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Week in Review
Friday, Jan. 9, 2015

HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES

The Workforce Integration Task Force (WIT), created in mid-biennium review 130-HB483 (Amstutz) and charged with making recommendations on how deaf and blind Ohioans can be more fully integrated into the state's workforce, found that while significant employment barriers exist, they can be overcome with increased education and awareness for both employers and the disabled population. 

The Workgroup to Reduce Public Assistance Reliance on Thursday further discussed possible areas of study and analysis for the committee, including working toward a definition of "person-centric" case management for jobs and family services agencies.

Ohio's two largest hospice care providers, Hospice of the Western Reserve and Hospice of Dayton, recently announced a collaborative initiative that they say "will focus on creating best practice standards for hospice and palliative care, proactively sharing quality data, benchmarking performance to continuously improve care delivery and creating the most skilled workforce. All of the initiatives and their outcomes will be supported by fact-based research."

ABORTION

The National Abortion Rights Action League (NARAL) Pro-Choice Ohio Foundation filed an amended mandamus action in the Ohio Supreme Court on Tuesday asking the Court to order the Ohio Department of Health (ODH) to produce communication records between anti-abortion group Ohio Right to Life (ORTL) and department officials or employees. According to Court documents, the case has been referred to mediation.

AGRICULTURE

The Ohio Department of Agriculture (ODAg) in 2014 recognized 104 new century or bicentennial farms owned by the same family for at least 100 or 200 consecutive years. There are now more than 1,100 historic farms registered across the state, the department said. Each family received a certificate signed by Gov. John Kasich and ODAg Director David Daniels to keep with their historic documents and to pass down to future generations.

ATTORNEY GENERAL

Following a recent review of securities and accounting fraud allegations, Ohio Attorney General Mike DeWine announced recently that he has filed a motion for two of Ohio's pension funds to lead a class of investors in a lawsuit against American Realty Capital Properties (ARCP) Inc. This comes after the company, a real estate investment trust based in New York City, disclosed that ARCP officials intentionally misstated company financials, and subsequently covered up the accounting irregularities, resulting in approximately $3 billion in losses for the company's shareholders, including both the State Teachers Retirement System of Ohio (STRS) and the Ohio Public Employees Retirement System (OPERS).

Attorney General Mike DeWine announced that Ohio has joined four states and the federal government to settle allegations that one of the leading providers of dialysis services in the United States paid illegal kickbacks to induce the referral of patients to its dialysis clinics. DaVita Healthcare Partners Inc. has agreed to pay a total of nearly $22.4 million to resolve the allegations with respect to the Medicaid program, which is a shared program between federal and state governments.

Ohio Attorney General Mike DeWine updated results for his Sexual Assault Kit (SAK) Testing Initiative Tuesday, reporting nearly 5,928 completed rape kits as of Jan. 1. Genetic evidence processed by the Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation (BCI) has produced 2,244 hits in the Combined DNA Index System (CODIS).

U.S. Attorney Steven M. Dettelbach said the Northern District of Ohio collected a record $356.7 million in FY14 from criminal and civil actions handled exclusively or substantially by the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Northern District of Ohio. 

AUDITOR OF STATE

Operating by data-driven fleet management standards could generate financial gains of more than $1 million for the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR), according to an interim report released Tuesday by Auditor of State Dave Yost.

BALLOT ISSUES 

A new pro-marijuana group has launched a new ballot measure for 2016 that would legalize the use of cannabis in the state of Ohio, potentially putting two measures before Ohioans in the next couple of years.

BUSINESS/CORPORATE

Two of former Speaker of the House William Batchelder's (R-Medina) top aides, Troy Judy and Chad Hawley, are joining him in opening a new government affairs and campaign consulting firm, The Batchelder Company.

CORRECTIONS

The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (DRC) is over half way toward the administration's goal of a 15 percent combined reduction in electric and natural gas use by the end of FY16, although electric consumption actually rose at nearly half of all prisons and decreased overall by only a fraction of a percent since FY12.

The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction says a new deal with Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) is not out of the question as the privately run Northeast Ohio Correctional Center (NEOCC) in Youngstown prepares for the loss of 1,500 federal inmates. The Federal Bureau of Prisons announced just before New Year's that it would not renew its 10-year agreement with CCA, whose separate state contract at Lake Erie Correctional Institution (LECI) has drawn the ire of public employee union leaders.

