
 
                                                    

Good morning Chairwoman King, Vice Chair Kishman, Ranking Member Sims, and members of 
the committee.  Thank you for the opportunity to speak today. 

My name is Deborah Collins, and I’ve been a housing provider in the Cincinnati area for over 20 
years, I am a board member of the Real Estate Investors Association of Greater Cincinnati, and I 
also serve as the manager of the Ohio Real Estate Investors Association (OREIA).  

For years, our members have asked, pleaded, and advocated for a simple legislative change: stop 
holding housing providers financially responsible for third-party utility contracts—specifically, 
resident water bills. This is a commonsense fix to a practice that no other type of utility or 
monthly service is allowed to follow. Our members are not asking for a handout, a bailout, or a 
write-off. They are simply asking for fair business relationships, basic contract law to be 
respected, and a return to common sense. 

The majority of Ohio tenants are responsible residents and have no issues.  But when there’s a 
problem, it’s rarely a small one. Residents leave behind thousands of dollars in unpaid water 
bills—bills they were contractually responsible for through their lease. Some open their units to 
friends and family for "free water." Others stop paying entirely for months before moving out. 
We’ve even seen residents retaliate against property owners by letting water run non-stop for 
days—without any fear of consequence.  As you’ve heard today, these are not one-off stories.  
They are not outliers.  This is behavior that is repeated over and over, year after year, all across 
the state.      

Some have suggested mitigation strategies—but they often ignore reality.  

Cincinnati Water Works, for example, advised housing providers to collect larger security 
deposits. Yet, under Cincinnati law, it’s illegal to require more than one month’s rent as a 
deposit.  

Senator Demora last year suggested enforcing leases “more strictly”—an approach that would 
only increase eviction filings and potentially lead to more homelessness.  This would likely add 
to what the Canton Water Department called “the already overburdened court system” when they 
were afraid they would be the ones who would have to be in court.  

OMEA suggested property owners were in a better position to handle unpaid bills, again through 
evictions.  Why are these groups so comfortable with people losing their housing over this?  And 
is a 45-day eviction process, thousands in court costs, damaging a renter’s background 
potentially hurting future housing really more effective and easier than simply shutting off 
service at the curb and forcing a workout plan? 

Canton Water Department suggested landlords call to have the water shut off—disregarding the 
fact that Ohio law (Ohio Revised Code Section 5321.15 ) specifically prohibits landlords 
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from initiating “self-help evictions” through utility shutoffs.  This action could open housing 
providers up to legal repercussions  and fair housing claims. 

The Deputy Safety Director from Athens suggested last year that this bill would create havoc in a 
college town.  HB92 would not prohibit any property owner who wants to keep the utilities in 
their name and self-bill their residents from doing that.  This set up works very well in college 
towns.  It would allow the thousands of us who don’t want to bill that way, the freedom to 
choose not to. 

Most of the opponents cited the burden of collection, the cost of court cases, and the time 
involved as a deterrent to change.  Why is their time more valuable than a housing provider’s?  
Why is a small, independent housing provider capable of incurring those costs on their one or 
two properties when a water conglomerate can’t handle it with thousands of customers?  Simply 
because we are “for profit”?  The reality is that many housing providers barely break-even month 
to month, year to year.  The “profit” comes in the form of 20-30 years of appreciation.  And if 
we can’t make the day to day work, we won’t continue in the industry that long, potentially 
shrinking an already tight rental market.     

In each of these suggestions, the burden is placed back on housing providers—never on the 
utility companies responsible for the service, billing and collection. Despite their claims last year 
of wanting to work towards a better compromise, not a single municipal utility company or 
lobbyist has reached out to OREIA, the largest proponent group for HB92, to collaborate on a 
solution.   

The truth is, HB92 is ALREADY a compromise.  It doesn’t prohibit ALL liens as a way to 
collect unpaid bills.  It limits the amount of the lien able to be disputed as greater than $300.  As 
property owners, we are essentially still accepting responsibility for our residents’ water bills that 
they have not paid up to $300.  It should be ZERO, but we compromised.  It also does not say 
water companies can’t change their policies and procedures to reduce the occurrence or amount 
of unpaid bills.  If they think collecting a $1,000 water bill would be too expensive, don’t let it 
get to $1,000.  They are in full control of their own situation. 

Let me suggest mitigation strategies for the water companies: 

1. Collect deposits from higher-risk customers.  Many utility services do this already and 
renters are used to that type of policy.  I am unaware of any housing advocacy groups that 
have put a cap on utility deposits the way they have on rentals.   

2. Shut off service when bills go unpaid.  This seems basic, but it apparently needs to be 
stressed.  $300 is usually over 3 months of unpaid bills.  What are their current policies 
and are they following them?   

3. Prevent residents with unpaid balances from starting service at a new location until their 
debt is resolved.  Renters are not usually moving across the state or the country.  The 
majority are moving down the street and are in the same service area.  It is not that hard 



 
to find them.  We are happy to help train staff on affordable and easy skip tracing 
software if needed.    

Housing providers already shoulder responsibilities for maintenance, taxes, insurance, and 
landscaping as you’ve heard.  They provide the housing, and they collect payment for that 
housing. Shouldn’t the utility companies provide the water and collect payment for that water 
themselves?  Why are we being asked to manage water collections also? 

The truth is, municipal water districts are resisting change because housing providers are an easy 
backstop for collections.  If this was such a reasonable and good policy, why don’t all utilities do 
it?  Why don’t all service companies try this?  It would be better for them, easier for them, 
cheaper for them.  The reality is they know it’s not fair, and it’s not sustainable. 

Independent housing providers were hit hard during COVID, and they’re still reeling from 
soaring property taxes and rising insurance premiums. We’re not asking for favors—we’re 
asking for fairness. If we want strong communities and local ownership of rental housing, we 
must stop penalizing the very people who provide that housing. 

Let me close with a quote from one of our members in response to a Facebook post of mine on 
this issue.  She stated:  
"This is one of the many reasons we sold all our inner-city rentals. I have never—not once—had 
a tenant pay their balance and not stick me with the high water bill the city allowed them to rack 
up." 

I respectfully urge this committee to move HB92 forward. Let’s ensure that utility companies are 
responsible for collecting their own payments—just like every other service provider.  

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 
 


