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Chair, Vice Chair, Ranking Member, and Members of the Committee:
Thank you for the opportunity to submit written opponent testimony on Sub. S.B. 174.

| previously submitted written opponent testimony when this bill was before the Senate Judiciary
Committee. | remain opposed because the hill still does not address the core problem that families like
mine face in Ohio family courts: when a court ignores evidence of abuse, changing terminology or
restructuring parenting plans will not protect children.

My name is Christa Suever, and | am a mother and a survivor of domestic abuse. | write on behalf of
myself and my daughter, Leighton. In my own case, after | reported abuse and safety concerns, the
court did not protect my child. Instead, evidence was minimized or ignored, and custody was awarded
to the very parent | had reported. That experience taught me a devastating lesson: a statutory
framework is only as protective as the court willing to enforce it.

Sub. S.B. 174 is presented as a modernization bill. But modernization is not enough if it simply
repackages the same discretion that already allows courts to fail children.

Ohio law already requires courts to make custody decisions according to the child’s best interest and
already requires courts to consider abuse, domestic violence, neglect, and related safety concerns.
Ohio law also already makes shared parenting discretionary, not mandatory, and permits it only when it
is in the child’s best interest. The problem, for families like mine, is not that the law lacks the words
“best interest” or “safety.” The problem is that those protections mean very little when the court does not
fully hear, review, or credit the evidence.

First, the bill still relies too heavily on court discretion.

Sub. S.B. 174 replaces familiar custody terminology with a broader framework of “parenting
responsibilities” and places heavy emphasis on parenting plans, meaningful relationships with both
parents, and maximizing parenting time when it is in the child’s best interest. | understand the bill's
stated goal. In safe cases, children benefit from stable relationships with fit parents. But in abuse cases,
broad standards and generalized goals can become dangerous when they are applied without strict
evidentiary safeguards.

In theory, “best interest” sounds protective. In practice, families like mine know that the phrase can be
stretched to justify almost anything when a court chooses to minimize abuse allegations. When a court
has already decided to view the reporting parent as the problem, vague best-interest language does not
protect the child. It gives the court more room to rationalize harmful contact.

Second, abuse protections are not enough without enforcement and accountability.

| recognize that Sub. S.B. 174 includes language allowing courts to restrict parenting responsibilities
when necessary to protect a child from physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, or to protect a parent from
domestic violence. That language matters. But a protection that depends entirely on the same court that
may already be discounting the evidence is not a meaningful safeguard.

In my case, there were serious safety concerns, professional involvement, and reports from others. Yet
the system still failed. The problem was not a missing phrase in the statute. The problem was that the
court had the power to disregard the evidence, and there was no meaningful consequence for doing so.

Sub. S.B. 174 does not fix that problem. It does not require a meaningful evidentiary hearing before
parenting time or decision-making authority is awarded or expanded. It does not require specific written
findings on all material abuse and safety evidence. It does not create real accountability when a judge
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or magistrate ignores credible evidence of danger. And it does not provide a meaningful remedy when a
child is harmed because a court minimized or disregarded serious safety concerns.

Third, the bill risks creating practical pressure toward shared involvement even in unsafe cases.

Even if the bill uses different terminology than current law, its structure still points courts toward both
parents sharing responsibilities, both parents remaining involved, and parenting time being maximized
whenever a court decides that doing so is in the child’'s best interest.

That is dangerous in abuse cases.

Cooperation can be beneficial when both parents are safe. But in cases involving domestic violence,
coercive control, child abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, or serious substance abuse, forced cooperation
and continued contact can become another tool of control. A parent who has harmed a child or abused
the other parent should not gain additional leverage through a parenting-plan structure that assumes
continued involvement unless the protective parent can overcome judicial skepticism.

Ohio law should not place the burden on children and protective parents to repeatedly prove danger
within a system that too often fails to recognize it.

Fourth, children need safety first, not contact first.

The central purpose of family law should be to protect children. It should not be to preserve parental
access at all costs.

In my daughter’s case, the court’s insistence on continued contact did not create stability. It prolonged
trauma. When a child has been harmed, the law should not treat ongoing contact as the default goal.
Safety must come first. Evidence must come first. Accountability must come first.

A child’s right to safety should be stronger than an unsafe parent’s demand for access.

Fifth, this bill should not move forward without stronger safeguards.

If the Committee chooses to continue considering this bill, | respectfully urge that it be amended to
include, at a minimum:

1. Clear language stating that there is no presumption, preference, or practical default in favor of
shared parenting time or shared decision-making when abuse, domestic violence, coercive
control, child abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, substance abuse, or other serious safety concerns are
alleged.

2. A requirement that courts hold a meaningful evidentiary hearing and issue specific written
findings on all material abuse and safety evidence before awarding or expanding parenting time or
decision-making authority.

3. Mandatory consideration of police reports, medical records, forensic records, child protective
services records, guardian ad litem records, school or daycare reports, protection-order history,
and other credible third-party reports.

4. Meaningful consequences or appellate remedies when a judge or magistrate ignores material
safety evidence.

5. Stronger protections against using a parent’s good-faith abuse report as a basis to punish,
discredit, or restrict that parent.

6. Express language stating that a child should not be forced into contact with a parent when
credible evidence shows that contact may place the child at risk of physical, sexual, emotional, or
psychological harm.

Conclusion

Ohio families do not need a broader parenting-plan framework unless the General Assembly first
addresses the failures that already exist in family court. For families like mine, the problem is not
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outdated terminology. The problem is that courts can ignore abuse evidence, punish protective parents,
and leave children in unsafe situations with little or no accountability.

| respectfully urge this Committee to oppose Sub. S.B. 174 as written. At a minimum, the bill should not
move forward unless it is amended to include explicit child-safety safeguards, real evidentiary
requirements, and meaningful accountability when courts disregard abuse.

Children like my daughter deserve safety first. They deserve a system that protects them, not one that
gives unsafe parents more tools to demand access under the language of “best interest.”

Respectfully submitted,

Christa Suever

Allen County, Ohio
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