DEATH PENALTY

A federal court in Columbus must decide whether confidentiality protections in lethal injection bill 130-HB663 (Buchy-Huffman) violate free speech guarantees in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Four Death Row inmates have asked the court to block provisions that keep the identities of those who concoct and administer lethal injection drugs secret. Gov. John Kasich, Director Gary Mohr of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (DRC), Attorney General Mike DeWine, and Warden Donald Morgan of the Southern Ohio Correctional Facility, which operates the Ohio Death House, are being sued by inmates Raymond Tibbetts, Robert Van Hook, Grady Brinkly and Ronald Phillips.

The state will adopt its fifth method of lethal injection in five years following a year-long break in Ohio executions. The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (DRC) told U.S. District Judge Gregory Frost Thursday it is shelving its two-drug protocol and returning to a single-drug injection of pentobarbital or thiopental sodium, which the state previously abandoned due to lack of willing suppliers.

The male accomplice of Death Row's only female inmate does not deserve a third resentencing hearing, the 11th District Court of Appeals has ruled, although dissenting Judge Colleen Mary O'Toole argues that the Supreme Court of Ohio already granted the same request by his co-conspirator, currently housed at the Ohio Reformatory for Women (ORW), and on the same factual grounds.

ECONOMY

Economist Bill LaFayette opened his 14th economics forecast for Central Ohio Wednesday by noting it is the first time he has delivered a "downright cheerful economics forecast" at the forums. LaFayette predicted the Columbus Metropolitan Statistical Area will see a net gain of about 21,000 jobs in 2015, about a 2.1 percent growth. He said that would be above the expected national growth of about 2 percent. In 2014, the U.S. economic growth was 1.8 percent.

EDUCATION

Gov. John Kasich extended the terms of four sitting State Board of Education members Friday: Tess Elshoff of New Knoxville, Joe Farmer of Baltimore, Cathye Flory of Logan and Tom Gunlock of Centerville all were appointed to new terms lasting through 2018.

Dozens of Ohio schools will share in more than $1 million worth of federal grant funding to buy equipment for school lunch programs, the Ohio Department of Education (ODE) said Tuesday.

The Ohio Education Association (OEA) is asking fourth- through sixth-grade students to enter its eighth annual essay contest for Black History Month, which is observed in February. The topic for the essay is "What freedom means to me as we honor Black History Month."

A study committee on private school graduation requirements appeared to be closing in on a recommendation but held off on a vote Thursday to allow members to consult with the organizations they represent. 

After a one-year hiatus to retool its methods, Education Week returned Thursday with its annual Quality Counts ranking of states' education systems, giving Ohio a grade of C, the same as the overall national ranking. The middling grade puts Ohio 18th among the 50 states with a score of 75.8 out of 100. Massachusetts ranked first with an A-minus.

ELECTIONS

Sen. Jim Hughes (R-Columbus) has decided against running for mayor of Columbus, the Columbus Dispatch reported, saying the "timing was not right."

ELECTIONS 2014

Secretary of State Jon Husted Thursday released figures on the number of absentee and provisional ballots cast in the 2014 statewide election, finding a small increase in the number of absentee ballots cast statewide compared to the 2010 gubernatorial election, despite lower voter turnout.

U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R-OH) on Thursday announced his campaign committee ended 2014 with $5.8 million in cash on-hand and that he had the support of more than 250 Ohio Republican leaders. He said all statewide elected officials and the GOP delegation in the U.S. House have endorsed him, as well as nearly 90 percent of state House and Senate members.

ENVIRONMENT

The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (Ohio EPA) is offering an additional $100 million at zero percent interest in 2015 for projects that include equipment and facilities to reduce phosphorous and other nutrients as part of its strategy to reduce harmful algal blooms (HABs) in Lake Erie. This is in addition to the $100 million made available last year.

The deadline for organizations, schools and businesses to apply for Ohio Environmental Education Fund (OEEF) grants is Thursday, Jan. 15. Grants are available for up to $50,000 to educate Ohio students, citizens and the regulated community about environmental problems and potential solutions. Funding in 2015 will target the four areas where Ohio EPA has determined a need for more education, due to significant environmental effects in the state.

