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Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of
the Senate Judiciary Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide proponent
testimony on Senate Bill 277 (SB 277). My name is Leah Winsberg, and I am the
Community Engagement Attorney at the Cuyahoga County Public Defender’s Office. Our
Office’s Youth and Parent Defense Division represents parents facing children’s services
involvement in Dependency, Neglect, Abuse (DNA) cases. Our team is multidisciplinary;
our attorneys work alongside social workers and parent advocates to keep families safe
and intact.

SB 277 seeks to protect families by proposing common sense improvements to Ohio’s
child welfare system. Families can face unnecessary state scrutiny for mundane parenting
practices when statutes fail to provide a clear legal distinction between ordinary
childhood activity and the need for state intervention. Given the well documented harm
and trauma associated with child welfare investigations and removals, it’s critical that
systems work to reduce unnecessary state involvement.! SB 277 is a step in that direction.

A parent’s fundamental right to make decisions concerning the care, custody, and control
of their children is one of the oldest liberty interests recognized by the courts.2 There are
many diverse approaches to parenting, which may sometimes be resource dependent. Yet,
even when a parent takes steps to ensure their child’s safety, they may face a hotline call
and impending scrutiny from the state for providing their child some unsupervised time
and independence.

Investigations — even where they do not lead to removal — can leave lasting and damaging
effects on a family. Parents may have difficulty securing or maintaining employment
simply because they were the subject of a child welfare investigation, even if an allegation
is unsubstantiated or did not lead to a formal DNA court filing. Often, a prior child welfare

1 Casey Family Programs Issue Brief: Safe Children. How does investigation, removal, and placement
cause trauma for children? (2018), available: https://www.casey.org/media/SC Investigation-removal-
placement-causes-trauma.pdf

2 Troxel v. Granville, 530 U.S. 57 (2000), citing Meyer v. Nebraska, 262 U.S. 390 (1923). See also In re
Murray, 52 Ohio St. 3d 155, 156 (1990), stating that a parent has an “essential” and “basic civil right” to

raise their children.
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investigation may disqualify an otherwise appropriate adult from serving as a placement
for children or kin who are in need, even if that investigation was decades ago.

SB 277 is narrowly tailored. The bill is limited just to those ordinary childhood activities
that are appropriate to be unsupervised by an adult, such as walking to and from school
or playing outdoors. These reasonable independent activities could not be the sole basis
for neglect or abuse findings, allowing parents to make appropriate decisions about
unsupervised time.

Many states have adopted similar common-sense improvements, and Ohio has an
opportunity to take this small, but meaningful step by passing SB 277.

We thank you for the opportunity to provide proponent testimony on SB 277 and urge
this Committee to vote in favor of this bill.

Sincerely,

/s/ Leah Winsberg

Leah Winsberg

Community Engagement Attorney
Lwinsberg@cuyahogacounty.gov
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