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By Michaela Ramm, The Gazette

CEDAR RAPIDS— Four
years after Mercy Medical
Center introduced a new
heart service, the Cedar Rap-
ids hospital has hired a sec-
ond open-heart surgeon and
broken ground on the Heart
Center at Mercy, a new facil-
ity that will house its heart
and vascular services under
one roof.

Hospital officials say both
steps are part of their ongo-
ing goal to grow their heart
program as patient numbers
continue to climb.

Mercy has seen an 83 per-
cent increase in inpatient

office visits to its heart pro-
gram since 2015, according
to officials, though they
declined to provide specific
numbers. Patient volume
“has nearly doubled” in the
past 10 years, they said.

“In general, the program
has done incredibly well,
and it’s grown over the past
decade,” said Dr. Timothy
Quinn, chief of Mercy’s clini-
cal operations.

Dr. Velu Balasubramani-
an, a cardiothoracic surgeon
who completed his residency
at the University of Iowa
Hospitals and Clinics, joined

C.R. hospitals ramp up heart care programs

Dr. Abdullah Alwahdani, an interventional cardiologist, and Ally Forbes, a
catheterization laboratory technician, perform a cardiac catheterization pro-
cedure Wednesday at Mercy Medical Center in Cedar Rapids. The hospital
has hired a second open-heart surgeon and is building a new Heart Center
at Mercy. (Geoff Stellfox/The Gazette)

Mercy hires second heart surgeon, building new facility

Eddie Tipton claims he was
pressured to plead guilty

Associated Press

DESMOINES— The Iowan
serving a 25-year prison sen-
tence for rigging lottery com-
puters to win jackpots for him-
self, friends and family is suing
the state of Iowa, claiming he
was pressured four years ago
to plead guilty to crimes he did
not commit.

Eddie Tipton,
now in prison in
Clarinda, wants
the court to halt
all restitution he’s
been ordered to
pay until a trial
is held, during
which he said he
will present documents and
other evidence to persuade the
court to reverse his sentence.

“The sentence is cruel and
unusual because it has been
applied to an actually innocent
person simply to see that he is
charged with a crime,” he said
in court documents.

The state last week asked
that the lawsuit be dismissed.
A hearing will be held this
month to consider Tipton’s
claims.

Tipton worked for an Ur-
bandale company that provid-
ed random number drawing
computers to several states
with lotteries. Investigators
said he installed code on the
computers that allowed him to
predict the winning numbers
on three days of the year.

Tipton, at his 2017 Iowa
sentencing hearing, told the
judge he “wrote software that
included code that allowed me
to understand or technically
predict winning numbers, and
I gave those numbers to other
individuals who then won the
lottery and shared the win-
nings with me.”

Tipton accepted a plea
agreement and was ordered to
repay $2 million in winnings

Iowa
lottery
rigger
seeks
new trial

By Grace King, The Gazette

C
EDAR RAPIDS— After
“not moving for a year and
a half,” 13-year-old Jer-
maine Robinson is gaining
confidence on the basket-

ball court, learning teamwork and
celebrating wins and commiserating
over losses with his friends after-
ward in the locker room.

Jermaine, an eighth-grader at
Taft Middle School, is one of the

many Cedar Rapids middle school
students taking advantage of the
opportunity to play sports this year
after middle school athletics across
Iowa were canceled during the
2020-21 academic year to mitigate
the spread of COVID-19. In an emer-
gency health order during the worst
of the pandemic, Gov. Kim Reynolds
suspended basketball, wrestling,
gymnastics, swimming, dance and
group fitness classes at gyms at
middle schools in Iowa.

Today, however, seventh- and
eighth-graders are back on the court
learning teamwork, discipline and
having a great time.

Jermaine is playing basketball,
football and going out for track this
year. Preparing for his basketball
game earlier this week, he said it
takes courage to shoot a basketball
in a hoop.

“I’m not afraid to get out and play,

Middle school athletes
take the court again

Teammates raise their arms and cheer during a basketball game last Tuesday between the LaSalle Lancers and the Taft Tigers at Taft Middle School in
Cedar Rapids. (Jim Slosiarek/The Gazette)
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from lotteries in Colorado, Wisconsin, Kansas
and Oklahoma.

An Iowa jury also convicted him of attempt-
ing to take $16.5 million from a rigged Iowa
lottery game in December 2010, but the Iowa
Supreme Court in 2017 overruled the decision,
saying the state took too long to prosecute
him.

Tipton, who has been in prison since August
2017, now claims he was placed under duress
to plead guilty. He also alleges Iowa officials
charged him for restitution in states for which
it has no jurisdiction, and he says he can’t pay.