A new report by the Seismological Society of America (SSA) confirms statements by the Kasich administration that oil and gas "fracking" in northeast Ohio was likely responsible for one of the largest earthquakes ever linked to hydraulic fracturing in the U.S. The report says stricter controls issued by the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) after the string of Mahoning County earthquakes, however, would not have prevented the March 4-12, 2014 tremors in Poland Township -- less than 13 miles away from an earlier series of Youngstown earthquakes in 2011.

The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (Ohio EPA) announced Wednesday that its process improvement team has identified ways to speed up the agency's wastewater discharge permitting renewal process. The effort was part of Lean Ohio, a quality improvement process that uses Kaizen and Six Sigma principles and typically improves efficiency by 50 percent.

Ohio EPA recently announced grants totaling $240,589 to eight school districts to help reduce air pollution by covering the cost of installing pollution control equipment on 58 diesel school buses and anti-idling equipment on 53 buses. Funding is part of Ohio EPA's Clean Diesel School Bus Grant program.

FEDERAL

After a decision to send a Zanesville artist's bronze statue of Thomas Edison to the U.S. Capitol building was made around Christmastime, former state Sen. Mark Wagoner of the Ohio Statuary Hall Commission said the group is in the process of readying documents for approval by the Capitol's architect. Once the statue is accepted, shipping arrangements can begin. The Edison statute is being switched in the National Statuary Hall with that of former Gov. William Allen because of Allen's historical pro-slavery position.

U.S. Rep. John Boehner (R-West Chester) was re-elected speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Tuesday during the first House session of the 114th Congress.

GAMING

The holiday season was good for Ohio's casinos, with all four of the facilities posting an increase in revenue over the November numbers. According to the Ohio Casino Control Commission, the four casinos brought in $70.7 million in December, up from $62.8 million in November. All four earned $809 million for the entire year.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY/STATEHOUSE

The Senate officially convened Monday for the 131st General Assembly, formalizing the return of all majority and minority leaders to their posts from the past session and swearing in new and returning senators. Following his unanimous re-election to the top job, Senate President Keith Faber (R-Celina) in a speech to the chamber made two policy pronouncements, reiterating statements he's made in recent weeks on the Senate's desire to free K-12 schools from one-size-fits-all regulations and to drive down the cost of attending public universities and colleges by 5 percent.

Following a later joint session to canvass statewide vote totals, Faber told Hannah News he expects priority legislation and committee leadership to be announced the week of Jan. 20.

The 131st General Assembly began Monday with a new House speaker in the form of Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville), who unveiled his "2020 initiative" which he said will create a strategic vision for the state over the next six years. He later said the Republican caucus will discuss setting up guideposts on issues such as education, workforce development, health care and other areas, and start leading toward that. He said he wants to identify data points and focus on how to improve them in the future. He said the House cannot afford to continue pushing the goalposts back every two years on important issues.

Senate President Keith Faber (R-Celina) announced that he has named Ray DiRossi as the director of budget and finance for the Senate GOP Caucus. He replaces long-time budget staffer Brian Perera, who took a position with Ohio State University last year. 

Rep. Ryan Smith (R-Bidwell) will help lead budget deliberations this year as the new chairman of the House Finance and Appropriations Committee, Speaker Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville) said Tuesday.

Two days after the start of the 131st General Assembly (GA), House Speaker Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville) announced nine senior staff positions for the Ohio House Republican Caucus, including Shawn Kasych as policy director, Carolyn Best as communications director, Michael Lenzo as chief counsel and Dan Baker as budget director.

GOVERNOR 

The upset victory by the Ohio State Buckeyes in the Sugar Bowl on New Year's Day has resulted in a slight adjustment to the plans for the inauguration of Gov. John Kasich for his second term, which is also scheduled for Monday, Jan. 12: the game will be televised at the Inaugural Gala that evening. 

