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Chair Ghanbari, Vice Chair Dean, Ranking Member Upchurch, and Members of the House Small
Business Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony in support of House Bill
615, the Retail Theft Prevention Act. I’'m Rick Carfagna, Senior Vice President of Government
Affairs for the Ohio Chamber of Commerce.

For over 133 years, the Ohio Chamber has served as the state’s leading business advocate and
represents over 8,000 companies that do business in Ohio. Our mission is to aggressively
champion free enterprise, economic competitiveness, and growth for the benefit of all Ohioans.

The Ohio Chamber’s engagement on retail theft is not new. In September 2022, our CEO and
President Steve Stivers initiated a comprehensive study of our membership on the effect of public
safety on Ohio businesses. Working with The Tarrance Group, we canvassed 600 Ohio adults and
171 Ohio businesses, and the results were stark:

¢ While the vast majority of adults feel that crime, especially violent crime, is on the rise, the
business community is universally in agreement — 74% and 81% respectively.

* Asimple majority of adults believe that rising crime has kept businesses from expanding,
but that figure rises to 62% within Ohio’s business community.

e 77% of adults surveyed and 88% of businesses surveyed agreed it is a good idea to stop
allowing small crimes like shoplifting, even in high crime areas.

As B.J. Martino, President and CEO of The Tarrance Group, summarized: “Over 60% agree that
rising crime has kept businesses from expanding, thus slowing the creation of new jobs and
economic opportunity for all Ohioans.”

Motivated by these findings, the Ohio Chamber launched a formal Crime Task Force in May 2023
under the leadership of former U.S. Attorney David DeVillers and retired Franklin County Municipal
Court Judge Scott VanDerKarr. The Task Force convened retailers, law enforcement, prosecutors,
representatives from the Ohio Attorney General’s office, the Ohio Grocers Association, several of
our retail members, and multiple county prosecutor’s offices to develop concrete legislative
recommendations for the General Assembly.

The Ohio Chamber proudly supported Chair Ghanbari’s House Bill 366, the Fight Organized Retail
Crime and Empower Law Enforcement (FORCE) Act, in the 135" General Assembly, which has



since been signed into law. That legislation was a landmark achievement directly aligning with the
work of our Crime Task Force. It established:

e Astatewide Organized Retail Theft Task Force housed within the Organized Crime
Investigations Commission (OCIC) at the Attorney General’s office, with investigative
authority across counties;

¢ An Organized Retail Theft Advisory Council within the AG’s office to advise the OCIC and
recommend detection, deterrence, prevention, and prosecution strategies;

¢ Anew Organized Theft of Retail Property statute (R.C. 2913.08) that filled the gap between
shoplifting and RICO, creating meaningful felony-level exposure for enterprise-level theft
operations;

¢ A new Theft of Mail statute (R.C. 2913.021);

e Updated definitions for “Organized Retail Theft” and “Retail Property Fence”; and

* Adedicated funding mechanism through vendor license fees to support the new task force.

These were transformative tools that law enforcement asked for and that our business community
championed. However, the FORCE Act was designed to address the organized, enterprise-level
end of retail crime. It was not desighed to address a different but equally destructive pattern that
has accelerated across Ohio and the nation: coordinated group theft, in which multiple
individuals enter a retail establishment simultaneously and overwhelm staff through sheer
numbers.

House Bill 615, the Retail Theft Prevention Act, targets precisely this threat by creating a new
“group retail theft” offense under R.C. 2913.02. Under current Ohio law, a group of individuals
who enter a store together, divide up merchandise, and walk out simultaneously can only be
charged individually under the general theft statute. Each person’s haul may fall below the
threshold for a felony offense, resulting in a series of first-degree misdemeanors that carry little
deterrent weight for organized theft crews.

HB 615 changes this calculus directly. It establishes a headcount-based felony structure that
reflects the unique danger and harm caused by group theft:

e Participation in group retail theft with one or more others (but fewer than four) involving
retail property worth $1,000 or more is a felony of the fifth degree.

e Participation with four or more other people is a felony of the third degree, with a
presumption in favor of a prison term.

e Participation with ten or more other people when the retail value of stolen property is
$5,000 or more is a felony of the second degree.

This structure is intuitive for prosecutors and juries alike: the more participants, the higher the
felony. It recognizes that group theft is not simply the sum of its individual thefts. These
coordinated operations intimidate employees and customers, create dangerous physical
confrontations, cause businesses to reduce hours or close locations entirely, and in some cases
result in violent incidents. The harm is qualitatively greater than individual shoplifting, and Ohio’s
criminal code should reflect that.



Together, House Bill 366 and House Bill 615 represent a comprehensive legislative response to
retail crime in Ohio. HB 366 built the investigative infrastructure and addressed the enterprise end
of the supply chain: the fences, the organizers, the pattern of corrupt activity. HB 615 sharpens
the underlying criminal code to match the threat that Ohio retailers and their employees face on
the store floor every day.

This was always the intent of our Crime Task Force. In our 2023 deliberations, the group
specifically identified the need for enhanced penalties when theft occurs in concert and
discussed how existing law left prosecutors without adequate tools to respond proportionally to
group retail theft events. HB 615 delivers on that recommendation.

Our members, from independent local businesses to large national retailers, have consistently
told us that they need both pieces: the specialized enforcement infrastructure that HB 366
created, and the individual criminal code tools that HB 615 provides. Both bills together give Ohio
a modern, comprehensive framework that is proportionate to the threat.

The Ohio Chamber strongly supports House Bill 615, as it protects Ohio’s workers, preserves jobs,
and safeguards the economic vitality of communities across our state. We commend
Representative Williams for introducing this legislation and urge this committee to move it
forward.

Thank you again for your time and consideration. We stand ready to work with all of you to pass
these important protections for Ohio’s business community.



