
IN THE IOWA DISTRICT COURT FOR POLK COUNTY 

 
JIM NAHAS 

 
Plaintiff, 

vs. 
 
POLK COUNTY, IOWA, TOM 
HOCKENSMITH (individually and in his 
official capacity), ANGELA CONNOLLY 
(individually and in her official capacity), 
STEVE VAN ORT (individually and in his 
official capacity), AND ROBERT 
BROWNELL (individually and in his 
official capacity), JOHN NORRIS 
(individually and in his official capacity),  

 
Defendants. 

) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 

 
No. ___________ 
 
PLAINTIFF’S PETITION AT LAW 
AND JURY DEMAND 

 

COMES NOW the Plaintiff, through his lawyers, and for his Petition at Law and Jury 

Demand, states: 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Jim Nahas brings this action to redress wrongs committed against him relating 

to his termination from employment with Polk County. 

2. As Human Resources Director for Polk County, Nahas supervised the entire 

human resources enterprise for the County which employed approximately 1,400 people, 

including hiring, orientation, discipline, evaluations, discharge, and investigating complaints 

involving part-time staff, seasonal employees, all the way up to the highest paid employees in 

the county. 

PARTIES AND JURISDICTION 

3. Plaintiff Jim Nahas is a resident of Polk County, Iowa. 

4. Polk County, Iowa (“the County”) is an Iowa municipality as defined in 

Iowa Code §670.1(2).  
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5. Polk County, Iowa is governed by a Board of Supervisors constituted 

currently by: Tom Hockensmith, Angela Connolly, Steve Van Ort, Robert Brownell, and 

Matt McCoy. 

6. Supervisors Tom Hockensmith, Angela Connolly, Steve Van Ort, Robert 

Brownell each reside in Polk County, and are being sued in their official and individual 

capacities.   

7. John Norris serves as the Polk County Administrator and is being sued in his 

individual and official capacity. 

8. The term “Board” and “Supervisors” when used in this Petition refers to the 

conduct of Supervisors Hockensmith, Connolly, Van Ort, and Brownell. 

9. The “Board”, as currently comprised, lacks cohesion, is run by fear, 

intimidation, and is a good example of substantial organizational dysfunction. Each of the 

supervisors are protective of their own turf, each has their own pet projects, and favorite 

issues. The facts giving rise to this lawsuit are not happenstance, but occur where back-biting, 

turf-protection, and dysfunction run rampant in a governmental body--like the Polk County 

Board of Supervisors. 

10. The conduct and injuries giving rise to this lawsuit occurred in Polk County, 

Iowa. 

11. The damages Nahas has suffered as a result of the illegal behavior of each 

of the named Defendants exceeds the jurisdictional requirements for the amount in 

controversy. 

12. Jurisdiction is conferred upon this Court pursuant to Iowa Code §602.6101. 

13. Venue is conferred pursuant to Iowa Code §616.18. 
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BACKGROUND 

14. In 2014 Polk County hired Jim Nahas to serve as the County’s human 

resources director, the job he held at the time of his discharge. Throughout his tenure Nahas 

received six years of excellent performance evaluations. 

15. From 2014 through the end of Nahas’s employment, Nahas was subject to 

consistent harassment, vulgarities, threats regarding his employment, and the like at the hands 

of various members of the Board, and specifically Tom Hockensmith, all for simply doing his 

job. 

16. Likewise, during this time the Board and other County employees whom the 

Board favored engaged in abhorrent behavior, the context of which is important to 

highlighting and differentiating the Board’s conduct towards Nahas with respect to his 

termination. 

17. In 2018, the County received a complaint from an employee alleging sexual 

harassment, verbal abuse, and misappropriation of county employees and resources by 

another person who worked for the County 

18. The employee accused of inappropriate behavior—Employee A—was a 

personal friend of Supervisor Hockensmith. 

19. Prior to beginning the investigation, Hockensmith personally told Nahas that 

nobody was going to get fired, that the investigation should be completed, however, the 

investigation needed to come out the right way, and if it did not, Nahas’s job was on the line. 

20. The complaint also raised questions regarding the alleged practice of having 

county workers perform personal work for Employee A and Supervisor Hockensmith while 

on County time. 
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21. The investigation, conducted by labor relations manager Mike Campbell, 

uncovered violations of multiple County policies and recommended Employee A be 

discharged. 

22. Hockensmith interceded on Employee A’s behalf, refusing to permit the 

termination. 

23. Hockensmith assured Employee A that he would ultimately find a reason to 

fire Nahas. 

24. Sometime in 2017, a member of the Board of Supervisors sent inappropriate 

and suggestive Facebook message to a county employee (Employee B), conduct which 

violated the County’s harassment policy.   

25. Employee B became distraught reported the incident to labor relations 

manager Campbell. 

26. Campbell reported the complaint to Nahas and then the two of them 

reported the matter to the Board Chair. 