The governor made the following appointments during the week:

- Thomas F. Needles of Whitehall (Franklin County) reappointed to the Ohio Higher Education Facilities Commission for a term beginning Jan. 2, 2015 and ending Jan. 1, 2023. 
- William R. Knapke of Fort Recovery (Mercer County) reappointed to the Ohio Soil and Water Conservation Commission for a term beginning Jan. 2, 2015 and ending June 30, 2018. 
- Cathye J. Flory of Logan (Hocking County), Teresa A. Elshoff of New Knoxville (Auglaize County), Thomas W. Gunlock of Centerville (Montgomery County) and Joseph L. Farmer of Baltimore (Fairfield County) reappointed to the State Board of Education for terms beginning Jan. 2, 2015 and ending Dec. 31, 2018.
- Dr. Cynthia D. Kidd of Jackson (Jackson County) reappointed to the State Veterinary Medical Licensing Board for a term beginning Jan. 5, 2015 and ending Dec. 31, 2017. 
- Joseph F. Denk, Jr. of Fairview Park (Cuyahoga County) and Douglas C. Scholz of Dayton (Montgomery County) reappointed to the Board of Building Standards for terms beginning Jan. 5, 2015 and ending Oct. 13, 2018.
- Shayne O. Manning of Cincinnati (Hamilton County) to the Board of Building Standards for a term beginning Jan. 6, 2015 and ending Oct. 13, 2018. 
- Robert A. Kerst of Mansfield (Richland County) reappointed to the Board of Building Appeals for a term beginning Jan. 6, 2015 and ending Oct. 13, 2018. 
- Erin T. Hofmeyer of Cleves (Hamilton County) to the Ohio Occupational Therapy, Physical Therapy and Athletic Trainers Board for a term beginning Jan. 6, 2015 and ending Aug. 27, 2017.

HIGHER EDUCATION

Kent State University (KSU) announced recently that James L. Blank is the new dean of the College of Arts and Sciences after serving in the position on an interim basis. His appointment took effect Jan. 1.

The National Institutes of Health awarded $445,000 to Bonita Biegalke, a virology professor at Ohio University's (OU) Heritage College of Osteopathic Medicine, to study a virus linked to developmental disabilities in infants.

Daniel J. Curran, the first lay president of the University of Dayton (UD), announced recently that he plans to step down in June 2016.

JUDICIAL

Opponents of administrative traffic penalties say the Ohio Supreme Court got it wrong last month when it held that cities have home rule police powers to set up executive branch tribunals with original jurisdiction over moving violations. Backed by the American Civil Liberties Union, 1851 Center for Constitutional Law, and a long list of current and former state legislators, plaintiffs say the 4-3 majority joined by Chief Justice Maureen O'Connor addressed a constitutional question on non-constitutional grounds and deprived Ohioans of their right to full due process before the judicial branch as properly determined by the legislative branch.

The 12 essay questions posed during the July 2014 Ohio Bar Examination are now available online at http://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/AttySvcs/admissions/PDF/essay_questions/july14.pdf. In addition to the questions, there are examples of "above-average" answers written by applicants who passed the exam.

The Supreme Court of Ohio has proposed a number of new rules packages this year in addition to those that took effect on Jan. 1. The latest amendments include a series of proposed changes for attorney registration, continuing legal education (CLE) language for self-study sponsors, and new confidentiality guarantees in juvenile and domestic relations cases.

Natural gas pipeline companies do not have the power to seize Ohio lands under an eminent domain "quick-take" despite Federal Regulatory Commission (FERC) approval of two interstate pipeline routes through southern Ohio, the conservative 1851 Center for Constitutional Law said Tuesday in a filing before the U.S. District Court for the Southern District.

Justices Sharon Kennedy and Judith French will be sworn in to their first full terms on Wednesday, Jan. 14 after serving two years on the Ohio Supreme Court.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Mayors who wish to operate executive courts must register with the Ohio Supreme Court by Thursday, Jan. 15 or 15 days prior to their first session of 2015, whichever is later. The Court says mayors' courts operated in 298 municipalities and 65 counties in 2014, based on current records for those registering and reporting activity last year. The courts do not require members of the state bar to preside over cases, which concern violations of local ordinances and state traffic laws. Their rulings may be appealed to municipal or county courts.

MEDICAID EXPANSION/REFORM

New federal regulations on Medicaid funding for home and community services and the state's plan to comply with them could jeopardize some families' ability to seek care in their setting of choice, a few parents of children with disabilities told cabinet officials Wednesday. The federal Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) had issued a new rule in March 2014 on how states can use Medicaid money for home- and community-based services (HCBS).

NATURAL RESOURCES

The Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) approved more than $2.8 million in NatureWorks state grants to assist communities across Ohio develop and improve public access to outdoor recreation facilities.

