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Week in Review
Friday, Jan. 23, 2015
HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES

MetroHealth System in Cleveland is now designated as a treatment center for Ebola cases, the only Ohio facility with such a designation, the hospital said Friday. The federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention added MetroHealth to a list with 48 other centers across the U.S. The hospital system also announced it had signed an agreement with the Cleveland Clinic and University Hospital to form a regional coalition for Ebola response.

House Speaker Pro Tempore Rep. Ron Amstutz (R-Wooster) on Thursday described for the Joint Medicaid Oversight Committee (JMOC) how he envisions his "Healthier Buckeye" initiative could be implemented, noting the word "healthier" in the title refers not only to physical health, but also financial well-being.

AGRICULTURE

The U.S. Department of Agriculture's (USDA) Risk Management Agency (RMA) recently announced the release of the Whole-Farm Revenue Protection crop insurance program for the 2015 crop year. The policy allows producers to insure between 50 to 85 percent of their whole farm revenue and makes crop insurance more affordable for producers, including fruit and vegetable growers and organic farmers and ranchers, the agency said.

ATTORNEY GENERAL

Ohio Attorney General Mike DeWine has expanded his “Safe Neighborhoods Initiative” to eight cities, adding Fostoria to the effort to reform repeat violent offenders.

BALLOT ISSUES 

ResponsibleOhio released more details Tuesday of its bid for a constitutional amendment to legalize marijuana use, outlining a seven-member regulatory and licensing board and 15 percent tax rate, most of the revenue from which would go to local governments.

CIVIL RIGHTS

State leaders addressed a crowd of thousands Monday in Columbus at the 30th annual Martin Luther King Jr. Breakfast, this year dedicated to the theme "Out of the mountain of despair, a stone of hope." Gov. John Kasich repeatedly implored the audience not to rely on prominent people to address issues of equality and justice, but to think of their own roles in fighting problems like infant mortality or drug abuse.

Seven Ohioans were recognized at the 30th annual Ohio Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Commemorative Celebration held in Columbus last week for "efforts to advance nonviolent social change." The event was sponsored by the Ohio Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Holiday Commission and included Ohio Department of Commerce Director Andre Porter as a speaker. Porter called King "the 20th century's preeminent voice of the American conscience."

CRIMINAL JUSTICE 

Two thousand morphine pills and 30 milligrams of liquid morphine have been taken off the streets of one Ohio River town after state and local task forces busted an addiction counselor for trafficking in drugs. Agents with the Major Crimes Task Force of Gallia and Meigs Counties arrested Roberta Payne, 52, in Pomeroy Friday after she allegedly sold the drugs to an undercover officer. Their street value exceeds $36,000.

DEATH PENALTY

Death Row inmates challenging laws that grant secrecy to those assisting the state with executions filed for a preliminary injunction Monday. Attorneys for condemned prisoners Ronald Phillips, Grady Brinkley, Raymond Tibbets and Robert Van Hook asked U.S. District Court Judge Gregory Frost to block enforcement 130-HB663 (Buchy-Huffman.)

EDUCATION

The Ohio Department of Education released the list of schools whose persistent underperformance makes their students eligible for state-funded vouchers to attend private schools. Students at 255 schools will be eligible to seek an EdChoice Scholarship, for which the application period opens Feb. 1. Schools make the list if for two of the past three years they were in the bottom 10 percent by Performance Index score or received poor state rankings on certain measures. For this year, that means either an "academic emergency" or "academic watch" rating on the 2011-2012 report card, or a grade of "D" or "F" on the Performance Index and value-added progress dimension for the 2012-2013 or 2013-2014 academic years.

Following questions about the involvement of faith groups in a mentorship grant program -- Community Connectors -- the Ohio Department of Education (ODE) is expanding the definition of which nonprofits should be involved in funded projects. The deadline for applications is also being extended until Friday, March 6.

U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R-OH) said Friday that he has co-sponsored a bill to prohibit the federal government from coercing states to adopt education standards like the Common Core. Portman joined with U.S. Sens. Pat Roberts (R-KA), Chuck Grassley (R-IA), and Jim Inhofe (R-OK) to introduce the Learning Opportunities Created at the Local Level Act. The bill would strictly forbid the federal government from intervening in a state's education standards, curricula and assessments through the use of incentives, mandates, grants, waivers or any other form of manipulation.

Survey data shared with State Board of Education members at this month's meeting showed thousands of incidents where schools restrained students in the past school year. The survey, responses to which were compiled late last year, marks the first time the state has collected information on the extent of restraint and seclusion practices in Ohio schools, following the state board's adoption of policies on the matter in 2013.

Previewing President Barack Obama's Tuesday night State of the Union address, the White House released a policy brief on tax code reforms that includes details of how he would reshape incentives for education savings. The White House says the proposal is intended to "simplify, consolidate and better target tax-based financial aid."

