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regarding HB 508 to the House Civil Justice Committee.
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Chairman Hillyer, Vice Chair Grendell, Ranking Member Galonski, and members of the House Civil Justice
Committee,

Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to provide Opponent testimony on HB 508.

My name is Lisa DeGeeter and I am the Systems Advocacy Director at the Ohio Domestic Violence Network. I am
here today representing 74 local domestic violence organizations across the state. In 2021, ODVN programs
sheltered more than 9,118 domestic violence survivors and their children and provided nearly 81,000 survivors and
their children with supportive services, including legal advocacy on civil issues such as divorce, custody, and safe
parenting time. Many of these survivors and their children were residing in a domestic violence shelter in an effort to
keep themselves and their children safe during court proceedings.

ODVN appreciates the conversations we have had with the Sponsors on HB 508. However, the language in this bill,
even with amendments, does not serve the best interests of children and would especially hurt domestic violence
survivors and their children. ODVN supports joint custody only when the parties enter into such an arrangement
voluntarily and with the necessary commitment and resources to accomplish the goal of serving the best interests of
the child. We oppose a rebuttable presumption of joint custody, a concept based on an ideal that is inconsistent with
the conflict that pervades the relationships of many parents who seek a judicial determination of custody.'
Cooperation and communication are essential to the success of a joint custody arrangement; such an arrangement is
incompatible with domestic abuse survivors who are in conflict with the other parent.

For decades, ODVN, our programs and community, and legislators, including many on this Committee, have worked
tirelessly to build safer options for survivors and their children. Our efforts have been focused on prioritizing safety
in our laws and there is a strong public policy interest in supporting survivors in their efforts to break free from
abuse and rebuild their lives. A law such as HB 508 would effectively force domestic violence survivors to have
ongoing contact and interaction with their abusers, which contradicts public policy interests in ensuring victim safety
and instead allows an abusive parent continuing opportunities for destructive and potentially lethal contact.? In Ohio,
25% of all children will be exposed to domestic violence before they turn 18 years old.? Legislation upholding
parental rights over best interests of the child could prolong children’s exposure to an abusive parent,* as batterers
generally continue their abuse and violence and, if they lack access to the primary victim, children often become the
main conduit for violence.’
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Every year, over 100 people die in our state due to domestic violence.® Many of these reported cases involved
custody disputes or occurred during a scheduled visitation/exchange. Most cases involved history of past incidents of
domestic violence and/or child physical or sexual abuse. In ODVN’s most recent fatality report data from this past
year, 15 young people were killed, the highest ever reported.” In the previous five reporting years, 23 children were
killed by domestic violence abusers. In at least 27% of these fatality cases, the victim of intimate partner violence
had ended the relationship or was in the process of ending the relationship.® These cases demonstrate that, even after
survivors leave their abuser, they, and their children, are often still in danger due to exposure from custody/visitation
arrangements.g 10

A presumption of joint custody also inappropriately gives the batterer an advantage in the custody dispute and
unfairly burdens the victim of domestic violence with rebutting the presumption. Considering the incidence of
domestic violence in custody disputes, this burden weighs heavily on domestic violence survivors, many who may
find themselves filing the wrong papers, missing court deadlines, unable to get key evidence admitted at a court
hearing, or misunderstanding the law if they cannot afford to retain an attorney.'!

Furthermore, many parents may be afraid to present evidence that the other parent is unfit, fearing that their reports
of domestic violence or child abuse will be ignored or used against them by the other parent who perceive
allegations of domestic violence in a custody battle as “false and asserted solely as a strategic maneuver to gain
custody.”!? Family courts are widely skeptical of mothers’ and children’s reports of family abuse by a father. A
recent national study of 10 years of published court opinions found that courts only believed women’s claims of
abuse 36% of the time; this dropped to 16-21% for child abuse claims.'* In February, ODVN released a statewide
survey analyzing marginalized survivors’ experiences with getting help from the systems. Data results included
Black and African American women being over-represented among the participants who felt their concerns were not
taken seriously by the courts and male survivors were three times less likely to be believed by the systems when they
raised concerns of abuse.'* Again, HB 508’s equal parenting time presumption can only be challenged through
extensive and complicated litigation which further endangers survivors representing themselves in court.'

Ohio’s children deserve safety focused legislation that preserves the court’s discretion on a case-by-case basis as to
the best interest of the children. Replacing the current best interests of the child standard with a presumption of joint
custody in all cases is a dangerous proposal, particularly for domestic violence survivors and their children. On
behalf of the Ohio Domestic Violence Network, our member programs, and the countless domestic violence
survivors and their children, we ask that you oppose HB 508. Thank you for your time.
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