27. Employee B subsequently submitted a formal sexual harassment complaint. 

28. On receiving the complaint from Employee B, the Board interceded in the 

matter, and rather than conducting an investigation, encouraged Employee B to the let the 

matter go.  

29. Around the same time period, Hockensmith had the County create a job for an 

immediate family member and then mandated the family member receive 10% above the 

minimum pay. 

30. Pursuant to County policy, Nahas disclosed the job and the pay on the County 

Memorandum of Appointment, a public document included with meeting agenda items.   
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31. Hockensmith subsequently called and verbally abused Nahas using profanity 

for reporting the hiring and the salary conduct required both by law and policy and accusing 

Nahas of attempting to embarrass him.  

32. During the call Hockensmith also threatened Nahas with the power 

Hockensmith had to fire him, telling Nahas he was not going to be there very long. 

33. In 2020 an outgoing employee--Employee C--sat for an exit interview with 

McCoy and Nahas. 

34. During the interview Employee C reported to McCoy and Nahas that 

Employee C had regularly witnessed other Supervisors and the then County Administrator 

yelling in anger and frustration regularly using profanity, including the words "fuck", 

"fucking bitch", "mother-fucker", "fucking cunt", "asshole", "shit", "damn", "son of a 

bitch", and "god-damnit". 

35. Employee C reported that profanity was used in everyday conversation 

while members of the Board and others talked in the office or on the phone.  

36. On several occasions Employee C witnessed supervisors talking 

disparagingly, cursing, and gossiping about other supervisors to staff in the open waiting 

area.  

37. Other targets of this type of verbal attack were other Polk County 

employees including department heads, other elected officials, as well as city and state 

elected officials. 

38. Employee C had also previously reported her concerns regarding the hostile 

work environment to her direct supervisor, Sarah Boese. 
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39. Boese told Employee C to grow thicker skin, and that Boese tolerated the 

environment because of how much she was paid and the amount of vacation time she 

received. 

40. Employee C also reported that she had previously confided in Boese regarding 

an issue the employee had with a prior employer. 

41. Employee C reported that Boese and a second coworker pressured her to 

disclose information that she otherwise considered private. 

42. In an effort to demonstrate her loyalty to the Board, Boese immediately told 

Board members what she had learned from Employee C in confidence in an apparent attempt 

to warn the Supervisors that Employee C was litigious. 

43. Eventually the environment was too much for Employee C, prompting her to 

resign. 

44. In the spring of 2020, Jeff Edgar, the County Labor Relations Manager, 

recommended hiring outside counsel to conduct a formal inquiry into a variety of concerns 

and complaints regarding the work environment within the Board’s office, including the 

behavior of certain Board members and the Count Administrator. The Board never acted on 

the recommendation. 

45. The use of profanities, intimidation, and harassment as reported by Employee 

C was well known throughout the County offices. 

46. The hostility within the Board’s office was such that any employee’s attempt 

to get the Board to modify its behavior risked termination or retaliation. 
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COUNTY ADMINISTRATOR POSITION 

47. In June 2020, the Polk County Administrator at that time resigned from his 

position, prompting a search for a replacement from which two candidates emerged: John 

Norris, who had no experience with the County but who had deep political connections, and 

Frank Marasco, a long-time and loyal County employee. 

48. Hockensmith supported hiring Norris, while McCoy supported Marasco. 

Supervisor Connolly ultimately provided the swing vote in favor of Norris and so Norris was 

hired for the job. 

49. The decision to hire Norris was made on October 5, 2020.  

OCTOBER 6, 2020 MEETING 

50. On October 6, 2020, McCoy asked Nahas to meet with him and Frank 

Marasco following the Board’s regularly scheduled meeting. 

51. Shortly after the regular meeting, McCoy, Nahas, and Marasco met in the 

Board’s conference room at the County administration building.  

52. Though Nahas did not know the purpose of the meeting (“the meeting” or 

“October 6 meeting”), he learned that McCoy wanted to discuss a benefits change for 

Marasco. McCoy also wanted to discuss the logistics of offering the county administrator 

position to Norris. 

53. Sarah Boese, who was then the acting county administrator, purportedly 

eavesdropped on the meeting from an adjacent room.  

54. The meeting lasted between 15 and 45 minutes and was interrupted at several 

points by text messages and telephone calls to the participants. 
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55. Boese claims to have heard comments about her, though she has subsequently 

admitted she was never mentioned by name during the meeting. 

56. Boese also claims to have heard McCoy and/or Nahas discussing the 

possibility of re-opening the inquiry made by Employee C regarding the hostile work 

environment created by the Board, which also implicated Boese, but up to that point had gone 

uninvestigated. 

57. Once the meeting ended, Boese, claiming she had heard comments she 

construed to be about her, and that McCoy and Nahas were contemplating an inquiry into the 

prior credible allegations of hostile work environment by Employee C, reported what she 

claims to have heard to either or both Supervisors Hockensmith and Connolly. 

