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OHIO
INTERVIEWEE:
Sharon Boyer, Office of the Attorney General

Background on Strategic Planning in Ohio
In Ohio, the impetus for statewide strategic planning came from the significant increase in federal VOCA funding in 1998.  In addition, Ohio had recently passed its state-level victims’ rights constitutional amendment, which enhanced a number of victims’ core rights (including the rights to be informed, to submit victim impact statements, and to a speedy trial).  With the new amendment, “it was a good time to let victims and the criminal justice system know about victims’ rights and services.”

Goals and Objectives for Strategic Planning
While no formal goals and objectives were established, it was extremely important to set priorities based upon the needs assessment.  One priority was “to have victim assistance professionals in all 88 county prosecutors’ offices.”  Sharon Boyer suggested that in establishing goals, they should “be something you can actually accomplish.”  Otherwise, “it hinders you from feeling like you are accomplishing anything.”  She also noted that with significant fluctuation in funding, it is “difficult to establish goals which   you might end up ‘throwing out the window’ if there is not enough funding.”

Key Players in Planning and Implementing Strategic Planning Processes
Ohio is unique in that there is a legislative mandate to oversee the distribution of victim assistance funding in the state.

Boyer emphasized “the importance of having a Board” with members from organizations that are directly involved with victim services to guide the planning process.  The 16-member Board in Ohio – appointed by the Attorney General – includes representatives from the following agencies or constituencies:

• Victim/witness association.

• Local victim service programs (3 members).

• Elderly victims

• Domestic violence victims

• Probation or Department of Rehabilitation and Correction Victim Services

• County prosecutors association

• City law director

• County sheriffs

• Township or city police department

• Common plan judge

• Municipal or county court judge

• Private citizens (2 – which can be victims/survivors as long as they are not government employees)

• House of Representatives

Boyer noted that having a legislative member is “really important,” as it “reinforces the importance of the coordination of victim services, and allows us to get and give input about victims’ needs and problems in the field.”  She said that “it is often the first time they are learning about victims of crime and the needs of victim service organizations,” and their participation “gives us a friend in the legislature.”

The development and implementation of the Board process are also helpful as an educational tool, as “it was surprising how little a few of them (initially) knew about victims of crime, meeting their needs and the responsibility of each entity.  Also, the Board is very supportive of the work of the division.”

Strategic Processes Utilized in Strategic Planning Efforts
The key to the strategic process is the long range plan for the use of grant funds.  

Funding ranges are determined by the amount of money available to the state of Ohio.  With a $15 million award, Ohio increased funding to continuation programs; supported the expansion of services to other categories of crime victims; and provided funding to  new programs.  It was important  to develop a baseline level of which the subgrantees could identify when requesting additional funds.  Continuation programs could apply for a specific increase percentage (10%) and could apply for an expansion grant to provide outreach services.  The new grants were programs receiving first-time VOCA funds.  New and expansion grants were clearly identified as multi-year grants to keep the funding for those programs separate from continuation grants.  If a big drop in funds did occur the commitment to funding the multi-year programs was clearly understood.  The process for funding the different types of programs was included with the application each year.  Boyer highly recommends that you “do two year – not three year – grants, because with multi-year grants, you need one year to ‘close out’ the grant process.”  She also suggests that with multi-year grants, “the applicant should be able to request cost of living adjustments” and other funding categories in the second or third year; therefore separate budget computation sheets should be completed for each year of funding.  

To effectively manage the fluctuation in grant awards, the entire amount of multi-year grants should be obligated from the same VOCA grant award period.  For example,  the total of three years of  VOCA funded grant of $30,000 per year would be an obligation of $90,000 of the state’s VOCA award for that federal fiscal year in which the grant was awarded.  Any unobligated VOCA funds were carried over to the next fiscal year and would be used to fund continuation subgrantees first until all funds or old money was obligated.  The reason for funding continuation programs with “old money” was to ensure that the funds were expended.  It also allowed the one additional year for close-out of the federal grant award since continuation programs only received one-year funding.

 Anne-See attached chart #2 (Christine, am forwarding to you, cannot open)

The Crime Victims Assistance office conducted a statewide needs assessment that incorporated a map of Ohio’s 88 counties that is color-coded by types of crime and victim services available.  The data was used to determine gaps in services either by geographical location or type of crime.  Funding priorities were established to fill significant gaps in services.  

