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Good morning, Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-
Hudson, and members of the Judiciary Committee. Thank you for allowing me to
testify on House Bill 338 on behalf of the Ohio Justice & Policy Center.

OJPC was founded in Cincinnati by nationally recognized civil rights litigator Al
Gerhardstein. He noticed the “tough on crime” movement of the 1990s was leading
to a political and legislative era of aggressive policing and mass incarceration,
leaving disproportionately black Ohioans forgotten in overcrowded facilities,
violence, and denial of basic human rights like medical care.

Decades later we are still living with the very real consequences of those costly
policies that have overwhelmingly been seen as a failure in their stated goal: crime
and violence reduction. That is because prisons are not the best government tool
for addressing the root causes of crime: poverty, lack of education, untreated
mental health and addiction.

HB 338 will have another generation of Ohioans shouldering the deep costs of
disproven and ineffective policy making. This bill increases sentences, removes
tools that are proven to reduce acts of violence, and creates a likely
unconstitutional sex registry without due process while also setting Ohio up for
another constitutional test case and likely litigation. It cannot and should not pass.

Prisons should not be our default healthcare facilities, addiction treatment centers,
housing providers or schools. They are, however, inadequately providing these
services, as a prescription (not a privilege) to behavior, because government has
made prisons a tool for social suffering, full of people that we collectively fail and
would sooner forget.

The research is clear and we know what works: give people stability in the form of
a good paying job, a home, an education, and healthcare access, and acts of
violence will go down. Communities will be safer. The same can be said within
prisons.


https://www.uottawa.ca/faculty-social-sciences/news-all/why-addressing-root-causes-crime-more-effective-incarceration
https://www.uottawa.ca/faculty-social-sciences/news-all/why-addressing-root-causes-crime-more-effective-incarceration
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None of that is in HB 338. Nothing in this bill will reduce violence or make our
prisons safer. If policies and threats of lengthier sentencing alone could do that,
those mechanisms already exist within ODRC. They’re not the antidote.

In fact, the provisions in the bill that increase sentencing, and subsequently increase
overcrowding and waiting periods for quality programming, will absolutely make
things worse. The same can be said for reduced education access. The question here
is whether the members of this legislature have the political will to fund and
support best practices or if you will continue perpetuating failed systems, risking
the health and welfare of all those working and living inside our prisons.

This legislation is one of the few times members are having a focused conversation
on Ohio prisons. That’s a good thing. The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and
Correction (ODRC) has the most state employees (11,500 staff members
accounting for over 20% of the entire state government workforce) and is among
our top four funded state agencies. Significant taxpayer investment is being poured
into our extremely expensive prison system. Your oversight role as the power of the
purse is essential in moving our state closer and closer toward greater taxpayer
returns and desirable outcomes such as reduced recidivism rates and public safety.

There’s overwhelming consensus on the most pressing issue: prison overcrowding.
Our prisons sometimes exceed 130% capacity. HB 338 does not safely reduce the
prison population. It will not improve staffing ratios. It asks that you further
ostracize and other, to see those in prison as beneath us and less human.

But I ask the members of this committee to quietly answer this question: have you
ever broken the law? If the answer is yes, what then is the difference between those
in our prisons and you?

OJPC exists because we know that once criminalized, it is nearly impossible for
incarcerated people to get representation in court to protect or restore their basic
human dignity. You will not hear from the tens of thousands of people most
directly impacted should HB 338 become law. Incarceration as a tool already
struggles to live up to its underlying goal of rehabilitation and accountability. Rules
that are overly harsh and hopeless will not bring more people into compliance. It
will create more lawlessness. Do not be responsible for that.

Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and
members of the Judiciary Committee, thank you again for allowing me to present
the Ohio Justice & Policy Center’s opposition to HB 338. I would be glad to
answer any questions.


https://ohiocapitaljournal.com/2025/03/28/aclu-report-warns-ohio-lawmakers-adding-to-prison-population-in-big-and-small-ways/#:~:text=%E2%80%9COur%20prisons%20were%20overcrowded%20then.%20Here%20we,bars%2C%20or%20more%20than%20120%%20of%20capacity.