Lt. Gov. Mary Taylor told the audience of a career-technical education conference Wednesday that their mission is in line with the administration's goal of getting more Ohioans into desirable jobs. Speaking at the Ohio Association for Career and Technical Education legislative seminar, Taylor said more work is needed to dispel the perception that a bachelor's degree is the only path to career success -- a line that drew applause from the
crowd.

Auditor Dave Yost called for action Thursday on several areas of charter school regulation, prompted by spot checks of attendance at 30 schools that turned up wide gaps between kids observed in their seats and the populations reported to the state for funding purposes. And a key legislator said the audit underscores the need for a more cohesive charter school law.

The Ohio Education Association (OEA) said Thursday that teachers at the Franklinton Preparatory Academy told school management they intend to form a union. According to OEA, the Franklinton Preparatory Academy would be the first charter school union in Central Ohio.

ELECTIONS

Rep. Michael Stinziano (D-Columbus) said Tuesday he will reintroduce legislation that will allow Ohioans to register to vote and update their information on the Internet.

ELECTIONS 2016

The Republican National Committee (RNC) announced Friday that it has sanctioned nine debates for the Republican presidential primary, with the first one scheduled to take place in Ohio. The nine debates will occur from August 2015 through March 2016. Fox News will sponsor the first debate scheduled for August 2015 in Ohio, although exact date and location, including which city, has not been announced. The Northeast Ohio Media Group reported Friday that Cleveland has been scouted as a location for the debate.

In the first announcement by a Democrat seeking to run for the U.S. Senate but maybe not the last, Cincinnati Councilman P.G. Sittenfeld has declared his candidacy for the seat currently held by U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R-OH). Meanwhile, Portman announced the senior staff for his re-election campaign. Corry Bliss will serve as campaign manager; Kevin Hoggatt will serve as political director; and Natalie Baur will serve as finance director.

ENERGY

The Keystone pipeline bill which President Obama has threatened to veto appears to be headed to his desk with a bipartisan energy efficiency amendment co-authored by U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R-OH). Portman and Sen. Jeanne Shaheen's (D-NH) Energy Efficiency Improvement Act of 2015 was added to SR1 Tuesday after two other amendments failed -- one from Sen. Al Franken (D-MN) that would have required U.S. steel to be used in the pipeline, and one from Sens. Ed Markey (D-MA) and Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) that would have barred export of Keystone oil.

U.S. Sens. Rob Portman (R-OH) and Sherrod Brown (D-OH), along with U.S. Rep. Brad Wenstrup (R-Cincinnati) sent a letter to Office of Management and Budget Director Shaun Donovan Thursday urging continued federal funding for the cleanup and redevelopment of the Piketon plant.

ENVIRONMENT

U.S. Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-OH) joined federal agriculture officials in Toledo on Friday to recognize a $17.5 million investment in the western basin of Lake Erie to reduce runoff of nutrients that aid in the formation of harmful algal blooms (HABs).

The year 2014 ranks as Earth's warmest since 1880, according to two separate analyses from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) scientists. The 10 warmest years in the instrumental record, with the exception of 1998, have now occurred since 2000, according to the agencies. This trend continues a long-term warming of the planet, according to an analysis of surface temperature measurements by scientists at NASA's Goddard Institute of Space Studies (GISS) in New York.

FEDERAL

Two Ohio residents had seats of honor in the U.S. House chamber for President Barack Obama's seventh State of the Union address to Congress on Tuesday. Jason Gibson, a veteran who lost both legs to injuries he suffered while fighting in Afghanistan, and William Elder Jr., a Wright State medical student with cystic fibrosis, were among about two dozen guests of the first lady during President Obama's speech.

Ohio State University President Michael V. Drake was the guest of U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R-OH) at President Barack Obama's State of the Union address on Tuesday.

GAMING

Caesars Entertainment Corporation's (CEC) newly appointed chief financial officer assured the Ohio Casino Control Commission (OCCC) Wednesday that neither its operating company's pending bankruptcy nor any one of six lawsuits now pending against the gaming giant would appear to affect the health of its three Ohio properties.

Members of the Ohio State Racing Commission (OSRC) on Wednesday said they will look into seeking legislative action tightening regulations on phone and online advanced deposit wagering (ADW) on horse racing in Ohio.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY/STATEHOUSE

Speaker of the House Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville) Wednesday announced the committee assignments for the 131st General Assembly as well as members for Controlling Board, Joint Committee on Agency Rule Review (JCARR) and the Joint Medicaid Oversight Committee (JMOC).

