschman:  There are a lot of things ï until it affects us, or impacts us, or we need it ï that we donôt pay 

attention to, or donôt know.  Weôve received a lot of publicity over the years regarding our annual report and 

our public critical reports, so it is difficult for me to understand why weôre not more of a household name.  It 

doesnôt help that people canôt pronounce the word ñombudsman.ò 

Dalmer:  Tell me what your average day looked like as an ombudsman.  

Hirschman:  An average day in the office is responding to calls and emails and letters from individuals who 

have concerns about state and local government, putting together lists of questions, and doing research so 

when I make an inquiry, I was knowledgeable enough to know what questions to ask. 

Dalmer:  Was it hard being an ombudsman? 

Hirschman:  It was an extremely rewarding job that I was passionate about, helping resolve problems and 

helping put things in place.  It was exhausting mentally, and sometimes physically, trying to persuade 

intransigent agencies to change their mind when we know theyôre wrong.  It was exhausting at times carrying 

the weight of everybodyôs problems on your shoulders.  

The days I loved the most were Friday afternoons at 3 oôclock when the agency called or the complainant 
called and said, ñWe resolved the problem, everythingôs hunky dory, you were right, all is right with the world.ò  
You only need one of those every once in awhile to keep you going and to know youôre doing good work.  

Dalmer:  What makes for a good ombudsman?  

Hirschman:  Curiosity.  Patience.  Good investigative skills, good people skills.  And good antennae, the 
ability to get to the root of a problem quickly.  For some people, it really is an inherent sense of right and 
wrong.  We look at not only whether things are legal, but whether theyôre fair and reasonable.  I think thatôs 
the wonderful part of what our office does, is looking past the legality of things and determining, ñIs this a fair 
decision? Is this a reasonable decision? Is this an arbitrary decision?ò And bringing justice to those who 
deserve it. 
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Dalmer:  The Ombudsman oversees most local and state government agencies ï thatôs 99 counties, 900 

cities, all the state agencies, the prisons, the jails.  In your opinion, what is the condition of government 

overall right now?  

Hirschman:  I believe many government agencies are underfunded and understaffed.  I think that, in a 

number of situations, is the cause and the source of a lot of the problems that we see.  I think most 

government employees try to do the right thing and try to do their job well.  I also know that many government 

jobs are thankless jobs, whether itôs law enforcement, correctional officer, social worker, child-abuse 

investigator.  Thereôs a number of jobs out there that are very, very difficult and very taxing jobs and 

underappreciated jobs.   

Government is a necessity. Our job is to identify issues that need corrected ï problems that were usually 

unintentional or unforeseen or just a mistake ï and give the agencies a chance to fix those problems.  Weôre 

kind of a risk manager for government.   

Dalmer:  How cynical is the public about the government these days?  

Hirschman:  Thereôs a lack of civility right now that causes a lot of distrust.  I think thatôs unfortunate and not 

necessarily warranted.  I think the problem is that some government officials believe everythingôs on a need-

to-know basis.  Government needs to be more open and transparent about all of their decisions, all of their 

discussions, their plans.  I really believe that would address a lot of the distrust and skepticism that people 

have right now.  

Dalmer:  Why does it take an ombudsmanôs office to solve problems like these?  

Hirschman:  You need an outsider who has no vested interest who is looking at everything from a different 

perspective and looking at all aspects of it é to review the problem and come up with a reasonable 

recommendation to fix a problem, if indeed it is a problem.  When youôre housed within the agency, and 

youôve done things this way forever, it takes somebody from the outside to actually come in and look at things 

with a clear mind and open eyes.  

Dalmer:  Forty-five states have no ombudsman.  What would it mean for Iowans if we didnôt have one? 

Hirschman:  I truly believe that dissatisfaction with government would be much greater for the people that 

call our office.  Weôre able not only to independently verify thereôs a problem, but to make contact with 

someone at an agency that can resolve it.  If you or I as a private citizen call the Department of Human 

Services, what are the odds weôre ever going to be able to talk to (Director) Kelly Garcia. Slim and none.  We 

have the tools and the contacts and the respect of agencies to resolve problems, and I think that can go a 

long way. 