58. Immediately after the meeting Nahas left the building to meet with Norris at a 

coffee shop in Des Moines to discuss Norris’s on-boarding. 

59. In the days leading up to the meeting and the days following, having to deal 

with the interview, selection, and hiring of a new Administrator, Nahas was constantly on his 

phone, receiving calls, text messages, emails, and having direct discussions, with multiple 

supervisors in which he was trying to manage, organize, and prioritize, several issues. 

INQUIRY INTO BOESE’S ALLEGATIONS 

60. Upon receiving Boese’s report of what she claims to have heard in the 

meeting, Supervisors Hockensmith and Connolly plotted a course of action they felt would 

result in maximum political damage to McCoy and ultimately result in his removal from the 

Board. 
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61. The plot was motivated by McCoy’s efforts to clean up the governance of 

Polk County, including the manner in which the County conducted its business and made 

contracting decisions, as well as Nahas’s role in assisting McCoy with these efforts. 

62. Hockensmith and Connolly unilaterally determined Assistant County Attorney 

Ralph Marasco (no relation to Frank Marasco) would conduct an investigation into McCoy, 

despite Ralph Marasco providing legal counsel to the entire Board, including McCoy. 

63. As part of the “investigation,” Boese began secretly recording McCoy and 

McCoy’s assistant. 

64. Rather than playing the matter straight and conducting a formal interview with 

Boese immediately after her complaint, her formal interview did not occur for more than three 

weeks after the meeting. 

65. By the time she gave her formal interview Boese, on information and belief, 

had multiple discussions, messages, and conversations with Hockensmith, Connolly, and 

other county officials during which she discussed her version of what she “overheard.”  

66. Boese’s interview with the investigator was recorded with Boese’s knowledge, 

was pre-arranged, though by that time Boese had ample opportunity to have her story straight 

as she had discussed the issue multiple times with multiple people including Hockensmith, 

Connolly, and several other employees of the County. 

67. The investigator did not, on information and belief, request Boese’s secret 

recordings of county employees or notes Boese claims she took in the days and weeks that 

followed the October 6 meeting. 

68. The investigation the County conducted was hardly an investigation at all, but 

was half-hearted, shabby, shoddy, not well-prepared, nor thorough. It was not an investigation 
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precisely because it had a predetermined conclusion for those out to get McCoy, Nahas, and 

Frank Marasco. 

FIRST SECRET RECORDING OF NAHAS 

69. On October 29, 2020, likely within days of the Boese interview, and over 

three weeks after the October 6 meeting, Ralph Marasco,—one of County Attorney John 

Sarcone’s top lieutenants—appeared at Nahas’s office unannounced and accompanied by an 

investigator from his office. 

70. In the more than three weeks since the October 6 meeting, nobody had talked 

to Nahas about the meeting, asked him what was discussed, or even mentioned it to him. 

71. Ralph Marasco announced that he and the investigator needed to interview 

Nahas regarding a complaint allegedly received from “a County employee,” though not 

naming the employee, specifically indicating to Nahas that he was a material witness to the 

complaint. 

72. Ralph Marasco’s job included providing legal advice to the Board, and to 

Nahas in his official capacity as human resources director, leading Nahas to believe Marasco 

was representing Nahas during the interview. 

73. Nahas was not given any advance notice of the interview, and likewise was 

not provided any time to prepare, review documents, notes, or phone records to help him 

refresh his memory. 

74. The County’s common practice in conducting investigation interviews is for 

investigators to record all such interviews after announcing the fact they intended to do so, 

and placing the recording device on the table. 
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75. The interviewers misled Nahas about what they were specifically 

investigating, why they were doing so and Nahas’s role in the process, and they conducted 

the interview in such a manner that led Nahas to believe the interview was not recorded. 

76. Either Ralph Marasco or the investigator hid a recording device out of 

Nahas’s sight during the interview and secretly recorded the interview.  

77. During the interview, Ralph Marasco and the investigator asked Nahas 

questions regarding the meeting of October 6, 2020 relaying that an unidentified person 

claimed to have overheard the conversation from an adjacent room during which the 

person allegedly heard McCoy make vulgar and exaggerated comments. 

78. Based on the way Marasco or the investigator asked questions, Nahas 

believed the comments the unidentified person reported overhearing referred to 

Hockensmith and Connolly.   

79.  Nahas told the investigators that he did not recall hearing the statements the 

investigators asked about. 

80. The investigators also asked Nahas to recount details of the meeting, 

including who arrived first, who left first, the order of conversations, the length of the 

meeting, among other things, as well as when and how Nahas learned of the decision to 

hire Norris.  

81. Nahas answered the questions honestly based on his recollection then more 

than three weeks old.   