It’s not clear what happened to the money
Tipton and associates got from the lottery
games between 2005 and 2011.

Tipton worked with his brother Tommy
Tipton and others to buy and claim winning
tickets at least seven times, netting more than
$2 million. Tipton has said he ended up with
$351,000.

Assistant Attorney General William Hill
asked a judge Nov. 4 to dismiss Tipton’s law-
suit, arguing in a filing the lawsuit is barred
by the statute of limitations and should be dis-
missed as frivolous.

Hill also said that by filing the lawsuit Tip-
ton is violating the terms of his June 29, 2017,
plea agreement involving potential cases in
multiple states and that the violation “pro-
vides the opportunity for all jurisdictions to
re-initiate criminal charges stemming from
Tipton’s actions.”

Tipton, who has been appointed an at-
torney, now claims that the Iowa Supreme
Court’s dismissal of Iowa charges in 2017
removed the basis for the crime he ended up
pleading to.

“The applicant received a favorable decision
in the Iowa Supreme Court wherein the court
stated that there was not a continuing or ‘ongo-
ing’ crime; nor was there a continuing threat
and, therefore, the sentence for ongoing crimi-
nal conduct is bogus and illegal,” he wrote.

As part of a plea agreement to settle cases in
multiple states, Tipton pleaded guilty in June
2017 to theft and computer crime charges in
Wisconsin and to ongoing criminal conduct in
Iowa.

Tipton/Claims
he pleaded guilty
under duress
; FROM PAGE 1A

Eddie Tipton is taken into custody after his Aug. 22, 2017,
sentencing at the Polk County Courthouse in Des Moines.
Tipton, now serving a 25-year prison sentence for con-
spiracy to commit theft by rigging computers to win lottery
jackpots for himself, friends and family, is suing the state
of Iowa, claiming he was pressured into pleading guilty
to crimes he did not commit. He is seeking a new trial.
(Charlie Neibergall/Associated Press)

Mercy in September as its sec-
ond open-heart surgeon.

“It’s very exciting to be
part of it from the beginning,”
Balasubramanian said.

Balasubramanian, who has
experience in minimally inva-
sive and robotic thoracic sur-
gery for lung cancer, said he
hopes to grow the number of
robotic procedures at Mercy.

The heart program, he said,
is focused on increasing its
number of patients.

As of this year,
the open-heart
surgical program
has tallied nearly
500 procedures,
officials say.

The first open-
heart surgery at
Mercy took place
in November 2017,
a year after the
hospital received
approval from the

state certifying board to offer
the procedure.

ST. LUKE’S
UnityPoint Health-St.

Luke’s Hospital, which also
has a cardiovascular surgical
program and other heart care
services, opposed the approv-
al, saying the need for those
surgeries locally already was
being met.

St. Luke’s, which estab-
lished its open-heart surgery

program in 1978, historically
performs between 275 to 300
open-heart procedures a year,
said Dr. Garry Weide, St.
Luke’s and Physicians’
Clinic of Iowa cardiothoracic
surgeon.

St. Luke’s has seen about
75 to 100 fewer cases than
it would have since Mercy
launched its surgical program.

However, open-heart sur-
gery volumes also have been
affected by the general trend
toward newer treatment op-
tions, said Dr. Richard Kettel-
kamp with St. Luke’s Heart
Care Clinic.

“Nationally, open-heart sur-
geries are flat or declining as

well,” Kettelkamp said.
St. Luke’s officials cited that

decline in their 2016 letter of
opposition, noting national
data shows technology allows
procedures to be performed
in a heart catheterization lab
rather than a surgery suite.

Then came the pandemic,
and heart surgeries among
adults nationwide dropped
53 percent in 2020.

LESS HOSPITAL TIME
Mercy Medical heart pro-

viders also say they expect
to see an increase in less-
invasive procedures. Overall,
patients can expect to spend
less time in the hospital and

see better outcomes, Balasub-
ramanian said.

Mercy officials anticipate
patient need for other heart
care will continue growing
— which is why the Cedar
Rapids hospital invested in a
new 72,000-square-foot facility
to put cardiovascular services
under one roof.

“We wouldn’t have gone
down that path unless we were
pretty confident,” Quinn said.

Over the past few decades,
the number of deaths from
cardiovascular disease has
been on the rise globally. In
2019, cardiovascular disease
accounted for one-third of all
deaths worldwide, according
to the National Institutes of
Health.

The hospital’s new Heart
Center, across the street from
Mercy Medical’s entrance at
Ninth Street SE and Eighth
Avenue SE, is expected to
open in 2023.

