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June 2, 2026
House Public Safety Committee
Proponent Testimony on Senate Bill 321/Arming Special Police Officers

Chair Abrams, Vice Chair Miller, Ranking Member Thomas, and members of the
House of Representatives Public Safety Committee, thank you for the opportunity
to present proponent testimony on Senate Bill 321. My name is Steve Laird, and |
am a police officer with the Department of Developmental Disabilities. Today;, |
am speaking on behalf of the 23,000 members of the FOP.

Senate Bill 321 would enact section 5123.131 of the Revised Code to ensure that
Special Police Officers may not be prohibited from carrying a deadly weapon,
including a firearm, while on duty when escorting residents into the community or
patrolling institutional grounds. These duties present some of the greatest safety
considerations for our officers and the individuals we are sworn to protect.

DODD Special Police Officers are OPOTA-certified peace officers. We complete
the same required training as other peace officers in Ohio. The majority of our
officers wear police uniforms, some operate marked police vehicles, and we are
charged with maintaining safety and security on state-operated campuses across
Ohio.

In addition to our OPOTA training, many of our officers are already Crisis
Intervention Team, or CIT, certified, even though it is not currently required by the
agency. All staff members also receive annual in-house de-escalation training
provided by the agency. De-escalation and crisis response are already deeply
embedded in our professional culture and training environment.

The residents who live in our state-operated facilities, the staff who serve them,
and the visitors who enter our campuses all expect a safe and secure
environment. Ensuring that safety is one of our core responsibilities as sworn
peace officers and having the necessary tools to provide that safety is just as
important.

The individuals entrusted to our care are among the most vulnerable members of
our community. Like children or the elderly, they can be disproportionately
victimized and often lack the ability to fully protect themselves. They deserve the
same level of protection afforded anywhere else in this state — if not greater — so
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they may live, receive treatment, and ultimately return to society in a safe and
secure environment.

Like every peace officer in Ohio, we took an oath to support the Constitution of the
United States and the Constitution of the State of Ohio, and to faithfully enforce
the laws enacted by this General Assembly. We are expected to respond to
criminal conduct, protect vulnerable populations, and ensure public safety. We
cannot effectively fulfill that oath if we are denied access to the tools necessary to
respond to a deadly threat should one arise.

Itis also important to recognize that DODD Special Police Officers are trained law
enforcement professionals who already operate under established standards
regarding the use of force, de-escalation, and crisis intervention. Our officers are
trained to assess situations, utilize reasonable judgment, and respond with the
level of force appropriate to the circumstances. Should this legislation pass, |
would anticipate the agency implementing an escalation-of-force policy that
incorporates the intermediate tools and response options already available to
officers. This would ensure officers continue to utilize a measured and
professional response model consistent with modern law enforcement practices,
training, and public safety expectations.

I would also like to note that DODD Special Police Officers have carried less-lethal
tools, specifically Tasers, for more than twenty years under strict agency policy
and oversight. During that time, there have been zero reported incidents involving
DODD Police Officers improperly using Tasers against residents living at our
developmental centers.

The Ohio Department of Developmental Disabilities already maintains detailed
policies governing how, when, and where these devices may be carried. Those
policies include specific restrictions prohibiting Tasers from being carried in or
around resident living areas, or in areas where residents are likely to be present,
except under clearly defined circumstances. Officers are trained extensively on
these policies upon employment and understand that any misuse of force,
including the improper use of OPOTA-approved techniques involving residents,
carries serious consequences.

This demonstrates that DODD already has an established framework for safely
regulating law enforcement equipment, accountability, and officer conduct within
these unique environments. The proposed language within Senate Bill 321
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continues to reinforce those expectations by maintaining clear standards,
limitations, and responsibilities regarding the carrying and use of weapons while
on duty.

Additionally, through extensive research, | identified at least ten other states that
currently utilize armed police or security personnel at state-operated psychiatric
or developmental facilities. In some states, those officers are employed directly
by the agency itself, while others utilize statewide governmental police agencies,
similar to how the Ohio State Highway Patrol provides security services at
government buildings. Ohio would not be creating a new or unprecedented model
by passing this legislation; rather, it would be aligning itself with practices already
utilized elsewhere across the country.

Senate Bill 321 does not expand police authority. It simply removes a blanket
prohibition and allows trained, certified peace officers to carry the tools they are
already trained to use under Ohio law, while on duty and within defined
circumstances.

For these reasons, we respectfully urge this committee to advance Senate Bill 321
and provide DODD Special Police Officers the ability to safely and effectively
perform the duties entrusted to us.

Thank you for your time and consideration. | would be happy to answer any
guestions.