82.  Nahas also told the investigators that he thought he was the first person to 

have left the meeting on October 6, 2020. 
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83. None of these details were related in any way to the purported allegation 

giving rise to the stated reason for the investigation. 

84. None of these details were secret or controversial as indeed the entirety of 

Nahas’s involvement in the hiring of Norris and his meeting with McCoy were at the 

express direction of the Supervisors and could be readily determined with certainty with a 

calendar and review of cell phone records and texts. 

85. The County subsequently lost or destroyed almost the entirety of the secret 

recording of the first interview. 

SECOND SECRET RECORDING OF NAHAS 

86. On November 5, 2020, Ralph Marasco and the investigator again appeared 

unannounced at Nahas’s office requesting a second interview.  

87. Either Ralph Marasco or the investigator concealed a recording device so 

that Nahas would not know they were recording him. 

88. The purported basis for this second interview was to resolve alleged 

“inconsistencies” in the timeline of events leading up to and including the October 6 

meeting. 

89. During the second interview Nahas remembered McCoy had a phone 

conversation with Norris during the October 6 meeting while Frank Marasco was out of 

the room. Therefore, Nahas concluded that Frank Marasco must have left the meeting first, 

a different recollection than he indicated in his first interview. 

90. Nahas told Ralph Marasco and the investigator he did not recall hearing 

McCoy making the alleged vulgar comments. If, however McCoy used vulgarity during 
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the meeting, Nahas said he was so accustomed to hearing that kind of language at work, it 

would not have registered as out of the ordinary. 

PAID ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE 

91. On November 24, 2020, Nahas received a written notice that he was being 

placed on paid administrative leave for engaging in “dishonesty” regarding statements 

made in a “previous investigation,” apparently a reference to the investigation into the 

October 6, 2020 meeting. 

92. The letter did not describe in any detail the evidence supporting the 

allegation Nahas had been dishonest about not remembering the comments attributed to 

McCoy. 

93. The decision was made by the Board of Supervisors, except Supervisor 

McCoy, who was specifically excluded from the decision. 

94. The suspension letter directed Nahas not to leave his home during work 

hours without permission. 

95. As a result of the suspension Nahas retained legal counsel. 

 THIRD INTERVIEW OF NAHAS 

96. Defendants subsequently requested a third interview of Nahas which took 

place on December 3, 2020. 

97. Nahas’s lawyer accompanied him to the third interview. 

98. Attending the third interview on behalf of the County were the prior 

interrogators (Ralph Marasco and the investigator from his office) and an attorney not 

employed by the County but affiliated with an outside law firm (“Outside Counsel”). 
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99. There was no reason given for why Outside Counsel attended this third 

interview or his role in the process.  

100. The third meeting began with the investigator placing an audio recorder on 

the table, announcing the interview was being recorded, and requesting each of the 

participants to announce themselves. 

101. This did not take place during Nahas’s first two interviews. 

102. Nahas’s counsel then asked whether the first two interviews had been 

recorded and Ralph Marasco admitted that they had secretly recorded the interviews 

without Nahas’s knowledge. 

103. Ralph Marasco then began to ask Nahas a series of questions regarding his 

education, background, and annual performance reviews. 

104. Marasco then asked a set of questions with the unstated but clear goal, to 

call into question the legitimacy of the Nahas’s prior performance reviews. Neither 

Marasco or Outside Counsel stated during the meeting why this was relevant to the 

ongoing investigation. 

105. The County representatives pressed Nahas in a way that suggested what 

they wanted was for him to tell them that he now remembered what he had previously told 

them he had no recollection of regarding McCoy’s alleged statements in the October 6 

meeting. 

106. Marasco then asked Nahas a series of questions regarding the exit interview 

he and Supervisor McCoy conducted with Employee C. 
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107. It was clear from the questioning during this third interview that Ralph 

Marasco and the other board members were worried about McCoy and Nahas potentially 

looking further into Employee C’s allegations. 

108. In preparation for this third meeting Nahas retrieved cell phone logs and 

text messages to clarify the timeline of events leading up to the meeting on October 6, 

2020. 

109. During the third interview, Nahas provided a detailed timeline of events: 

a. October 5, 3:14 p.m.: Supervisor Connolly called Nahas and 
the two of them had a 13-minute discussion. 

 
b. October 5, 3:30 p.m.: Nahas sent a text to Supervisor 

Hockensmith: “Hey Tom.  I just talked to Angela and we were talking about 
John’s salary.  The range we advertised was $190-$210. My 
recommendation is $205.  That puts him 2k about the ME.  Would you have 
time to talk to me about it?  Want to make sure we are on the same page 
before I talk to John”.  Based on this text message Nahas confirmed 
October 5 around 3:14 must have been the time he learned the Board was 
going to choose Norris to be the next County Administrator. 

 
c. October 5, 3:31 p.m.: Nahas called Supervisor Hockensmith 

and talked for 6 minutes. 
 
