To: The Chair, Vice Chair, Ranking Member, and Members of the Committee

From: Essence Unique Easley, Governor-Appointed Council Member, Ohio Developmental
Disabilities Council (ODDC), Founder and Executive Director Enduring Minds The Foundation.

Date: June 6, 2026

Chairperson and distinguished members of the committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to stand before you today. My name is Essence Unique Easley. |
am a lifelong resident of Columbus, an author, a business owner, disability advocate, and a
Governor-appointed council member serving on the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council
(ODDC). I am here today to urge you to vote NO on House Bill 795.

I do not speak on this bill purely from a theoretical policy perspective. | speak from the hard
fought reality of a life lived on the front lines of chronic iliness, disability, and the Ohio Medicaid
system. | speak from the experiences, stories and shared grief of the patients and families my
organization has served.

The Reality of My Story is | live with severe, chronic neurological conditions, Intracranial
hypertension, Epilepsy and Chiari Malformation. My life has been defined by the profound
physical and psychological toll of navigating a lifelong, rare medical journey. To date, | have had
to endure 22 brain surgeries, live with a dependency on medical shunts, medications and
accessibility devices to survive. These surgeries are not just medical statistics; they represent
immense physical trauma, pain, prolonged recoveries, and a constant, daily vulnerability.
Vulnerability and pain only increased with the stresses of dealing with our Medicaid System.
Because of my condition, | am a disabled Ohioan. Every single day brings unique challenges to
my independence and health. But | am not just a patient; | am a person who has fought to use
my voice to build community, write books, serve people in this community and advocate for the
rights of myself and others who are historically left out of the conversation.

The only reason | am able to stand before you today—the only reason | can hear efficiently, get
around safely live in my community, run my businesses and serve our state on the ODDC, is
because of Ohio’s Home and Community-Based Services (HCBS) Medicaid waiver.

This waiver isn't a handout; it is a literal lifeline. A lifeline that as someone who acquired a
disability later in life | had to fight to receive. Specifically, it allows me to receive critical, daily
care and care-coordination services from a family member. My mother.

Having my mom serve as my paid caregiver is not a matter of convenience; it is a matter of
safety, dignity, and survival. For someone who has undergone multiple brain surgeries, having a
caregiver who intimately understands the nuances of my neurological baseline, who can spot
the immediate signs of shunt failure, and whom | completely trust with my physical vulnerability
is irreplaceable. Not to mention as often as | have doctors appointments or surgeries where |
need care and she would be unable to work would negatively affect her income. This structure
keeps individuals out of expensive, institutional facilities and allows us to thrive at home where
we belong.



House Bill 795 threatens to destabilize the very infrastructure that keeps disabled Ohioans alive
and independent. Legislation that adds administrative hurdles, restricts waiver eligibility, or limits
the ability of family members to provide paid care cuts directly at the root of our autonomy.
When you limit family caregiving options or tighten restrictions on waivers, you do not cure
disability or lower actual care needs. Instead, you force disabled individuals into dangerous
gaps in coverage and care because of the ongoing, severe statewide direct support professional
(DSP) workforce shortage.You strip away the culturally competent, deeply personalized care
and connection that family members provide.You inadvertently increase costs to the state by
pushing people out of their homes and into far more expensive institutionalized settings. You
increase cost to Ohio families already in difficult positions. As a member of the ODDC, it is my
privilege to advocate for the nearly 1.8 million Ohioans living with a disability. But today, | am
asking you to look at my face, remember my surgeries, my story and understand that any vote
to pass H.B. 795 is a vote that directly jeopardizes my health, my safety, and my ability to
contribute to this great state. We should be working to strengthen the waiver system, increase
reimbursement rates for caregivers, and expand family care protections, not dismantling them.

| strongly plead with you to stand with disabled Ohioans, stand with me and protect our right to
live independently in our community. Please vote NO on H.B. 795.

Thank you for your time and consideration. | am open to any questions you may have.