Dr. Ryan Hollenbeck,
medical director of the Heart
Center, said the building will
house everything between
preventive care and rehabili-
tation, creating a more “seam-
less experience” for patients.

“We’ve outgrown the space
we’re at,” he said. “We’ll be
able to see more patients and
hire more providers in the
future.”

‘STRUCTURAL’ CARE
While open-heart surgical

procedures are trending down-
ward, St. Luke’s officials said
their heart care services are
growing, Kettelkamp said.

St. Luke’s, he added, is see-
ing more patients for preven-
tive heart care “than ever
before,” with cardiac provid-
ers anticipating the greatest
growth in electrophysiology
and structural heart care
(problems with heart valves,
for example).

Structural heart patient vol-
ume, in particular, is expected
to grow more than 10 percent
annually, Kettelkamp said.

“We are focused on continu-
ing to advance our already ro-
bust structural heart program
to better serve our commu-
nity,” Kettelkamp said.

St. Luke’s officials said it
also is making similar invest-
ments in the Nassif Heart Care
Center, including a $5 million
renovation that was completed
last year.

“Long-term goals at St.
Luke’s are to continue to be
the heart service destination
of choice for Eastern Iowans,”
Kettelkamp said.

“The hospital will continue
its significant investments in
technology and our heart care
providers will continue to in-
novate and bring the latest
treatments, technology and
research to the community.”

Comments: (319) 398-8469;
michaela.ramm@thegazette.com

Hospitals/Preventive heart care services growing
; FROM PAGE 1A

whether I miss or make a
shot,” he said.

Earlier this year, Taft
hosted a volleyball match,
soccer match and foot-
ball game. Steve Koepke,
Taft science teacher, ac-
tivities coordinator and
eighth-grade boys and
girls basketball coach,
said he couldn’t believe
howmany people showed
up to support the middle
school teams.

“Both parking lots
were filled, the gym was
packed and there were a
couple hundred people at
a middle school football
game,” he said.

“I could see parents
smiling and cheering,”
Koepke said. “It was like
a gigantic booster shot for
joy and school spirit.”

For eighth-graders
whose middle school ca-
reers have been defined
by the pandemic, this is
their first year to play
sports since sixth-graders
are not eligible.

Everyone gets a jersey
in middle school, Koepke
said. Middle school athlet-
ics is about students get-
ting involved and figuring
out what they like and
what they’re good at.

Middle school athletes
also learn how to pri-
oritize their academics,

Koepke said. If a student
isn’t passing a class, he or
she can’t play the sport
until the grade improves.

“If you’re going to be a
good athlete, you need to
be disciplined,” Koepke
said. “If you’re going to be

a good student, you need
to be disciplined.”

Last year, there almost
was “mourning and grief”
over the loss of middle
school athletics because
of the pandemic, Koepke
said. As a teacher, he ob-

served the pent-up energy
students had and would
let the kids outside to get
“two minutes of fresh
air.”

“Run and jump in a
snow drift and come right
back in,” Koepke said.

Brittany Torres, the
mother of a Taft basket-
ball player, said her son
wants to try every sport
this year. He’s learning
what he likes and what he
is or isn’t good at playing,
she said. Torres said her
son is learning how to be
a good teammate and pri-
oritize his academics if he
wants to play.

Devaughn Sheeler, 13,
an eighth-grader at Taft,
was really disappointed
he couldn’t play basket-
ball in seventh grade.
He’s learning a lot this
year about teamwork and
says that hard work pays
off in academics and on
the basketball court.

Jayson Slings, 14, an
eighth-grader at Taft,
said playing basketball
in middle school is not
about “wins and losses”
but about learning how to
play the game.

“Our coach makes
practices hard, but the
games are fun,” Jayson
said.

Comments: (319) 398-8411;
grace.king@thegazette.com

Sports/‘A gigantic booster
shot for joy and school spirit’
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Nurses Kaitlyn Thompson (left) and Jessica Stiene oversee a cardiac catheter-
ization procedure on Wednesday at Mercy Medical Center in Cedar Rapids.
(Geoff Stellfox/The Gazette)

Dr. Velu
Bala-

subramanian
Mercy Medical

Center

Taft Middle School eighth-grader Jaden Torres puts up a shot as
he is defended by LaSalle’s Sam Giese during a basketball game
last Tuesday between the LaSalle Lancers and the Taft Tigers at Taft
Middle School in Cedar Rapids.

The LaSalle Lancers and Taft Tigers meet Tuesday for a basketball game at Taft Middle School in Cedar Rapids. (Jim Slosiarek photos/The
Gazette)