d. October 5, 4:15: Nahas received a phone call from 

Supervisor McCoy that lasted 7 minutes. 
 

e. October 6, approximately 9:30 a.m., just prior to the Board 
meeting: Supervisor McCoy asked Nahas to meet following the Board 
meeting. 

 
f. October 6, 9:37 a.m.: Nahas called Supervisor Connolly and 

spoke to her for 5 minutes. 
 

g. October 6, sometime between 10:10 and 10:45:  Nahas meets 
Supervisor McCoy and Frank Marasco in a conference room. No others are 
present in the conferenced room during this meeting. 

 
h. October 6, 10:33 a.m.: Nahas receives a phone call from 

Supervisor Hockensmith and talks to him for 10 minutes. 
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i. October 6, approximately 11:00 a.m: Nahas meets with 

Norris at Smokey Row to discuss the logistics of the County Administrator 
position. 

 
110.  Nahas had no reason to specifically recall these details absent reviewing 

cell phone records. 

111. The investigator asked Nahas for his phone records, although based on 

information and belief, this same investigator failed to request Boese’s alleged secret 

recordings and notes. 

112. Nahas indicated he would provide his phone records on the condition that 

the County provide phone records for the Board and Boese to Nahas’s counsel.   

113. The investigator asked Nahas about the alleged vulgar statements McCoy 

allegedly made during the October 6, 2020 meeting, appearing to read excerpts quoting 

Nahas’s prior interviews. 

114. The investigator asked Nahas if he was calling the alleged complainant “a 

liar.” 

115.  Nahas replied that he was not calling anyone a liar, and to avoid doing so 

he confirmed he did not recall anyone making the alleged vulgar statements during the 

meeting. 

116. The investigator continued to press Nahas repeating questions such as, “If 

someone says the statements were made, are they lying?” and “If someone in the room 

says the statements were made, are they lying?” 

117. From the questions the investigators kept pressing, it was obvious that she, 

civil chief Marasco, and Outside Counsel were unwilling to accept the possibility that the 
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eavesdropper was mistaken, or that Nahas simply did not remember hearing the alleged 

comments. 

118. The investigators were also unwilling to accept the possibility that 

Supervisor McCoy’s version of events was true. 

119. Since Nahas cannot prove a negative, the implication of the questions were 

clear: Nahas was expected to either call the eavesdropping employee a liar or change his 

prior answers. 

120. The investigators conduct was evidence that they were not conducting an 

investigation but were engaged in a witch-hunt in order to create evidence to use against 

Supervisor McCoy and ultimately also against Nahas and Frank Marasco. 

121. Nahas gave the only honest answer he could in the face of the questions: he 

was not calling anyone a liar and he did not recall the statements attributed to McCoy. 

122. Because of the implication and tone of the questions, Nahas notified the 

investigators that Board members regularly use such profanities on a daily basis. 

123. Nahas stated that the profanities are used so often that people within the 

office become numb to them, and that the vulgar statements go in one ear and out of the 

other. 

124. Nahas confirmed during this third interview that he felt that Board members 

intimidated him with respect to the prior investigation related to Hockensmith’s friend. 

125.  Nahas further stated he felt the Board was intimidating him with respect to 

the McCoy inquiry. 
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SUBSEQUENT ACTIVITY OF DEFENDANTS’ OUTSIDE COUNSEL 

126. Sometime after the third interview, Outside Counsel requested an 

“informal” meeting with Frank Marasco and Frank Marasco’s boss. 

127. During the meeting, in front of Frank Marasco’s boss, Outside Counsel 

accused Frank Marasco of being untruthful in his previous interview. 

128. Frank Marasco was made aware at this time that his prior interview was 

recorded without his knowledge or consent, and that Outside Counsel had listened to the 

interview. 

129.  Outside Counsel informed Frank Marasco at that time that Nahas had been 

put on administrative leave, which was not previously publicly disclosed and a fact which 

Outside Counsel had no authority to disclose to another county employee. 

130.  Outside Counsel also told Frank Marasco that he anticipated that Nahas 

would submit a new statement contradicting Marasco’s prior interview responses. 

131.  Outside Counsel’s statement to Frank Marasco was false – Nahas had not 

told anyone that he intended to change his prior answers. 

132. Likewise, Outside Counsel’s discussion of a disciplinary matter involving 

another County employee was in violation of the County’s policies and Ralph Marasco’s 

directive that the parties not discuss the status of the inquiry with one another. 

133. During this meeting Outside Counsel disclosed a timeline that included a 

process to remove Supervisor McCoy from office. 

134. At the end of the meeting Outside Counsel told Frank Marasco it would be 

better for him to submit a new statement confirming he recalled Supervisor McCoy making 

vulgar comments. 
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135. Outside Counsel’s conduct violated the County’s anti-harassment policy, 

which prohibits any verbal or physical conduct designed to threaten, intimidate or coerce 

an employee, co-worker or any person working for or on behalf of Polk County.  