Dalmer:  Did you ever deal with a government official who maybe didnôt appreciate your scrutiny at the 

beginning, but in the end thanked you for your work?  

Hirschman:  Oh heavens, yes.  Sometimes, when weôre talking to a manager or a supervisor or even an 
agency director, they had no clue a problem exists.  First of all, they bristle at the fact we even called them.  
Then, when we bring it to their attention and show them all the facts, theyôre surprised and thanked us 
because it was a problem that needed addressed. 

Dalmer:  What cases do you look back on and still take pride in? 

Hirschman:  There was an inmate years ago who got 365 days in solitary confinement and 365 daysô loss of 
earned time for assaulting another inmate.  Heôd exhausted the disciplinary process at the institution, so I 
agreed to look at the documents.  The correctional officers who were in the room said the inmate didnôt hit the 
other inmate.   
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There was no evidence ï none.  I had to take it up the chain of command a ways, but I got him his 365 days 

back and I got him released back to general population.  

Dalmer:  Youôve now been gone for three months.  Do you miss it?   

Hirschman:  Yup.  I can find rewarding things to do in my community to help people.  But I miss the variety of 

issues. I miss learning something new every day.  It was a rewarding job, and it was my passion.  Itôs not just 

a job, itôs a calling.  

Dalmer:  What do you hope for the future of the office? 

Hirschman:  That the office will receive the support it needs to continue to do the amazing work that it does.  
There are so many things that we handle and we solve that nobody ever hears about.  And we do good work.  
We do really good work.   
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What We Do: 

We investigate complaints against agencies or officials of state and 

local governments in Iowa. 

We work with agencies to attempt to rectify problems when our 

investigation finds that a mistake, arbitrary, or illegal action has 

taken place. 

We have unique statutory responsibility to investigate and 

determine if an action was fair or reasonable, even if in accordance 

with law. 

We have access to state and local governmentsô facilities and 

confidential records to ensure complete review of facts regarding a 

complaint. 

We make recommendations to the General Assembly for legislation, 

when appropriate. 
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City Makes Questionable Decision on Water Shutoff 
 

 
 
An elderly couple in northwest Iowa contacted our office after their city water service was disconnected, even 
though they were making monthly payments on an outstanding bill. 
 
The problem arose after the couple received a hefty bill for replacing a water stop box. They were on a fixed 
income and could not afford to pay the bill all at once. By the time the city decided to disconnect their water 
service, the couple had already paid nearly half of the bill. 
 
While it did not appear the cityôs decision to shut off the water was illegal, we questioned why they would do 
so when good-faith efforts were being made by the couple to pay the bill each month. We also questioned 
why a formal payment plan could not have been explored instead of service termination. 
 
The city ultimately agreed to set up a payment plan and restore the water service. While the payment plan 
was not quite what the couple wanted, we determined it was reasonable, especially since their primary goal 
was to get water service restored. 

 

A Fiery Dispute 

A rural resident in north-central Iowa was visiting with a neighbor when he heard and saw fire trucks rushing 

to the area. He soon realized that the trucks were headed for his property, where he had started a controlled 

burn of an old abandoned building. 

The man had called 911 in advance to alert them to the burn, but the message apparently didnôt get to one 

dispatcher, who sent fire crews to the scene after receiving reports of flames and smoke from passersby. By 

the time the man got back to his property, firefighters were dousing the dilapidated building with water. The 

chief was aware that the man had plans for a controlled burn, but he did not know this was his property.   

Two months after the mix-up, the property owner received an unexpected bill for the fire departmentôs 

response ï totaling $2,250. He argued that the bill was unreasonable, but city officials wouldnôt budge. 