House Speaker Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville) has asked Rep. Dave Hall (R-Millersburg) to serve in a newly-created senior position to assist committee chairs and vice-chairs, according to Rosenberger spokeswoman Brittany Warner. Hall said the number one issue on his policy agenda is water quality, noting he is aiming to have a stand-alone bill addressing the issue passed as soon as possible.

Senate Democrats outlined their legislative priorities for the new session Wednesday, discussing proposals to improve community-police relations, increase charter school regulation and permanently expand Medicaid, among others.

The Correctional Institution Inspection Committee (CIIC) released its first biennial report, following a complete overhaul of inspection audits for the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (DRC) and Department of Youth Services (DYS) in 2013. Acting Chairman Sen. Cliff Hite (R-Findlay) and Executive Director Joanna Saul commended prison Director Gary Mohr for significant improvements in recidivism, inmate violence and sentencing reform, while citing ongoing concerns over inmate homicides and suicides, mental health/drug recovery, treatment of black and LGBT communities, and prison overcrowding -- projected to hit an all-time high by June.

Greta Johnson, the Democrat representing the 35th House District in Summit County, looked to her years of involvement in the public sector and the local relationships she’d made through her work for the Summit County and Akron prosecutor’s office, which propelled her to take the next step. Her commitment to her new fulltime job is fueled by wanting to work for what’s best for her constituents in the Northeast Ohio working-class district. To get to the Statehouse, she had to defeat incumbent Democrat Rep. Zack Milkovich in the primary and Republican challenger Linda Robinson in the general election.

Rep. Tom Brinkman (R-Cincinnati) returns to the Ohio House after having first served in the chamber from 2001 through 2008. He defeated incumbent Rep. Peter Stautberg (R-Cincinnati) in the primary, emphasizing problems with the Common Core education standards.

New Democratic lawmaker Kent Smith comes to the job with a background in local government, policy research and campaign operations, but says simple timing was a significant part of why he tried for a seat in the Statehouse.

The 81st District's new representative hopes his economic development experience in the trenches of Northwest Ohio will aid the Kasich administration's dual focus on workforce expansion and business attraction through ongoing tax reforms. Rep. Robert McColley's (R-Napoleon) work as economic development director for the public-private Henry County Community Improvement Corporation (CIC) is not unlike the mission of the nonprofit JobsOhio, and the attorney says he is well acquainted with the job skill and life skill issues faced by many existing and potential Ohio companies looking for qualified workers.

GOVERNOR 

The governor made the following appointments during the week:

- Jason P. Macedonia of Columbus (Franklin County) reappointed to the State Board of Orthotics, Prosthetics and Pedorthics for a term beginning Jan. 21, 2015 and ending Dec. 6, 2017. 
- Timothy L. Bowers of Hilliard (Franklin County) reappointed to the Advisory Board on Amusement Ride Safety for a term beginning Jan. 21, 2015 and ending Jan. 1, 2021.

HIGHER EDUCATION

Just a few days before announcing plans to expand its workforce at its Moraine plant, Fuyao Glass America Inc. announced it will make a $7 million gift to support the University of Dayton's (UD) China Institute in Suzhou Industrial Park. 

Ohio University (OU) announced Tuesday that it has been awarded a three-year, $600,000 federally-funded research contract with the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT) to monitor traffic safety and the effectiveness of wildlife preservation efforts along the new U.S. Route 33 Nelsonville Bypass.

Ohio State University said this week that the Fisher College of Business has integrated two of its centers of excellence -- the Center for Entrepreneurship and the Innovation Initiative -- into a single, university-wide initiative: the Ohio State University Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship.

INSURANCE

Home insurance rates in the Buckeye State are nearly $300 less than the national average, according to a report released Tuesday by the National Association of Insurance Commissioners (NAIC).

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Terry Boyd, a former president of the Columbus Public Schools Board of Education, received the backing of the Franklin County Republican Party to run for Columbus city mayor. He had reportedly been considering a run for either mayor or Columbus City Council. Boyd currently serves as an associate dean at the Franklin University College of Business.

MARRIAGE

The U.S. Supreme Court announced Friday it will take up four cases challenging the constitutionality of same-sex marriage bans, including a case from Ohio. In an order, the Court granted certiorari to Obergefell, James et al. v. Hodges, Richard et al. and cases from Tennessee, Kentucky and Michigan. The cases were previously heard in the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals in Cincinnati, which became the first federal court to uphold state prohibitions on same-sex marriage since the Court struck down the federal Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) in U.S. v. Windsor.

NATURAL RESOURCES

The 2015-2016 small game hunting seasons have been proposed to the Ohio Wildlife Council, according the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR). Hunting season date proposals, prepared by the ODNR Division of Wildlife, maintain many traditional opening dates, the department said. Proposals concerning Ohio's white-tailed deer hunting season will be presented at the next Ohio Wildlife Council meeting on Wednesday, Feb. 11.