136. The policy also prohibits retaliation against a County employee for that 

employee’s role as a witness to an investigation. 

137. Outside Counsel has at all times been acting at the direction of 

Hockensmith and Connolly. 

TERMINATION 

138. In late December 2020 or early January 2021, John Norris called Nahas to 

inform him the Board made the decision that Nahas must resign or be fired. 

139. Around this time, Norris communicated to Supervisor McCoy that the 

Board made the decision to fire Nahas. 

140. Prior to sending Nahas and his lawyer the termination letter, the County, 

through its County Attorney, notified Nahas that if Nahas did not resign and release any 

claims Nahas might have, an unflattering termination letter would be written and made 

public under the guise of Chapter 22 of the Iowa Code. 

141. On January 4, 2021, Nahas submitted a formal complaint alleging 

retaliation and harassment regarding the manner in which the inquiry had been conducted. 

142. On January 5, 2021, Defendants sent Nahas a false and defamatory 

termination letter.  

143. As an at-will employee the County could fire Nahas for any reason or none 

at all so long as the basis for the termination did not violate a state or federal law, or the 

public policy of the state of Iowa. 
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144. It is rare for employees of the County to receive notice in writing with 

detailed reasons such as was done with Nahas. 

145. One of the stated reasons for the termination was that Nahas (the County 

Human Resources Director) offered to investigate valid complaints of a hostile work 

environment by Employee C towards members of the Board, the former County 

Administrator, and others. 

146. The letter further stated Nahas lied, lacked credibility, was incompetent, and 

unprofessional.   

147. The letter purports to quote statements Nahas made during his first 

interview, however, the County has either lost or destroyed the bulk of recording of the 

first interview. 

148. The termination letter was signed by County Administrator John Norris, and  

states he concluded Nahas did not partiicapte honestly and with candor during an 

administrative investigation, despite the fact that Norris did not participate in the 

investigation in any manner, and despite the fact that the investigation itself was in bad 

faith and lacked honesty and candor. 

149. The termination letter constitutes retaliation against Nahas for his 

participation as a witness in an investigation in direct violation of the County’s anti-

retaliation policy. 

150. In addition, the letter affirmatively states there has never been any formal 

allegations made by other employees or Nahas regarding the profanities regularly used in 

the Supervisors’ office. 
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151. This statement is false, and indeed the profanities were the direct subject of 

the exit interview of Employee C in which Marasco questioned Nahas at length during the 

third interview. 

152. Likewise, during Nahas’s December 3, 2020 interview, he specifically 

asserted a complaint regarding the use of profanities by members of the Board, the hostile 

work environment, and the retaliatory conduct directed towards him regarding prior 

investigations. 

153.  Nahas also put his complaint in writing and submitted it to the County 

Attorney’s office on January 4, 2021. 

154. In addition to firing Nahas and publishing the defamatory termination letter, 

based on information and belief Hockensmith and Connolly have informally agreed with 

each other to use tax payers’ money to pay Boese for McCoy’s alleged statements in a 

private meeting, but are holding off on doing so until McCoy receives a primary challenger 

in an effort to inflict maximum political damage on McCoy’s re-election effort. 

COUNT I – LIBEL PER SE 
ALL DEFENDANTS 

155. Plaintiff reasserts the paragraphs previously alleged in this Petition as 

though fully set forth herein. 

156. Defendants wrote a termination letter they planned to make public and in 

fact threatened Nahas they would make public under the guise of Chapter 22 of the Iowa 

Code. 
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157. Defendants provided the termination letter to local media for publication, 

which they knew would be disseminated in news outlets throughout the state, and 

nationally. 

158. Defendants did not provide any advance notice to Nahas regarding the 

publication of the letter, and likewise did not provide Nahas any opportunity to challenge 

the publication or to attached Nahas’s response to the false and defamatory information 

contained therein. 

159. The statements contained in the letter, including but not limited to accusing 

Nahas of lying in the course of the investigation, were false, intended to injure Nahas’s 

reputation, intended to expose Nahas to public contempt and ridicule, and to further 

damage his ability to obtain further employment.  

160. Defendants attempted to use the threat of the termination letter to extort 

Nahas into waiving the claims now being asserted in this lawsuit, and to further extort 

Nahas into stating he recalled hearing Supervisor McCoy make vulgar, hyperbolic 

comments during a private meeting. 

161. Defendants prepared the false and defamatory termination letter and 

subsequently disseminated it for mass publication with malice and in wanton, intentional 

disregard for the truth and Nahas’s rights, thereby precluding Defendants from relying on 

any purported immunities under Iowa law. 

162. Indeed, the purpose of preparing and publishing the letter was to damage 

both Nahas’s and Supervisor McCoy’s reputations and standing within the community. 

