Chairman Eklund, Vice-Chair Obhof, Ranking Member Thomas, and members of the Senate Criminal Justice Committee.  My journey to you began on April 13th 2013 when our child was taken from us before he was ever given the chance to leave his mark on this world.  On that life altering day a person knowingly, willingly and admittedly made a conscious decision to drink unknown amounts of alcohol as well as partake in the consumption of marijuana.  Based on an ill conceived notion shared by an overwhelming majority, that he knew the route home well enough to drive home in an altered state of mind, he chose to break the law by driving under the influence, continuing to smoke marijuana from behind the wheel.  This sequence of events led to the collision that cost my child his life.  He then made the cowardly decision to hide his indiscretions by leaving one child lifeless, my child, and another child with life long injuries and without the possibility medical assistance, having the clarity of mind to dispose of the remnants of marijuana usage, throwing it out of the window of the vehicle as he fled the scene, tying the hands of law enforcement, taking the ability to obtain a blood alcohol level at the time of the accident.  It is widely known that without evidence of blood alcohol levels at the time of incident that one cannot be charged with a felony of the third degree, aggravated vehicular homicide with a possible sentence of 9 months to 6 years, instead only a misdemeanor of negligent vehicular homicide carrying a maximum sentence of only 6 months.  No parent or loved one should be forced to accept that the life of a loved one or child equates to only six months of the life of what should be a lawabiding citizen as our pain will last a lifetime.  How is a grieving heart to feel as if justice has been served knowing that tampering with evidence is worth significantly more jail time than the loss of a loved ones life that could have been spared by simply remaining at the scene and accepting responsibility for his actions and putting the life of another before ones own self preservation. 
 

If you will allow me, I would like to share my son with you.  Brandon was a considerate, heartwarming young boy blossoming into a wonderful young man.  Brandon was full of spark and life; making it his mission to make everyone around him laugh uncontrollably.  Brandon was an unwavering confidant who’s friends no longer have him to trust as a safe haven or to put a smile on their face in times of need.  We will never again get to see his sheepish grin or hear his infectious laughter.  We will never see him fall in love, go to prom or comfort his broken heart.  We will never know the pride of witnessing his High School Graduation.  We will never meet our daughter-in-law, dance with him on his wedding day or cradle his children in our arms.  These were things that were promised to us when we were blessed enough to become parents and ripped away from us on that day.
 

​My child was murdered by a repeat offender, who made a conscious choice to get behind the wheel while under the influence and dismiss any concern for the life of anyone around him.   Thomas Nugent admitted to drinking and smoking marijuana, then putting himself behind the wheel of the vehicle that struck my child, killing Brandon and forever changing the life of his friend, Dillon.  Thomas next chose to leave the scene knowing that police officers would have been able to determine just how inebriated he was that evening.  He left my child dying in a ditch, and Dillon with life altering injuries hoping to not have to take responsibility for his actions.  Next Thomas hid his vehicle in a barn and was in the process of repairing his damaged vehicle with parts from an identical vehicle when he was discovered.  For these crimes, Thomas Nugent received 3 years for leaving the Scene of an Accident, 3 years for Tampering with Evidence and only 6 months for Negligent Vehicular Homicide, a misdemeanor…for the murder of my child.  Since this charge was reduced from Aggravated Vehicular Homicide, a 3rd degree Felony, to a misdemeanor, the charges for Dillon were also dropped.  Mr. Nugent received no jail time at all for the life altering injuries to Dillon’s back.  It is inconceivable that a person is given a sentence six times more severe for tampering with evidence than extinguishing the flame of a 15-year-old child!
 

In my Journey to bring about change in this Law, it has become evident, through conversations with many other families who have lost loved ones who were either grieving too deeply or did not have the knowledge to begin the process of changing a law that this sentence no longer suits the crime as it may have in the past or may have been intended.  As reported by Ohio Department of Public Safety over the previous five years there have been between 160 and 185 deaths per year as well as an average of 18,500 injuries caused by Hit and Skip incidents.  While changing this law today will not help ease our suffering, it is our hope that it will bring some measure of contentment to families in the future who suffer as we are suffering.  I stand here in front of you today in an effort to effect change so that no other loved one will have to brave what we as a family has had to endure, and more importantly, that perhaps in the future that if the consequences are the same whether a person should choose to stay at the scene or to attempt to flee, that the choice will be made to stay and render assistance to those in need, saving lives.
 

Kindest Regards,

Tonya Pethtel