The Crime Victims Assistance Office also met twice with representatives from nine statewide victim assistance organizations/coalitions to discuss its recommendations and results, and gave them the opportunity to provide more details or specific information.  Since “they’re out there on the front line, and we sit in our offices and write grants,” this input was cited as very valuable.

The finalized funding priorities are stated in grant applications so applicants “can clearly see what we are looking for,” and understand the “underserved victim populations’ needs” as identified by CVA.  For example, Boyer noted that some of the applicants “may not have thought a lot about providing services to non-English speaking victims.”

The funding priorities are listed in the grant application (without any ranking).  Last year, they included:
· County prosecutor-based programs in counties without victim assistance programs to assist victims during their participation in the felony court system.

· County prosecutor-based programs and other community-based programs that assist victims of violent crimes committed by juveniles during their participation in the juvenile court system.

· Municipal law director or prosecutor-based programs to assist victims of violent crime (i.e. domestic violence, OMVI, child endangering, menacing by stalking) during their participation in the misdemeanor court system.

· Programs that fill gaps in under-serviced areas of victimization either by types of crime committed or demographic profiles such as those victims living in rural or remote areas, or inner cities, or by the specific characteristic of the victim population needing services.  Examples of under-served areas of victimization include:  racial & ethnic minorities; people with disabilities, elderly; victims of non-apprehended perpetrators; victims of hate crimes; child advocacy centers; victimization based on sexual orientation; and Appalachian regions.

· Community-based victim assistance programs that provide direct services and collaboration between agencies to assist children who are victims of violent crime or are witnesses to violent crime during their participation in the criminal justice system and rehabilitation.

· Law enforcement agency-based programs that offer an immediate measure of safety to crime victims and provide services that respond to their emotional and physical needs (excluding medical care).  These services may include boarding up broken windows and replacing or repairing locks; crisis intervention; accompaniment to hospitals; emergency food, clothing, transportation; and information and referral to service providers for other emergency services such as shelter or providing assistance through the criminal justice system.

· The purchase of a vehicle for rural domestic violence shelters servicing a multi-county (two or more) area.

In response to the identification of “underserved victim populations,” the CVA provided funding for some very innovative approaches to victim assistance, including:

• A victim advocate position within the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) where many non-English speaking victims seek assistance.

• A victim advocate at the Urban League (which functions in urban jurisdictions).

• A victim assistance program that assists children who have lost a loved one to homicide within “Directions for Youth,” a program that works primarily with underprivileged children

Also, as new services, such as child advocacy centers or law enforcement agencies funding requests were received a representative attended board meetings to provide further details regarding the agencies and answer questions from the Board.  

The strategic process involves Board meetings convened twice a year.  After a couple of meetings, the members “became very relaxed with each other” and “were more free to be constructively critical of each other’s specialty and how services should be provided.”  Boyer stresses that bi-annual meetings “don’t overextend the obligations” that members must commit to the planning process, “as they are all very busy people.”

The Fall meeting each year is a policy meeting that addresses the next year’s funding priorities and, when necessary, how to deal with cutbacks in VOCA funding.  The CVA office makes recommendations for funding priorities to the Board.  The Board  approves and includes any funding priorities they might have before making Board  recommendations to the Attorney General.  The Attorney General has the final decision.  The funding priorities and policies are mailed with the grant application in early March. “We found it to be helpful to let subgrantees know our expectations, policies and priorities” prior to writing their grant applications, i.e. “they know about any (budget) cuts or limited increases up front and can adjust their application accordingly.”

At the June Board meeting, the Crime Victim Assistance (CVA) Office provides funding recommendations for each application.  The program specialists discuss the review sheet and recommendation of each application.   The Board makes recommendations to the Attorney General on funding allocation, and the Attorney General makes the final approval.

Ohio also has an interagency advisory committee that meets quarterly to discuss emerging issues or concerns.  The committee is comprised of representatives from the four state agencies that administer victim grant funds:

• Ohio Department of Criminal Justice Services (Byrne and VAWA)

• Department of Health (state funding)

• Department of Jobs and Family Services (Family Violence Prevention funds)

• Office of the Attorney General (VOCA)

Also included on the committee are agencies that work with victims such as the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, Ohio Department of Youth Services,  and statewide coalitions.  This committee produced and disseminated a funding sources document  (Attachment 4) that is specific to victim assistance in Ohio.  Also, when applicants request other funding sources it is helpful to be able to send the funding sources document.  The Committee also produced a document that combines the actual funding distribution of the various grants of all four agencies.  The document is useful in determining the distribution of grant funds and can also be used to identify underserved areas.   The committee has assisted with legislative changes that directly benefit crime victims.  The collective wisdom of the committee members and staff of their agencies brought a renewed sense of respect for and focus on the importance of crime victim services.  The subgrantees also appreciated the state agencies taking the initiative to enhance upon the distribution of funds through communication.   And collaboration. 