We pulled state and local regulations and spoke to government officials who regulate burning. We also 

interviewed the fire chief to better understand how the bill was totaled and what conversations he had with the 

resident in advance of the burn. The chief said the property owner had a duty to tend to the fire and to have a 

water source nearby ï but acknowledged he had not provided these instructions to the resident. The city has 

a permit process for open burns, but no city official told the owner a permit was necessary. 

Analyzing the issue was further complicated by jurisdictional issues since the property owner lived outside the 

city limits where the fire department is based. State law also imposed different requirements for ñagricultural 

burnsò versus ñopen burns.ò 

In the end, we determined that the property owner had done his due diligence by contacting city officials and 
dispatchers in advance of his burn, and should not be held responsible for fire-tending practices that either 
werenôt shared with him, or werenôt in writing. We suggested that the city create a checklist for future burn 
requests that would clearly notify residents of their responsibilities.   

The fire chief agreed the checklist was a good idea, and the mayor decided to drop the cityôs collection 
efforts. 
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Our Bad é Too Bad 

A distraught woman called our office when she found out that the city cemetery plot she had purchased for 

herself 30 years ago had been sold to her ex-husband. She learned of this after seeing her exôs headstone 

on the plot. (The ex, incidentally, was still alive.) The woman had purchased the plot in 1990 because it was 

the only space next to her son, who had tragically died earlier that year. The woman provided our office with 

copies of the cemetery deeds for herself and her ex-husband for the same plot. The woman said the City had 

offered to refund her money or be cremated and placed with her son. She told us she was appalled. The city 

told her the disagreement was a civil matter between her and her former husband and they ñwerenôt getting 

into it.ò  

After reviewing copies of the deeds, we contacted the city clerk for the cityôs version of events. To our 

surprise, the clerk did not dispute the complainantôs version of events. We wasted no time contacting the city 

attorney. We said we were confused why the ex-husband was given the space when their records showed 

the woman was the original deed holder. We did not see this as a civil matter that should require the woman 

to hire an attorney, but rather, an error that should be corrected by the city. We suggested that the city 

council place this matter on its agenda for discussion and invite both deed holders to attend the meeting to 

get this resolved.   

Just a few weeks later, the city attorney told us the council had accepted our suggestion to bring the parties 
together, but before that took place, the ex-husband agreed to surrender the plot. The city paid to have the 
headstone removed and refunded his money. The woman was satisfied and relieved with this outcome.   

 

City Utility Charges Late Fee to Customers on Payment Plans 
 

Citizens who have billing disputes with municipal utilities often come to our office for help. Before we 
investigate their complaints, we usually refer residents back to the utility to ask for relevant records and 
initiate a conversation with representatives in hopes of resolving the matter themselves. Once an assistant 
ombudsman becomes convinced that an issue deserves a closer look, he or she contacts the utility and, 
more often than not, gets the dispute resolved quickly. 
 

Sometimes, however, our interventions require more formal communication to get a utilityôs attention.  
 

One customer called our office after he had entered into a payment plan for an unpaid utility bill. He spotted a 
mistake as he was nearing the end of his payment plan, still with an outstanding balance. He found that the 
utility had been applying a late fee to his account, despite his payments toward the plan.   
 

We found that Iowa law was silent on whether a late fee could be applied to an agreed-upon payment plan. 
We did find, however, that rules on utilities regulated by the state suggested that partial payments made 
toward an agreed-upon payment plan were considered ñtimely payments.ò  A tariff filed by this utility adopted 
those same rules. We shared our findings with the city administrator, who quickly resolved the issue for this 
customer and asked the city council to adopt a new policy on the subject.  
 

We asked the city administrator to review records and estimate how many other customers were impacted. 
We initially received no response. When we pressed the matter further, the city administrator told us he was 
done with the issue since we had received only one complaint from a customer.   
 

