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SENATE FINANCE COMMITTEE
June 10, 2015
TESTIMONY ON SUBSTITUTE HOUSE BILL 64
FY 2016 & 2017 BUDGET
OHIO JUDICIAL CONFERENCE
Chairman Oelslager and Members of the Senate Finance Committee:
I am Mark R. Schweikert, Executive Director of the Ohio Judicial Conference. I have been appearing before you in this role for almost 10 years and I value the working relationships we have developed.
On behalf of the judges of Ohio I thank you for this opportunity to speak to you today about the Ohio Judicial Conference. Last week I expected that I might need to justify our appropriation request, today I find myself in the position to justify the very existence of our agency. Your proposed budget essentially dismantles the Judicial Conference over a relatively short term.
The Ohio Judicial Conference has served as an integral and separate agency within the judicial branch of government for more than 50 years.  By statute, all 722 Ohio judges are members of the Judicial Conference.   The majority are local trial court judges. Our statutory purpose is to:
· Continually study the co-ordination of the work of the several courts of Ohio;
· Encourage uniformity in the application of the law, rules, and practice throughout the state and within 

each division of the courts as an integral part of the judicial system of the state;
· Promote an exchange of experience and suggestions respecting the operation of the judicial system;
· Consider the business and problems pertaining to the administration of justice and to make 

recommendations for its improvement; and
· Prepare judicial impact statements for the Ohio General Assembly
Ohio has one of the most active court systems in the nation. Ohio’s judges are making decisions daily that affect the most important aspects of our lives and our businesses. They are researching, learning, and adjusting their work in order to meet the changing needs of our state. The Ohio Judicial Conference is where Ohio judges come together to exchange ideas, discuss issues affecting courts and judges, and make recommendations for the improvement of the administration of justice. It is also where our small staff of 10 provides a wide array of essential services and information to judges, the General Assembly, various Executive Branch offices, professional associations and the public.
The work of the Judicial Conference is accomplished by our 23 standing committees involving hundreds of Ohio judges.  The Executive Committee, which sets Judicial Conference policy, is comprised of approximately 50 judges, including our elected Officers, the chairs and co-chairs of our standing committees, the Chief Justice and the Administrative Director of the Supreme Court, and the leaders of the six judicial associations. Currently, Judge John Durkin of the Mahoning County Court of Common Pleas serves as the Chair of the Conference.
The Judicial Conference works with the General Assembly, the Supreme Court of Ohio, the Governor’s office, the Ohio State Bar Association, the Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections, the Attorney General, the department of mental health and addiction services and other executive branch agencies and private organizations on current issues regarding the administration of justice.  We sponsor, in cooperation with such agencies, programs and collaborative events to deal with current issues of mutual importance. In coordination with the Ohio Judicial College we assist six judicial associations and others with varying levels of support for over 25 professional events per budget cycle many focused on specialized judicial education.
We appreciate the fact that so many legislators see the Judicial Conference as a resource. We have provided you with judicial impact statements, legislative advisory letters, and judges or I or my staff often provide testimony and answer your questions regarding pending legislation here in your committee hearings. 
Our Budget
Regarding our budget I will say that we have been good stewards of the funds we have been given. We have reduced expenditures whenever asked and have supplemented our GRF funding with other funds from various sources. The Chief Justice of the Ohio Supreme Court has reviewed and supports our request as a judicial branch agency. We appreciate her support.  The Governor and the House of Representatives made no changes in the budget request for our agency.
Yesterday I sought out some explanation for your proposal to dismantle the Judicial Conference. I will address those concerns.
Why is the Judicial Conference an independent agency?
One of the primary roles of the Conference is to provide advice to the members of the legislature regarding substantive law. The Ohio Supreme Court is the final arbiter of the constitutionality of those measures and it would be fundamentally prejudicial for the Court to comment on proposed legislation before it comes to them in the appropriate form of a case or controversy. The Judicial conference can provide practical insight from judicial committees with expertise in the field and a perspective that is based not in the interest of one party or the other but in the fair and uniform administration of justice. Our commentary is generally well received and appreciated. 
Our unique position as an independent agency within the judicial branch provides a credible resource, ombudsman, and conduit for collaboration and engagement for the executive branch, other organizations, and the public who have an interest in the functioning and perspectives of the judicial branch and its judges unencumbered by special influences. We have a particularly well-established relationship with the Ohio State Bar Association who recognizes the crucial role the Conference serves in keeping you aware of the judicial perspective on key legislative issues and in keeping the judges aware of your activities.
Why does the Judicial Conference warrant state funding rather than local funding like other public official associations?
The judicial conference serves and represents the entire judicial branch of state government that includes over 700 judges and justices and 400 courts who make up that branch. Our GRF funding is focused on personnel and operating expenses similar to other state official agencies. The funding of judicial association and committee activities are provided primarily by other sources that are processed through our restricted fund which has the supervision of the appropriation process and routine state controls.
It is not unusual for executive branch agencies and officials to employ in house legislative advisors, funded with state funds to liaison with you and us and others much as the judicial conference does, all funded by state funds.
Why not investigate other organization models for the Conference under the auspices of the Supreme Court as the leader of the judicial branch?
We have an excellent working relationship with the Supreme Court. We have considered such models and our leadership teams works closer today than ever. We share space in the judicial center, the court provides IT and networking service, security, and our staff routinely collaborates. We are moving forward together.
In this brief time I hope I have outlined the work of the Conference and responded to concerns you may have regarding our organizational model. In the event that I have not been convincing, I ask that I have an opportunity over the next few days to sit down with you to examine your specific intentions and the exact impact of the funding model you have proposed.
Respectfully Submitted:
Retired Judge Mark R. Schweikert, Executive Director
The Voice of Ohio Judges
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