Chairman Eklund, Vice-Chair Manning, Ranking Minority Leader Thomas and
members of the committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to address this panel on the issue of sports
officials assault.

I also want to thank my senator, Kristina Roegner, as she was the one
willing to initially sit down with us, listen to our issue and then bring it
forward to this body. It is refreshing to know that our democracy still works
when you respectfully come before your political leaders with an issue,
present solutions, and work together towards a common goal to find a
solution.

Ahead of today’s hearing, I have submitted over five dozen statements of
support from officials from all sports, from all levels of play, and from every
corner of this state. Included therein are 18 accounts of physical assault.

e It is not uncommon to turn on the news and see reports about assault
on sports officials. For example, this summer in Lakewood, Colorado a
13-year-old baseball umpire terminated a U7 boys’ game because of a
fight by the opposing spectators and coaches which made the umpire
fear for his own safety. Even worse, this past winter at a basketball
tournament for high school aged students, a Kentucky referee was
sucker punched by a Michigan coach; the referee is how dealing with
brain trauma and multiple surgeries.

Although we'd like to think that these incidents of assault only happen to
other people in other states, unfortunately, that is not the case. There are
numerous examples of incidents that have affected Ohio citizens on our own
fields and courts.

Here are some of the examples that I have submitted for committee review:
e Referee Kevin Robertson was physically attacked by an athletic

director at a high school basketball game in Concord Township which is
located in Chairman Eklund’s district.



e Umpire Pam Schultz who lives in Senator Peggy Lehner’s district
described how she was physically assaulted during a tournament this
summer at Berliner Softball fields in Columbus.

e Referee Scott Bistrek shared a statement about how he was
head-butted by a player still wearing a helmet, suffered a concussion,
and was forced to miss nearly two weeks of work. This incident
occurred just two weeks ago at a Dayton high school football game.
The opposing team was from Senator Cecil Thomas’ district in
Cincinnati.

e I could go on about these personal assaults, but for the sake of time, I
encourage you to read the rest the testimonies as there is one from
nearly every one of your respective districts.

I know that many of you sitting here today have met with or talked to
constituent sports officials who have shared their personal accounts of abuse
with you. These men and women have met with you because they are
frustrated that there is not a law that sufficiently protects them while they
are doing their job of officiating sports. Sports officials understand that 50
percent of those in attendance will often disagree with the calls that they
make while officiating the game; that is the nature of the job. However, the
right to disagree with a referee’s call certainly does not give anyone the right
to assault and/or menace officials.

For me as a nine year soccer referee, instructor, and a mentoring
coordinator, this legislation is about protecting those who officiate youth
sports. Although I personally have experienced only one verbal threat to my
life, I've listened to too many new sports officials tell me that they decided
to quit referring because of the abuse and threats that they have
experienced. This issue starts at the youngest of organized youth games
with participants who are as young as eight or nine years old. Frequently in
the heat of the moment during a game, many spectators, coaches, and
players speak and act without thinking first; they appear to have no concern
for the consequences of their actions.



According to research by the National Association of Sports Officials (NASO)
and the National Federation of High School Sports (NFHS), sports official
associations lose 70% - 80% of newly trained officials within two - three
years. This same research also states that sideline spectator abuse is cited
as the top reason that sports officials quit. According to the Ohio High School
Athletic Association (OHSAA), there is a documented decrease of over 1,700
referees during the last seven seasons. Simply put, sports officials are
quitting because they are not afforded sufficient protection with the current
laws.

From a national perspective, there are 21 states that have already
addressed the issue of assault on sports officials by implementing protective
legislation. (https://www.naso.org/resources/legislation/state-legislation/).

From Ohio’s perspective, our code currently penalizes people with felony
charges if they assault teachers, school administrators, or bus drivers who
are working in an educational setting (ORC 2903.12(d)). Sports officials are
seeking equalization of the law, and wish to obtain protection similar to that
provided to others who serve in the educational environment. High school
sporting events are considered to be an extension of the classroom by
OHSAA and NFHS considers the referees’ participation in the sporting event
to be “a vital role in the educational process of student athletes.” Therefore,
it follows that the sports official, who is the center of controversy, should be
afforded protection similar to other participants in the event.

Sports officials have listened to the initial concerns of this committee and are
proposing a revised bill that offers multiple options to address the root cause
of this problem. We propose that the revision to the law should not
necessarily go straight to felony charges for offenders. This revision imposes
a fine and community service for those who menace or assault a sports
official; this penalty should act as enough of a deterrent to make people
think before they react in the heat of the moment. An assault would not
become a felony unless or until an individual has had previous convictions


https://www.naso.org/resources/legislation/state-legislation/

for menacing and/or assaulting a sports official. This change will provide
offenders with second and third chances to correct their behavior.

Again, I thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony and ask you
to work towards the passage of this proposed legislation.

Respectfully submitted,

Andy Milligan
Proponent
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