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Chairman Hillyer, Vice Chair Mathews, Ranking Member Isaacsohn, and members of the
House Civil Justice Committee: Thank you for the opportunity to present testimony in
support of the Uniform Public Expression Protection Act.

My name is Julie Niesen. I am a business owner, writer, and law student who lives in
Cincinnati. I am here to provide perspective as a victim of a frivolous SLAPP suit.

In 2020, during the George Floyd protests. I wrote about a Cincinnati police officer, Ryan
Olthaus, who was seen flashing what was interpreted as a white supremacist symbol at a
Black woman at a public City Council meeting. This occurred in the course of his duties
as a Cincinnati Police officer.

This occurred during a battle for the legal services contract for the Cincinnati FOP.
During that time, Dan Hils, then FOP president and current non-attorney president of
Front Line Advisors, a group of attorneys who represent law enforcement, including
Officer Olthaus, was quoted in local media, saying “These parties need to be dealt with
aggressively and publicly. To be blunt they need to be sued every time they sneeze! When
you mess with us, we will mess with you should be our message."

And so they did. A few days after Hils’ statement, Olthaus, represented by Zachary
Gottesman and Robert Thumann, sued me, Terhas White, Alissa Gilley, James Noe and
twenty John Does. Ryan Olthaus filed his lawsuit under a pseudonym. For over a year
and a half, I was unable to say Ryan Olthaus’ name publicly; meanwhile, I received rape
and death threats for daring to stand up to a public official. I was called a “terrorist” by
his attorneys in a statement to the media. Ryan Olthaus had private Cincinnati Police
details at his home in Green Township, while I and my fellow codefendants hoped that
none of the threats we’d received became reality.

In April of 2022, the Ohio Supreme Court ruled that Ryan Olthaus could not proceed
anonymously. His defamation suit was wisely dismissed in March of 2023 by soon-to-be
Justice Shanahan: New York Times v. Sullivan is very clear that we have a First
Amendment right to criticize public officials, particularly "all of Defendants' statements
were either true or constitutionally protected statements of opinion”. Despite the clear
precedent of Sullivan, Ryan Olthaus and his attorneys appealed.

During this years-long litigation, Officer Olthaus and his attorneys failed to adhere to or
acknowledge clearly established law. His counsel missed deadlines and skipped hearings,
nedlessly forced our counsel to file more motions and deliberately ran up our defense
costs. Olthaus and his attorneys claimed they were trying to carve out an exception to
Sullivan, but never articulated one. This farce of a lawsuit was intended to not only chill
our speech, but to frustrate me and my co-defendants into settling and giving Hils and
Front Line Advisors some soundbites.



We didn’t settle.

My attorney, Erik Laursen, and James Noe’s attorney, Justin Whittaker, who is present
today, moved for sanctions for frivolous conduct against Olthaus, Gottesman, and
Thumann. While the trial court denied this motion, the First District Court of Appeals
reversed, saying “Willful blindness to the controlling legal standard -carries
consequences...”.

In this case, these consequences were payment of $30,000 of Mr. Noe’s and my attorney’s
fees. The check cleared just about a month ago. Sanctions after litigation are currently
the only way to receive any sort of compensation for the wasted time and resources
incurred when someone is sued. These wasted resources were not only ours, but the
judicial system’s—the Hamilton County Court of Common Pleas, four appeals to the First
District, and an appeal to the Ohio Supreme Court.

Had the Uniform Public Expression Protection Act been in place in 2020, we’d have had
the benefit of expedited relief, saving me and my codefendants over four years of our lives.
Our legal fees — which, had Mr. Laursen and Mr. Whittaker charged their full rate, would
have totaled more than $100,000 alone, not including the numerous other attorneys
involved in our collective defense—would have been minimized, but awarded because of
this legislation.

I'm lucky. Not everyone has the resources or disposition to fight something like this for
four years. It has certainly changed my life. While Olthaus and his attorneys tried to
silence me, they only made me louder. I'm in my second year of law school — don’t worry,
my professors are aware of why I am skipping class today—so that I can use my voice to
help people like my codefendants.

The First Amendment applies to everyone. This bill is overwhelmingly bipartisan—no
matter who is in power, there are those who wish to silence their critics. While you may
not agree with my position on police accountability, and I may not agree with you on other
topics, we can agree that we all have a right to hold and express our opinions without
public officials or the government interfering. The Uniform Public Expression Protection
Act will align Ohio with Kentucky, Pennsylvania, West Virginia and 31 other states that
have enacted this or similar anti-SLAPP legislation. It protects journalists and news
outlets, and also regular people like James Noe, Terhas White, and Alissa Gilley from
unscrupulous actors who seek to limit our protected speech—both yours and mine.

Please consider voting in support of the Uniform Public Expression Protection Act. Thank
you, and I welcome any of the committee members’ questions.