PENSION FUNDS

The city of Cincinnati will make higher contributions to its retirement system for decades, and workers and retirees will give up cost-of-living raises for three years as part of a deal to improve the financial health of the city's pension system. The office of Cincinnati Mayor John Cranley announced the deal this week, following months of negotiations conducted under the supervision of a federal judge.

PEOPLE

Dan Williamson, who has served as spokesman for Columbus Mayor Mike Coleman since June 2008, has joined Paul Werth Associates. Prior to his tenure at city hall, Williamson wrote for Columbusï¿½ The Other Paper.

The Ohio Legislative Correspondents Association (OLCA) Monday elected Hannah News reporter Shane Stegmiller president for the 131st General Assembly. Stegmiller has served as secretary, treasurer and vice president of the group during the previous three general assemblies. Elected vice president was Jackie Borchardt of the Northeast Ohio Media Group; treasurer, Ann Sanner of the Associated Press; and secretary, Jim Provance of the Toledo Blade. Laura Bischoff of the Dayton Daily News is the immediate past president.

The Ohio Chamber of Commerce announced Tuesday that David Lockshaw Jr. of Columbus has joined its governmental affairs staff as director of labor and legal affairs.

Former Rep. Joe Haines (R-Xenia) died this week at age 91. He served in the Ohio House for 19 years before resigning in November 1999 to become a deputy director in the Ohio Department of Agriculture. He is survived by his wife of 65 years, Joy, and four children. 

PUBLIC SAFETY

The Ohio Bureau of Motor Vehicles (BMV) began issuing a new format of Ohio driver's license and identification cards on Monday. Customers renewing their license or receiving a new ID will receive a card with a blue-green color scheme, replacing the current salmon-colored design. Other visible changes include a laminate hologram on the front of the card that reads, "OHIO" and "1803."

Ohio Department of Public Safety (DPS) Director John Born named Evan W. Schumann executive director of the Ohio Emergency Management Agency (EMA).

REDISTRICTING/REAPPORTIONMENT

Former Reps. Matt Huffman (R-Lima) and Vern Sykes (D-Akron) announced over the holidays that they will continue their work to reform the way Ohio draws its General Assembly districts and will co-chair a bipartisan committee, Fair Districts for Ohio, to push for passage of the constitutional issue appearing before voters in November.

STATE GOVERNMENT

Gov. John Kasich is not the only statewide official who will be sworn in to a second term on Sunday and/or Monday, Jan. 11 and 12. Attorney General Mike DeWine is up first on Sunday, Jan. 11, at 2 p.m. in the Statehouse Rotunda. Then on Monday, Jan. 12, the secretary of state, auditor of state and state treasurer will all be sworn in at different venues around the Statehouse. Kasich will be sworn in at midnight on Monday, with a ceremonial swearing-in scheduled for 11:30 a.m. later Monday in the Southern Theatre.

TAXATION

U.S. Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-OH) on Wednesday announced he will introduce legislation that would allow for the early receipt of a portion of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) in an attempt to discourage low-wage workers from taking out payday loans.

Tax revenues for the state picked up in December after dipping below estimates in November, coming in at nearly $22.3 million or 1.2 percent over for the month and running nearly $205.1 million over estimates through the first half of FY15.

TRANSPORTATION

The Ohio Department of Transportation's (ODOT) Ohio Statewide Transit Needs Study (OSTNS) group released findings and recommendations for how to better invest in public transportation systems. It found a need for greater state investment in public transportation systems, noting public transit's benefits and effects on economic development and recommending state funding level move closer to 10 percent from its current level of roughly 3 percent funding transit. For 2015, the group said the goal would require a state funding goal of $120 million, including capital and operating investments. The 2014 state contribution is roughly $27 million, according to the group.

VETERANS

A decorated Vietnam War survivor will lead the first-ever Veterans Court in the state's most populous county. Cuyahoga County Common Pleas Court Judge Michael Jackson will preside over the new specialized docket for veterans who are felony defendants.

WORKFORCE

The Ohio Department of Job and Family Services (ODJFS) announced Tuesday that more than $200 million in tax credits will be awarded to thousands of Ohio employers as a result of Congress' recent reauthorization of the federal Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) program.
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