Outcomes from Strategic Planning Processes
A statewide directory of victim services in Ohio was developed as a resource for practitioners and as a result of the planning process.  The directory is very useful in providing resource and referral services.  The directory is distributed to victim service providers, legislators, and other agencies.

Each year after the 1998 “windfall” the number of new program funding requests (85 in FFY 1998 to 17 in FFY 2001) decreased.  Programs that received three-year grants following the 1998 “windfall” in VOCA funds will continue to receive an additional one year of funding, as long as funds are available.  Unobligated funds from previous grant years, which were carried over using old money first, have been used to continue to fund all subgrantees that received grants since 1998.

The CVA encourages subgrantees to “find other funding sources,” which have included private sources, fund raisers, and support from County Commissioners.  Boyer explained that finding other funds is easier “once they’ve proven that their programs are important and needed by the community.”  She also explained that many programs “created media attention to publicize their programs and services,” which relates to funding issues.

Evaluation of the Strategic Planning Process
Evaluation in Ohio has been conducted “to a certain extent.”  The CVA Office program specialists conduct annual site visits to subgrantees’ programs, where they interview staff, as well as allied processionals in the area to ensure that coordination of services is occurring.  Each subgrantee also provides annual performance reports that identify key issues and problems.

In addition, the CVA closely monitors the financial obligation of subgrantees. A financial guidelines is sent to each subgrantee at the beginning of each fiscal year.  Two or three financial training sessions are held each year.   The automated financial program only accepts expended funds in the approved funding categories.  It automatically calculates obligations, which cuts down on human error.  If a problem is identified, a “notice of deficiency” is mailed to the agency (on bright red paper) that identifies the problem.  CVA staff is then available to provide guidance and technical assistance to remedy the situation.

Barriers to the Strategic Planning Process
One challenge has been working with county prosecutors whose victim/witness staff is more “activists” than “advocates,” i.e., thinking “they work for the victim and not for the prosecutor.”  Some prosecutors find this approach objectionable and, as a result, might decide “they don’t want a victim services program.”   By having the state prosecutors’ association on the Advisory Board, and conducting a training session at their annual meeting (that included Sharon Boyer and a prosecutor who was opposed to victim/witness service programs), this issue was addressed.  In addition, the CVC reminds victim/witness staff that “they work for the prosecutor,” and “in a court-based program, your role is not to be activist; it is to inform and notify victims, and assist them with compensation.  Most victim advocates readily accept the various responsibilities of the different types of programs and work very hard to coordinate services of walking the victim through the system regardless of the first contact.  

Another barrier is trying to achieve “balance and fairness in the distribution of victim funds.”  Funding decisions must be justified as some entities become “competitive,” especially in a “windfall year.”  The competitive nature of advocates, however, should be seen as dedication to serving crime victims and all involved should work in the spirit of understanding and cooperation.”

Benefits of the Strategic Planning Process
Boyer said the most important benefit has been “reaching underserved victims” (including victims of color, homicide family survivors, victims of DUI crashes, and victims through the Children’s Advocacy Center).  She describes Ohio’s progress in these areas as “very rewarding and very remarkable.”

Another benefit has been the establishment of more court-based programs not only in felony court but municipal and juvenile courts.  She noted that “sometimes victims not have contact with any other victim services programs” so the availability of services in the court becomes vital.  Also the court-based victim assistance programs have significantly increased the victim’s trust in the criminal justice system.   

Also of benefit was the increased effort of communities to coordinate services as the newly created and expanded programs began to work together to provide a seamless service for victims.  

The increase in victim service programs created an awareness of the  need to ensure that  appropriate training is provided.  Statewide victim service organizations and the Attorney General’s office provided increased training to victim service providers, social workers, and criminal justice officials.  The theme of “joining force on the journey to empowerment” brought together the different entities and professionals to gain respect and knowledge about the role each must play in serving victims.  Conference evaluations showed how helpful it is to have judges, magistrates, and law enforcement officers, etc. conducting interactive workshops with victim service providers.  
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