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Chairman Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the 
Senate Judiciary Committee: 
 
Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to speak today. My name is Jamie Sell. I am a 
registered nurse, and I am the mother of Austin Burke, inmate number 743072. 
 
I want to begin by saying clearly that I do not minimize the death of Officer Andrew Lansing or 
the grief of his family, friends, and co-workers. No family should lose someone in an act of 
violence. Correction officers deserve to be safe at work. Families, visitors, volunteers, medical 
staff, teachers, and incarcerated people also deserve safe institutions. 
 
But safety cannot be built through fear, retaliation, isolation, or the removal of basic human 
contact, education, communication, and accountability. That is why I am asking this committee 
to oppose House Bill 338 as written, or at minimum to remove the portions of the bill that would 
further isolate high-security prisoners and reduce the very tools that allow families and the 
public to identify abuse, retaliation, and dangerous institutional practices. 
 
My son Austin has been housed at Southern Ohio Correctional Facility, one of Ohio’s 
highest-security prisons. For more than a year, he has filed grievances and informal requests 
pleading for equal treatment, relief from excessive strip searches, proper housing, basic 
ventilation, access to legal and religious materials, and transfer out of an environment that he 
believed was retaliatory and unsafe. 
 
This is not a situation where a prisoner simply did not like the rules. Austin filed grievance after 
grievance, and several of those grievances were granted. That matters. 
 
He filed grievances regarding being stripped out on camera in J1 block. At least two related 
grievances were granted, including one acknowledging that officers should strip him out in the 
shower and out of camera view. Yet he continued to face disputes and retaliation around strip 
searches and recreation. He filed a PREA-related complaint alleging sexual harassment due to 
strip searches and being viewed on camera. He filed grievances about improper housing, 
conditions of confinement, retaliation, lack of recreation, lack of ventilation, and failures in the 
grievance process itself. 
 
He also repeatedly asked for an institutional transfer. He was told by staff that prisoners with 
more than ten years could not transfer, even though he was aware of other prisoners with 
similar or longer sentences being transferred. When he pointed that out, he was told that 
another transfer was supposedly a mistake. 
 



This is exactly why grievance rights, family contact, access to communication, and outside 
oversight matter. 
 
House Bill 338 does not just increase penalties for serious assaults. It reaches much further. It 
would require no-contact visitation at high-security institutions. It would eliminate higher 
education programs at high-security prisons. It would restrict tablet access for people in 
high-security institutions. These are not small changes. These are changes that would make 
isolated people even more isolated, reduce incentives for positive conduct, and remove some of 
the few stabilizing influences that exist inside high-security prisons. 
 
My experience with Austin has shown me that people inside high-security institutions are 
already in an environment where staff have enormous control over housing, strip searches, 
grievance access, recreation, communication, and discipline. When things go wrong, the person 
incarcerated is often the last person believed. Families on the outside may be the only people 
keeping a record of what is happening. 
 
Austin’s grievances show a pattern that should concern this committee. Some grievances were 
granted, but the remedy was incomplete or not followed through. Some were denied as 
duplicates. Some were closed in ways that made them difficult or impossible to escalate. Some 
were converted into informal communications. At times, the grievance process itself became 
part of the problem. 
 
That should not be ignored. 
 
If the legislature responds to a tragedy by giving institutions even more power while reducing 
communication, education, contact visits, and accountability, then Ohio risks making its prisons 
more dangerous, not safer. 
 
Contact visits are not just a privilege. For many families, they are the last remaining connection 
that keeps a person grounded. A mother being able to hug her son matters. A child being able 
to sit near a parent matters. Human connection can reduce hopelessness. Hopelessness 
increases danger. 
 
Education also matters. Removing higher education from high-security institutions sends the 
message that some people are beyond rehabilitation. But those are often the very people who 
most need structure, purpose, accountability, and a reason to keep moving forward. Education 
is not a reward for being perfect. It is a tool to reduce violence and create hope. 
 
Tablet access also matters. Tablets allow monitored communication, education, legal work, 
religious material, and connection to family. Taking them away across the board does not solve 
the root problems inside Ohio prisons. It cuts people off from the outside world and leaves 
families with fewer ways to know whether their loved ones are safe. 
 



My son has also faced criminal charges related to incidents inside prison. I have video and 
records available upon request regarding statements made in Scioto County Common Pleas 
Court by Prosecutor Hale during Austin’s sentencing in the Melendez fight and officer-assault 
cases. The prosecutor acknowledged that there was an element of self-defense, that a similar 
case had been acquitted by a jury, and that some of what occurred on K2 block could be placed 
at the feet of institutional administration. He also stated that he did not believe Austin would ever 
seriously harm an officer, that officers did not suffer serious injury, and that he could not 
understand why this young man was in that position. 
 
Those statements matter because they show that prison incidents are not always as simple as 
the institution’s version of events. Sometimes institutional decisions create dangerous 
circumstances. Sometimes housing decisions, door openings, staff conduct, or ignored 
warnings contribute to violence. If the legislature only increases punishment and removes rights, 
without addressing institutional accountability, the public will not get the full truth. 
 
In the Melendez case, I remain concerned about unresolved issues, including a victim statement 
that I believe requires scrutiny, the fact that Melendez reportedly had a high alcohol level, and 
the fact that I am still waiting on body camera video from Officer Brady Butler that was 
referenced in the Ohio State Highway Patrol investigation and requested from ODRC in 2023. 
 
I am not asking this committee to excuse violence. I am asking you to recognize that prisons are 
closed systems, and closed systems become dangerous when accountability is weakened. 
 
If this committee truly wants safer prisons, then the answer should be independent oversight, 
adequate staffing, meaningful grievance review, preservation of evidence, body camera 
transparency, protection from retaliation, access to education, access to family, and a transfer 
process that is not controlled solely by the same administration accused of retaliating against 
the prisoner. 
 
My son has been asking for transfer out of SOCF for a long time. Based on the grievances, 
PREA concerns, granted complaints, and repeated requests for equal treatment, I believe any 
transfer decision involving him should be reviewed independently and should not be controlled 
solely by the same administration he has accused of retaliation and abuse. 
 
I respectfully ask this committee not to pass H.B. 338 as written. Please do not respond to one 
tragedy by creating conditions that will produce more despair, more retaliation, more isolation, 
and more violence. 
 
Protect correction officers. Protect families. Protect incarcerated people. Protect the truth. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Respectfully, 
Jamie Sell, RN 
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