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Good morning Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and
members of the Senate Judiciary Committee. Thank you for this opportunity to submit
proponent testimony on Senate Bill 174. I am submitting written testimony due to
family conflicts today. Please feel free to reach out to me with questions. My contact
information is at the bottom of my testimony.

My name is Steve Killpack. I am a career fatherhood and family services practitioner,
nonprofit manager and Executive Director of the Cleveland based Community
Endeavors Foundation. The Foundation has been developing, funding and supporting
community and correctional based programs that engage, support and affirm fathers in
Ohio since 1995. All of our work is focused on engaging two healthy involved
cooperative parents in the lives of their children. The programs we have supported
over the last 30 years have primarily been for low-income unmarried fathers as they
face the most significant barriers to involvement in their children’s lives.

We have collaborated with the Ohio Commission on Fatherhood and the Ohio Office of
Child Support for over 15 years and Cuyahoga County Health and Human Services for
over 20 years.

We prioritize child well-being above all and strongly believe in the current statutory
definition of the “best interests of the child”, which is affirmed in SB 174. This is the
first of three reasons that we are proponents of this legislation.

We also believe in proactively including program components to prevent domestic
violence and protect family members in situations where domestic violence has
occurred in all of our work. SB 174 provides this critical protection.

The third reason we support this legislation is the thoughtful and careful approach its
writers have taken to modernize the language used to refer to parents and caregivers.

The language we use when referring to parents carries a lot of power with it,
particularly at a time when mothers, fathers and other caregivers are all occupying
multiple roles in both married, unmarried and kinship family formations. They can all be
providers, nurturers and caregivers. We fully support the thoughtful adoption of



balanced neutral language in SB 174. It is appropriate for these times and most
importantly, it helps create appropriate expectations for the determination of child
custody.

I want to take this opportunity to suggest an addition to SB 174 related to paternity
establishment and parenting rights for unwed fathers. Ohio is one of only 13 states
that grants sole legal and residential custody to mothers when a child is born to
unmarried parents (ORC 3109.042). This is the initial and most profound barrier that
an unmarried father faces after his child is born. This barrier continues to remain in
place after paternity is established. Unwed fathers that have established paternity have
no legal access to their children. They have no legal parenting rights related to health
care, education and religious instruction. Practically this means that a father can’t
authorize medical care for his child, even in emergency situations. It also means that a
father doesn’t have access to his child’s school records or teachers. He isn't invited to
school conferences. This is out of step with available research which has found that a
father’s involvement in his child’s education is directly related to his child’s success.

The State of Florida recently became the 37th state to correct this situation, clarifying
that both unmarried parents are the natural guardians of the child and that both are
subject to the rights and responsibilities enjoyed by married parents after the
establishment of paternity by affidavit, genetic testing or court order. In addition, an
unwed father may request the creation of a parenting plan, as described in SB 174, at
the time of establishment of paternity. I strongly recommend that a variation of the
Florida language be adopted for the final version of SB 174.

Thank you very much for your consideration of this testimony and for your service in
the Ohio General Assembly.
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