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Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the 
committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide interested party testimony on House Bill 
338. 

My name is Fred Ward, and I am the Executive Director of Building Freedom Ohio, a statewide 
organization made up of people who have been directly impacted by the criminal justice system. 

I spent 10 years incarcerated at Mansfield Correctional Institution, where I helped run the 
Ashland University college program. I have now been home for 27 years without incident. I 
know the prison system from the inside, and I believe Building Freedom Ohio brings a 
perspective that is often missing from these discussions. 

Let me begin by saying that accountability matters. 

If someone throws bodily fluids on a correctional officer, there should be consequences. If 
someone attempts to bring drugs into a prison, there should be consequences. If someone 
assaults or murders a correctional officer, there should absolutely be consequences. 

We are not here to argue against accountability. We are here to argue for accountability that 
actually improves safety. 

The earned incentives and opportunities that exist within our institutions are not rewards for bad 
behavior. They are tools that encourage good behavior. Education changed my life. Education 
helped me understand how I ended up in prison. Education helped me think differently about 
myself and my future. The opportunity to earn access to programming, education, and family 
connections is one of the most effective ways to create safer institutions and better outcomes. 

There is another reality that must be part of this conversation. 

Contraband does not simply appear inside Ohio prisons. 

When drugs, cell phones, and other contraband enter a correctional institution, they come 
through someone who has access to that institution. We know incarcerated individuals are 
punished when they possess contraband, and they should be. But accountability cannot stop 
there. 

Aramark employees have been caught bringing drugs and other contraband into Ohio prisons. 
Too often the consequence is simply termination. The company itself bears little responsibility, 



and the broader system continues unchanged. At the same time, incarcerated individuals face 
severe penalties for possessing the very contraband that others are bringing into the institution. 

We also know that contraband enters through prison staff. This is not speculation. This is reality. 
A new Android phone can sell for as much as $5,000 because someone with access is willing to 
bring it through the gate. 

If we want to be serious about reducing contraband and improving safety, then accountability 
must apply to everyone involved. We cannot focus only on the people receiving contraband 
while ignoring the contractors and employees who are supplying it. 

Our institutions continue to struggle with staffing shortages. Correctional officers are difficult to 
recruit and retain. Behavioral health providers, medical professionals, and other critical staff 
positions remain vacant. These shortages affect safety every day for staff, visitors, and 
incarcerated individuals alike. 

Building Freedom Ohio respectfully asks this committee to preserve educational opportunities 
and maintain in-person visitation. Family connections and educational programming are not 
luxuries. They are proven tools that reduce misconduct inside institutions and better prepare 
people to return home successfully. 

If there are concerns about tablets, then hold contractors accountable. If contractors are 
contributing to contraband problems, hold them accountable. But do not take away the 
programs, education, and family connections that help people change. 

When we remove the tools that incentivize good behavior, everyone becomes less 
safe—visitors, correctional staff, and incarcerated individuals. And when people return home 
less prepared than when they entered prison, our communities become less safe as well. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify, and I would be happy to answer any questions. 

 


