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Racism is a Public Health Crisis
Sponsors Senators Williams and Craig
Chairman Burke, Vice Chair Huffman, Ranking Member Antonio, and members of the Senate Health,
Human Services, and Medicaid Committee. | am State Public Defender Tim Young. Thank you for the opportunity

to testify in support in Senate Concurrent Resolution 14 (SCR14) on behalf of the Office of the Ohio Public

Defender (OPD).

As of April of this year, black Ohioans were 45%' of the Ohio prison population, but only 14.3% of the
total population of the state.? This shocking disparity is because of the systemic racism that plagues our criminal
justice system. Please do not interpret my comment to suggest every police officer, prosecutor, judge, and juror
is racist. Clearly, that is not the case. “In fact, systemic racism means almost the opposite. It means that we
have systems and institutions that produce racially disparate outcomes, regardless of the intentions of the people
who work within them.”® The “war on drugs, mandatory minimum sentences, three-strikes laws, children tried as
adults, ‘broken windows’ policing — these policies were not as expressly racialized..., but...[i]t is black and brown
people who are disproportionately targeted, stopped, suspected, incarcerated and shot by the police.”™ It is hard
to look at the data and come to any other conclusion than our criminal justice system is racist.

White and black Americans commit drugs crimes at approximately same rate.> Yet, a “black driver has

about twice the odds of being pulled over, and about four times the odds of being searched” as a white driver
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even though, nationally, black Americans drive less than white Americans and are less likely to be found with
contraband.® Black Americans are five times more likely to be sentenced to prison for drug possession compared
to white Americans and 12 times more likely to be wrongfully convicted of a drug crime.” “Black Americans are
two and a half times more likely to be killed by police than whites, and about 1 in every 1000 black men can
expect to be killed by police.” The stress resulting from those statistics alone warrants declaring racism a public
health crisis.® Furthermore, the murder of a white victim is more likely to be solved than the murder of a black
victim, and killing a white victim is more likely to result in the death penalty than killing a black victim.® On average,
black men receive sentences that are 20% longer than white individuals for the same crime and when adjusting
for criminal history.'® These are just a few of the statistics that show our criminal justice system is designed to
result harsher outcomes for black and brown Ohioans.

Sadly, these racial disparities do not begin in the adult criminal system but rather the juvenile justice
system. Nationally, youth of color comprise 38 percent of the youth population in the U.S. but comprise nearly
70 percent of those who are confined. Youth of color are arrested, charged, and incarcerated more than white
youth for similar conduct, a majority of which are minor status offenses, such as consumption of alcohol, tobacco
smoking, truancy, or running away from home.'" In Ohio, Black youth make up 53.4 percent of the youth who
are incarcerated in Ohio’s juvenile prison system according to the Ohio Department of Youth Services, while

black Ohioans make only 14.3% of the state’s population. Unnecessary detention has a long-term impact on
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communities of color because youth with a history of detention are less likely to graduate from high school, more
likely to be unemployed as an adult, and more likely to be arrested and imprisoned as an adult.'?

In Ohio, the disparities are even more glaring when it comes to transfers to the adult court system. In
fiscal year 2018, 82 percent of the children who were bound over to the adult court system in Ohio were black.
In Cuyahoga County, Black youth make up 30.5 percent of the population, but they are 94.3 percent of the
population of youth who are bound over. In Darke County, Black youth make up .6 percent of the population, but
100 percent of the youth who are bound over. In Hamilton County, Black youth make up 26.6 percent of the
population, but 100 percent of the youth who are bound over. In Franklin County, Black youth make up 23.5
percent of the population, but 78.9 percent of the youth who are bound over. In Montgomery County, Black youth
make up 21.4 percent of the population, but 100 percent of the youth are bound over. The numbers also are
similar for fiscal 2019 as well. If a juvenile is transferred to the adult court system, any incarceration imposed as
part of the sentence must be served at an adult prison or an adult jail. Juveniles in adult prisons are five times
more likely to be sexually assaulted, usually within first 48 hours of incarceration, and 36 times more likely to
commit suicide.™®

Every year of incarceration takes 2 years off an individual’s life expectancy.' The stark racism that
plagues our criminal justice system is a public health crisis. Until these disparate outcomes are addressed, Ohio
will continue to treat the lives of its black and brown citizens as if they matter less. Passing SCR14 is a first step
on a long road to ensuring that we have a fair and just criminal justice system.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony. | am happy to answer any questions.
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