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| am here to testify against House Bill 314. This bill eliminates public records access as
we know it in Ohio. It does that in two ways. 1) It will allow any public body to choose to charge
the person requesting public records an exorbitant and unnecessary cost to produce those
public records. And 2) it will allow any public body to sue the requester for having the audacity
to request public records. The deterrent effect of those two law changes will mean people
won’t even try to ask for public records anymore.

My name is Sarah Cherry. | was legal counsel to the House Democratic Caucus from 2010
to 2023. | am here today in that capacity as an expert on handling such requests. | am also the
founder of POWW! Protect Ohio Women at Work, an initiative with the goal of protecting Ohio
women at work. And public records access is important and necessary for advocates like me to
achieve our goals. | am also just a concerned citizen who wants to hang onto the open society
and government by the people that | grew up believing in.

In my role here, | worked for over 13 years on, among other things, public records
requests. So, | have to wonder: what is the big deal? | was for most of that time a team of one
and | handled plenty of records requests. They can be a pain sometimes, but what is the
alternative? A closed society where you get to block the public from seeing what is being done
in their name?

You had people here from Medina Township showing real emotional pain about this
topic. But | submit to you that shutting down public records access for the entire state is not the
answetr.

This bill is not narrow. This bill is radical.

Under the bill, any public office can decide to make responding to a request very costly
and pass off the high cost to the person asking for them. That is outrageous. And there is no cap
on the fees you can demand that person pay. Contractors could be brought in at $250?
$300/hour? | am not urging you to set a cap on the rate or the total charge, because any cost
beyond what’s allowed today--which is the cost of the paper they’re printed on--would be
unacceptable. These are the public’s records. It is a duty of your offices to make them
accessible.

Under the bill, at any time, a public body can decide that a records request is
“voluminous” and can sue the requester. A public body could sue a person for requesting public



records. That is outrageous. The public body could get an order limiting the response, denying a
response, or even limiting a requester’s future requests.

Giving public bodies the ability to decide what’s harassing and prohibit them from
making requests is another fundamental change to our longstanding public records law. You’ll
be requiring people to tell you or a court why they are seeking records, to justify themselves, to
defend themselves in court. Today, people don’t have to tell you why they want public records.
You don’t have to tell anyone why you want to draft a bill or an amendment. Why should | have
to tell you what | want the public’s records for? They are the people’s records.

Without robust public records access, we the people can’t keep an eye on you. We the
people can’t fully see how our tax dollars are being utilized. We the people can’t see how
women are being treated in these government workplaces. We don’t have robust public records
access today and this bill will virtually eliminate what limited access we currently have.

| urge the committee not to pass HB 314.