Not satisfied with this response, we issued formal recommendations to the city council and mayor and 
required a response. The City quickly accepted all of our recommendations, and agreed to address the issue 
openly in a city council meeting to raise public awareness of the situation.  In the end, over $300 in credits 
were applied to customersô accounts.  
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City Council Member Abuses Her Authority 
 
Our office received an anonymous complaint that a city council member had abused her authority by 
directing city crews to remove a large tree limb from private property. If true, the council memberôs alleged 
directive could have run afoul of Iowa law, which generally prohibits the private use of public equipment 
when it fails to serve a public purpose. 
 
We asked questions and learned that the city had already hired an outside investigator to review the 
allegations against the council member. Notably, the council member who was the subject of the misconduct 
allegations declined to participate or be interviewed for the investigation. Among the investigationôs findings: 
 
¶ The council member indirectly asked city employees to help remove part of a downed tree that was  on 
private property, and not the cityôs responsibility. 

 
¶ Although city employees knew it was wrong to perform work on private property, they did so anyway due 
to fears of retaliation and public ridicule if they upset the council member in question. 

 
¶ The council member created a ñhostile work environmentò for city employees. 
 
We were pleased that city officials had taken decisive steps to get to the bottom of some serious allegations 
about an elected official. The investigatorôs report was also provided to the mayor and full council, whose 
members were reportedly set to review and potentially update their rules to provide for censure or reprimand 
of a council member. 
 
In many cases, our officeôs work begins with finding out whether a particular state or local government 
agency has taken appropriate measures in response to a complaint. In this case, the city was exceptionally 
proactive to ensure the issue was addressed. Officials set a good example and we credited them 
accordingly. 
 
While all cities may not have the resources to hire an outside investigator when legitimate allegations of 
council member misconduct arise, this case serves as a reminder that one way or another, they should be 
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Keeping Siblings Together Can be an 
Uphill Battle 
 
State and federal law prioritize keeping siblings 
together while in the foster care system. Research 
and common sense all support the notion that it is in 
the best interests of children to live in the same 
home as their brothers and sisters. 

No one denies the benefits of nurturing and 
maintaining strong sibling bonds. But there are still 
times when the system struggles to meet this 
objective. 

We were contacted by the adoptive mother of a 
young boy whose baby brother was in a foster care 
placement. The mother had been trying to secure 
placement and adoption of the baby so that the 
brothers could grow up together.  

Despite rule, law, and policy favoring such an 
outcome, the child welfare caseworker intended for 
the baby to be adopted by the foster parents, who 
had, by all accounts, provided excellent care for the 
child since his placement there shortly after his birth. 

We reached out to the agency asking what efforts 
had been made to place the siblings together. We 
were told that there was opposition to changing 
placement without first building stronger bonds 
between the baby and the members of the older 
brotherôs home. We noted, however, that the agency 
was hardly monitoring visits between the baby and 
the prospective family. We questioned how much the 
caseworker could have even known of the bond that 
was developing.  

The agency also created barriers that had the 
potential to hinder further bonding. The family was 
only getting relatively short visits and had to travel six 
hours round trip to see the child. Despite requests by 
the family to have longer and more frequent contact 
and visits in their own home, the agency was 
resistant. We later learned that the caseworker had 
given assurances to the licensed foster parents that 
they would adopt the child and that the agency had 
no intention of placing the baby with his brother. 

Not long after we got involved, the case was 
transferred to a different caseworker who specialized 
in adoptions. The difference was stark. The older 
brotherôs family finally began to have more contact 
with the baby. The new caseworker saw to it that the 
baby would have extended overnight visits in his 

brotherôs home. The agency began to signal that it 
now favored placing the baby with his brother for 
adoption. This change, however, prompted the foster 
parents to take legal action that would nullify the 
agencyôs authority to place the child. 

The foster parents succeeded in this effort. The 
agency and the older brotherôs family, however, 
challenged the ruling. After a lengthy appeals 
process, the agency ultimately regained its authority 
to place the child. 

It was then that the agency stated that it intended for 
the brothers to be together. It began the process of 
transitioning the younger boy into the home of his 
sibling. The child was then adopted into the family. 
The brothers now reside together and are no longer 
at risk of growing up in separate homes. 

Human Services 
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