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Good morning, Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and
members of the Committee.

My name is John Brnjic, and I serve as Deputy Chief of Police and Commander of the Detective
Bureau for the Newark Division of Police.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today on behalf of law enforcement and, most
importantly, on behalf of vulnerable children who deserve access to protection and services
regardless of where they reside. I would also like to thank Representative Kevin Miller for taking
the time to listen to our concerns, examine this issue, and pursue a legislative solution.

Before I begin, [ want to be clear that my testimony is not intended as criticism of Licking
County Job and Family Services. The Newark Division of Police has worked closely with
Licking County Job and Family Services for more than forty years, particularly in child abuse
and neglect investigations. Our partnership has been instrumental in protecting children and
achieving successful outcomes in some of the most difficult cases we encounter.

In preparing for today's testimony, I discussed these situations with the leadership of Licking
County Job and Family Services. Their response was consistent: "If we could help, we would."
The problem is not a lack of willingness. The problem is that current law often prevents local
agencies from intervening when a child is not a resident of their county.

I would like to share several examples that demonstrate the challenges this creates for both
children and law enforcement.

On July 9, 2020, Newark police officers responded to a homicide on West Church Street. The
victim, a mother of two, had been murdered by her estranged boyfriend. When officers arrived,
they discovered three young children asleep inside the residence.

Licking County Job and Family Services responded immediately and without hesitation.

Caseworkers cared for all three children at the police station until family members could be
located and arrive. Two of the children were residents of Licking County and one was from
Fairfield County. Their assistance was invaluable to both the children and the investigation.

I mention this case because it demonstrates how the system should work when children need
immediate care and protection.

Unfortunately, we have encountered many situations where the system does not work that way.
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On October 25, 2019, officers stopped a husband and wife who had been involved in a series of
thefts at Kohl's stores throughout the Columbus area. Both individuals committed felony
offenses and were taken into custody. Officers discovered a two-year-old child in the vehicle.

When officers contacted Licking County Job and Family Services, they were informed that the
agency could not take custody because the child was a resident of Franklin County. Efforts to
obtain assistance from Franklin County were unsuccessful. Ultimately, officers were forced to
release the father despite the criminal circumstances because there was no alternative care
available for the child.

On November 20, 2024, officers responded to a report of a seven-year-old child who had become
separated from his father. During the investigation, officers learned that the father, an Amazon
delivery driver, had been forced to bring his child with him while working because he had no
childcare available.

While making a delivery, the child exited the vehicle without the father's knowledge. The father
returned to the vehicle and drove away, unaware that the child was no longer inside.

Officers contacted Licking County Job and Family Services but were informed that they could
not assist because the child resided in Franklin County. Officers attempted to reach Franklin
County Job and Family Services but received no response. As a result, Newark police officers
remained responsible for the child for more than three and a half hours until the child's mother
could be located and take custody.

On August 2, 2025, officers encountered a domestic disturbance involving a couple who had
traveled from North Carolina. During the investigation, officers learned that the male was subject
to a protection order that protected a two-year-old child currently in his custody.

Officers also discovered that the couple had fled North Carolina approximately two and a half
months earlier and had been living in a tent in the woods with the child.

When officers contacted Licking County Job and Family Services, they were advised that they
could not intervene because the child was a resident of North Carolina. Officers later learned that
if the agency did take custody n( on a Friday), the child could not be returned to the mother until
Monday.

Recognizing the significant trauma already experienced by the family, officers continued caring

for the child themselves. The child remained in police care for nearly twenty-three hours before
being reunited with the mother.
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On October 5, 2025, officers responded to an incident involving an unruly juvenile who was in
the custody of Franklin County Job and Family Services but had been placed in Newark through
a kinship arrangement facilitated by NYAP.

The juvenile became physically aggressive, engaged in disruptive behavior, and was using
marijuana. The family advised officers that they could no longer safely keep the child in the
home.

After repeated attempts to contact Franklin County Job and Family Services without success,
officers contacted Licking County Job and Family Services. Again, they were informed that they
could not intervene because the child was under the jurisdiction of Franklin County.

With assistance from the Franklin County Sheriff's Office, officers were eventually able to locate
an alternative placement approximately four hours later.

These examples are not isolated incidents. Law enforcement agencies across Ohio increasingly
encounter children whose families are homeless, transient, living in temporary shelters, or
moving between jurisdictions. When a child is in crisis, officers and local child welfare agencies
should be able to respond based on the child's immediate needs—not be limited by county lines
or residency requirements.

Children do not stop needing protection because they crossed a county border. Likewise, local
agencies should not be prevented from providing emergency assistance simply because a child
resides elsewhere.

I again want to express my appreciation for the professionalism and dedication of Licking
County Job and Family Services. The issue before us is not a failure of local agencies. It is a gap

in the law that prevents willing professionals from helping children when help is needed most.

I respectfully ask the Committee to consider legislation that closes this gap and ensures that
children can receive timely protection and services regardless of where they reside.
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Thank you for your time, your consideration, and your commitment to Ohio's children. I would
be happy to answer any questions.

Respectfully,

John Brnjic

Deputy Chief of Police
Detective Bureau Commander
Newark Division of Police
jbrn@newarkohio.net
740-670-7240
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