163. In an effort to clear his own name, Nahas voluntarily submitted to a 

polygraph examination regarding the substance of the false claims in the termination letter. 
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164. The polygraph examiner concluded that Nahas was truthful about his 

memory of the October 6 meeting and other issues pertinent to the investigation. 

165. Nahas, through counsel, shared the polygraph examination report with the 

County, however, the County has not subsequently corrected its false and libelous letter. 

166. The termination letter proximately caused and continues to cause Nahas 

damages, including damages to his reputation, emotional distress, the general damages that 

are presumed to result from the communication of libelous statements, and attorney fees. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff respectfully requests the Court enter judgment against 

Defendants, including costs, interests, attorney fees, punitive damages in their individual 

capacities, and for any other relief deemed appropriate under the circumstances 

COUNT II 
WRONGFUL DISCHARGE IN VIOLATION OF IOWA PUBLIC POLICY 

(ALL DEFENDANTS) 

167. Plaintiff reasserts the paragraphs previously alleged in this Petition of his 

Petition as though fully set forth herein. 

168.  Nahas engaged in protected activity during his course of employment with 

the County, including: 

a. Serving as an investigator in separate complaints involving 

misappropriation of public resources, funds, and a hostile work 

environment, a specifically protected activity as stated in the County’s anti-

harassment policy and the public policy of the State of Iowa; 

b. Appearing as a witness in the investigation of a complaint involving 

allegations against asserted against a public official, a specifically protected 
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activity as stated in the County’s anti-harassment policy and the public 

policy of the State of Iowa; 

c. Developing a working relationship and with an openly gay co-worker as 

part of his duties as human resource director for Polk County, a specifically 

protected activity as stated in the County’s anti-harassment policy and the 

public policy of the State of Iowa; 

d. Accurately reporting compensation of public employees, an activity that is 

both protected and required by the public policy of the State of Iowa. 

e. Conducting an exit interview in his role as Human Resources Director at the 

direction of a Supervisor regarding the hostile work environment 

permeating to the Supervisors’ office. 

f. As specifically claimed by Defendants in their termination letter, engaging 

in investigatory activity related to credible threats of a hostile work 

environment, including claims against Boese who initiated this matter 

against Nahas and McCoy. 

169. The Polk County Board of Supervisors and County Administrator Norris, 

individually and acting on behalf of Polk County, suspended and then terminated Nahas’s 

employment following Nahas engaging in these protected activities. 

170.  Nahas’s engaging in these activities was individually and collectively the 

determining factor for the Board’s and Norris’s decision to suspend and terminate him. 

171. Defendants’ retaliation against Nahas was willful and wanton, and done 

with malice or in reckless disregard of Nahas’s rights, thus entitling him to punitive 

damages against the individual Defendants. 
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172.  Nahas has sustained and will continue to sustain damages as a result of 

Defendants’ conduct, including, but not limited to: 

a. Loss of past income; 

b. Loss of future income; 

c. Severe past emotional distress; 

d. Severe future emotional distress; and  

e. Punitive damages and attorney fees. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff respectfully requests the Court enter judgment against 

Defendants, including costs, interests, attorney fees, punitive damages (in their individual 

capacities), and for any other relief deemed appropriate under the circumstances. 

COUNT III – EXTORTION 
(BOARD MEMBER DEFENDANTS) 

173. Plaintiff reasserts the paragraphs previously alleged in this Petition as 

though fully set forth herein. 

174. Defendants in their individual and official capacities utilized the County’s 

complaint and interview process to intimidate and coerce Nahas to implicate McCoy as 

having allegedly made a profane statement apparently about another supervisor. 

175. During the interview process Defendants, through their agents, repeatedly 

warned and threatened Nahas that all he had to do to protect his employment was to 

implicate McCoy as having made the alleged statements. 

176. Defendants placed Nahas on administrative leave in in order to exert more 

pressure and to threaten and intimidate him into implicating McCoy as having allegedly 

made a profane statement in the October 6 meeting. 
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177. Defendants then threatened Nahas with public humiliation and 

embarrassment in his termination from employment as a means of getting him to change 

his story. 

178. Defendants intended their threats and intimidation would force Nahas in 

implicating McCoy, thereby damaging McCoy politically. 

179. Defendants utilized their public office and power to engage in this conduct. 

180. Defendants’ conduct towards Nahas was willful and wanton, and done with 

malice or in reckless disregard of the rights of Nahas, thus entitling him to punitive 

damages against the individual Defendants. 

181.  Nahas has sustained and will continue to sustain damages as a result of 

Defendants’ conduct, including, but not limited to: 

a. Loss of past income; 

b. Loss of future income; 

c. Severe past emotional distress; 

d. Severe future emotional distress; and  

e. Punitive damages and attorney fees. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff respectfully requests the Court enter judgment against 

Defendants, including costs, interests, attorney fees, punitive damages in their individual 

capacities, and for any other relief deemed appropriate under the circumstances. 