PEOPLE

Strategic Health Care announced that William McHugh, former assistant director at the Ohio Department of Health (ODH), has joined the consulting firm as the senior director of government affairs.

Connie Wehrkamp, who has been a communications staffer for Gov. John Kasich in both his office and campaign operations, has moved to JobsOhio as director of government affairs for the nonprofit economic development agency.

Former Gov. Ted Strickland, who also serves as president of the Center for American Progress Action Fund and counselor to the Center for American Progress, has joined the Working America Education Fund Board of Directors, the organization said Wednesday.

Anne Harnish will join the Ohio Colleges of Medicine Government Resource Center (GRC) as its associate director, bringing a career of public health experience and work with Ohio's state departments of health and aging to the new job.

An entrepreneurial trade group named Emily Turner as its executive director. Turner, vice president of business consulting firm Hicks Partners, will continue that position along with starting her new VentureOhio role. The group says she will be in charge of day-to-day operations and furthering its mission of strong entrepreneurial successes in the state.

POLITICS 

Ohio Democratic Party (ODP) Chairman David Pepper announced an initiative aimed at providing resources to local races on the ballot in 2015. Pepper said the Main Street Initiative "will be laser focused on providing direct support to local candidates and staff, including financial investments to targeted races, messaging, voter contact, and fundraiser trainings, and access to cutting edge technology and data, among other things."

STATE GOVERNMENT

The Capitol Square Review and Advisory Board (CSRAB) announced Tuesday that the Ohio Statehouse specialty license plate is now on sale. It was authorized by passage of 130-HB206, which was signed into law by the governor in April 2014.

Legislative members of the state Controlling Board were named this week. They include Sens. Bill Coley (R-West Chester), Chris Widener (R-Springfield) and Tom Sawyer (D-Akron) and Reps. Ryan Smith (R-Bidwell), Jeff McClain (R-Upper Sandusky) and Kevin Boyce (D-Columbus).

Two notable statues of sorts may soon be making an appearance at the Ohio Statehouse, Capitol Square Review and Advisory Board (CSRAB) Executive Director William Carleton told the group Thursday: the statue of Ohio-born inventor Thomas Edison, which is on its way to the National Statuary Hall in Washington, D.C., is expected to be on display for several months, while the National Football Championship Trophy won by the Ohio State Buckeyes earlier in January may put in an appearance, although for only a weekend, sometime in February.

CSRAB also re-elected Sen. Chris Widener (R-Springfield) and Richard Hillis to the positions of chair and secretary of the board, respectively. Speaker of the House Cliff Rosenberger (R-Clarksville) was elected vice chair.

The Ohio School Facilities Construction Commission and Ohio Facilities Construction Commission met to reorganize for the biennium Thursday, voting to keep Budget Director Tim Keen as chairman and Administrative Services Director Robert Blair as vice chairman.

TAXATION

The Ohio History Connection's History Fund, an Ohio taxpayer funded grants program supporting local history and preservation, will once again be an option for Ohioans to "check-off" on their 2014 tax returns. First available in 2013, the fund received more than $165,000 in contributions through the tax check-off system last year.

U.S. Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-OH) on Tuesday called for the expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to low-income workers without children -- which he described as, "The only class of Americans who can be taxed into poverty."

TOBACCO

Fifty-one years ago, the surgeon general's report gave the initial warning about the dangers of lung cancer and other diseases linked to smoking. The 13th "State of Tobacco Control" report, released Wednesday by the American Lung Association (ALA), says Ohio has squandered opportunities to pass effective tobacco control policies and little progress was made at the federal level in the past year.

TRANSPORTATION

The Ohio Department of Transportation is investigating what caused the Monday night collapse of a bridge over I-75 in Cincinnati that was being prepared for demolition. Failure of the Hopple Street bridge killed one construction worker and injured a truck driver.

Randy Cole, new executive director of the Ohio Turnpike and Infrastructure Commission, told the commission he's not there to "shake things up" at his first meeting.

Lawmakers and port officials on a new study committee reviewed the economic and other benefits of maritime shipping in Ohio Wednesday and discussed ports' need to find funding sources for sizable infrastructure upgrades to increase business.

UTILITIES 

Nominees named Thursday as finalists for a seat on the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio include Commissioner Steven Lesser, former commissioner and Commerce Director Andre Porter, Ohio Public Works Commissioner Thomas Waniewski and government relations consultant John Honabarger.

WORKERS' COMPENSATION

Ohio Bureau of Workers' Compensation (BWC) Administrator/CEO Steve Buehrer announced another proposed rate cut Thursday -- a 10.8 percent, $153 million annual savings affecting all private employers beginning in FY16. Approval by the BWC directors next month will drop average premiums by just under a quarter since the Kasich administration took office in 2011, Buehrer said.
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