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1 in 7
ohioans 
lives in 
poverty.



our mission
The Ohio Poverty Law Center’s mission is to reduce poverty  

and increase justice by protecting and expanding the legal rights 
of Ohioans living, working and raising their families in poverty.
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The Ohio Poverty Law Center (OPLC), under the umbrella of Ohio State Legal 
Services Association, works to reduce poverty and increase justice by expanding the 
legal rights of low-income Ohioans. The mission is no small task, but OPLC is up to the 
challenge. Working with, and on behalf of, legal aid practitioners and clients across the 
state, OPLC brings their voices to state policymakers in the legislature and administra-
tion.

Nearly 14 percent of Ohioans live in poverty and every day government makes deci-
sions that impact their ability to raise and feed their children, find access to health care 
and addiction treatment, and secure and maintain gainful employment.

In this report, you will see how OPLC improves the lives of low-income Ohioans 
through advocacy and information sharing.  From supporting policies that promote 
family stability and ensure access to health care to removing barriers to employment, 
OPLC has an ambitious agenda. In 2019, that meant advocating for programs in 
the state budget, educating employers on fair chance hiring, and helping Ohioans 
reinstate their driver’s licenses.  

Please continue to support OPLC to help our state develop sound public policies that 
support Ohioans living, working, and raising their families in poverty. 

Jonathan W. Marshall, Chair
Attorney at Law

In appreciation of your support, 

Jonathan W. Marshall
Chair
OPLC Board of Managers

OPLC STAFF Susan Jagers, director • Graham Bowman • Tim Johnson • Megan O’Dell
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budget: 
50-60 words 

photo of graham testifying 

$47 m to support Kinship Care

 

 

the state EITC credit was increased to 30%

Advocating for Funds to Help  
Low-income Ohioans in the State’s Budget
Ohio’s biennial operating budget bill enacts policy and appropriates funds for programs 
that impact all Ohioans, and is especially important for low-income Ohioans. The $70 
billion budget includes substantial investments in health care, programs to reduce lead ex-
posure, student wellness funding weighted toward school districts with high poverty rates, 
and public children’s services to expand resources for foster care and kinship care. In addi-
tion, the state Earned Income Tax Credit - a benefit for low-wage earners - was expanded. 
OPLC and its partners advocated for many of these investments to improve access to health 
care and stabilize families. Our advocacy, which included testifying before the legislature, 
providing written comments on proposed legislation and bringing the stories of legal aid 
clients to the statehouse, helped direct funds to support low-income Ohioans.

OPLC Staff Attorney Graham Bowman testifies  
on behalf of the budget.



budget: 
50-60 words 

photo of graham testifying

Increased investments for lead abatement  
and services for children with lead poisoning

$675m In new funding for student wellness targeted 
to districts with high poverty rates

$100m Additional dollars for children’s service  
agencies to help with issues related  
to the opioid crisis

In new funding to support Kinship Care

An increase in county recording fees  
earmarked to address affordable  
housing and homelessness 

The state 
Earned Income Tax Credit 

was increased to

30%

The EITC helps  
lift families out  
of poverty by  

supplementing  
the earnings  
of low-wage  

workers and by  
rewarding work.

$47m

the state budget that passed in 2019 includes:



the abcs of cqes: Eliminating Barriers to Employment
One in six Ohioans has a criminal record, making it difficult for them to find gainful employ-
ment. Currently, there are more than 850 barriers created in law or through rules that prevent a 
person with a criminal record from holding certain jobs or occupational licenses.

Common Pleas judges can grant individuals with past convictions a Certificate of Qualification 
for Employment (CQE) to remove these barriers to employment. Studies show that having a CQE 
increases the holder’s earning potential.

In order to educate employers about how CQEs could expand their pools of potential em-
ployees, OPLC worked with community partners to form a new coalition. SCORE Ohio (Second 
Chance Opportunities for Restorative Employment) held a series of forums and reached more 
than 100 employers. This employer training also enhanced OPLC’s outreach to potential 
applicants. The number of CQE holders increased in 2019 to 1,300—an increase of more than 
200—with an additional 2,200 applications in process. 
 
Recognizing that the application process was challenging, and in some counties, unaffordable 
for low-income individuals, OPLC successfully advocated for changes to streamline the applica-
tion process, including capping the filing fee at $50. 

Photos at left:

Ohio Lt. Gov. Jon Husted with OPLC Staff Attorney Megan O'Dell at a SCORE Ohio event.

CQE holders answer questions during a SCORE Ohio panel discussion.

OPLC Staff Attorney Megan O'Dell (center) joins attorneys from the Legal Aid Society of Columbus for a    		
        local radio show promoting National Expungement Week.



title

Driver’s license reinstatement fee amnesty
The Amnesty Initiative was a six-month pilot program initiated by legislative 
action, which OPLC promoted, in response to the 3 million suspensions on Ohio 
driver’s licenses. The program, launched in January 2019, allowed the Bureau of 
Motor Vehicles to waive or reduce reinstatement fees for eligible offenses. Follow-
ing the pilot program, OPLC released the report, Moving Forward, showing that 
the program served nearly 77,000 Ohioans, saving them $63 million. Legislation 
to make the program permanent is making its way through the legislature. The 
report’s findings bolstered support for the bill.

Driver’s license clinics like this one in Newark, Ohio, helped thousands of Ohioans 
benefit from the state’s amnesty initiative.



OPLC Increases Reach by Training Other Advocates
With the support of the Ohio State Bar Foundation, OPLC provided a hands-on, 
interactive advocacy training for 24 legal aid attorneys. From the ins and outs of 
the state budget and tips on reading legislation to an insider’s perspective on 
rulemaking, a variety of sessions filled the two-day agenda. Participants were put 
to the test with hands-on work culminating in a mock legislative hearing. The 
training gave attorneys additional information and skills to be the best advocates 
and voices for their clients. Attendees gave the training high marks and we plan to 
provide this opportunity again.

(At left) OPLC Policy Advocate Tim Johnson presents during OPLC’s advocacy training.  
(At right) A press conference at the Ohio Statehouse announcing the release of the Moving 
Forward report resulted in lots of news coverage.



follow us on social media
@ohiopovertylaw

Focus on Outreach Includes  
Increased Media Presence
In an effort to increase engagement among young professionals  
and spread awareness of our work, OPLC added an Instagram 
account. We developed a series of templates—Watchful Wednesday 
and Friday Facts—designed to educate followers about important 
bills pending in the legislature and share details about the  
challenges facing low-income Ohioans. We also integrated media 
outreach in our advocacy efforts to increase support among the 
public and decisionmakers. 
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