COUNT IV – VIOLATION OF IOWA CODE CHAPTER 21  
(BOARD MEMBER DEFENDANTS) 

182. Plaintiff reasserts the paragraphs previously alleged in this Petition as 

though fully set forth herein. 
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183. Iowa Code §21.3 mandates that meetings of governmental bodies shall be 

held in public session (unless closed session would be expressly permitted) and preceded 

by public notice. 

184. In the days leading to the Defendants’ decision to discharge Nahas the 

Board defendants met jointly or via proxy, and made determinations regarding Nahas’s 

employment. 

185. Employment decisions of the magnitude as those described above, cannot 

legally be made absent some type of public meeting taking place pursuant to the 

procedures contained in Iowa Code Chapter 21.  

186. Though Norris signed the termination letter he told both Nahas and McCoy 

that the decision to terminate his employment was made by the Board. 

187. There is no record of a published meeting of the Polk County Board of 

Supervisors though they would had to have conducted a meeting pursuant to Chapter 21 in 

order to make the decision to terminate Nahas’s employment. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff requests that a hearing be held on this matter as soon as 

possible, and that after said hearing the Court enter an order that: 

(a) Voids Nahas’s termination and enjoins Defendants from further 

implementing any other employment-related decisions not approved 

during a meeting held pursuant to Iowa Code Chapter 21. 

(b) Enjoins Defendants from engaging in any other conduct that violates the 

letter or spirit of Iowa Code Chapter 21. 
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(c) Reimburses Plaintiffs for the attorney fees, expenses, and costs they 

have incurred, or will incur, bringing this action, as permitted by Iowa 

Code §21.6(3)(b). 

(d) Reimburses Nahas for his lost wages and benefits; 

(e) Assesses fines to each member of the Board of Supervisors pursuant to 

Iowa Code §21.6(3)(a). 

(f) Any other relief the Court deems appropriate in these circumstances. 

COUNT V – VIOLATION OF IOWA CODE CHAPTER 22 
BOARD MEMBER DEFENDANTS 

188. Plaintiff reasserts the paragraphs previously alleged in this Petition as 

though fully set forth herein. 

189. Iowa Code § 22.7(11)(a)(5) creates an exception to the open records law 

that shields confidential personnel information, specifically stating that the following 

information is not confidential: “[t]he fact that the individual resigned in lieu of 

termination, was discharged, or was demoted as the result of a disciplinary action, and the 

documented reasons and rationale for the resignation in lieu of termination, the discharge, 

or the demotion.” (emphasis added). 

190. Iowa Code § 22.7(11)(a)(5) does not state that the termination letter itself 

must be made public but only that the public would be entitled to “the fact” of the decision 

and the “reasons and rationale” for the decision. The law does not even state that a public 

employer must have reasons or rationale.  

191. Iowa Code §22.15 states: “[a] government body that takes disciplinary 

action against an employee that may result in information described in §22.7, subsection 
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11, paragraph “a”, subparagraph (5), being placed in the employee’s personnel record, 

prior to taking such disciplinary action, shall notify the employee in writing that the 

information placed in the employee’s personnel record as a result of the disciplinary action 

may become a public record.” (emphasis added) 

192. Defendants failed to give written notice to Nahas as required by Iowa Code 

§22.15.  

193. Defendants have violated Iowa Code chapter 22. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff requests that a hearing be held on this matter as soon as 

possible, and that after said hearing the Court enter an order that: 

(g) Voids Nahas’s termination and enjoins Defendants from further 

implementing any other employment-related decisions not approved 

during a meeting held pursuant to Iowa Code Chapter 22. 

(h) Enjoins Defendants from engaging in any other conduct that violates the 

letter or spirit of Iowa Code Chapter 22. 

(i) Reimburses Plaintiffs for the attorney fees, expenses, and costs they 

have incurred, or will incur, bringing this action, as permitted by Iowa 

Code. 

(j) Reimburses Nahas for his loss of wages and benefits. 

(k) Assesses fines to each member of the Board of Supervisors pursuant to 

Iowa Code. 

(l) Any other relief the Court deems appropriate in these circumstances. 

JURY DEMAND 

Plaintiff respectfully requests that a jury determine all factual issues in this matter. 
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Respectfully Submitted by:   
 
      

_________________________________ 
Nicholas J. Mauro               AT0005007 
CARNEY & APPLEBY LAW FIRM 

 400 Homestead Building 
 303 Locust Street 
 Des Moines, IA 50309 
 515-282-6803 
 515-282-4700 (fax) 

mauro@carneyappleby.com  
 

 
      

_/s/ Michael Carroll________________ 
Michael Carroll   AT0001311 
COPPOLA, MCCONVILLE, CARROLL, 
 HOCKENBERG & FLYNN, P.C.               
2100 Westown Parkway, Suite 210 
West Des Moines, Iowa 50265 
515-985-7571 
michael@wdmlawyers.com 
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