OPINION

Why are some Ohio judicial candidates ducking
opportunities to make their case to peers and
the public? Editorial Board Roundtable
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Attorney Jessie Hill, representing the ACLU of Ohio, addresses the Ohio
Supreme Court on Wednesday, Sept. 27, 2023, to challenge the state's
abortion ban. The justices in the picture, from left: Justices Michael P.
Donnelly and Patrick Fisher and Chief Justice Sharon Kennedy.

By Editorial Board, cleveland.com and The Plain Dealer

Two years ago, the first time party labels were affixed to Ohio judicial contests at the appellate
and Supreme Court levels, none of the three Republicans running in Ohio Supreme Court races
participated in our endorsement process. We were told they’d gotten together and made that
decision, but we regretted not being able to speak directly to them through the endorsement
interviews we record and post with our endorsement decisions.

This election cycle seems to be little different. This time, Cameron Sagester, the executive
director of the Ohio Republican Party, informed our editorial board by email that none of the
three Republicans running for Ohio Supreme Court would participate in endorsement interviews.
And none did. Sagester said in his Aug. 21 email that they’d concluded our editorial board “is
currently incapable of providing a fair and objective forum for our candidates.”
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Was this a political party strategy, or a campaign strategy, a sign that the candidates didn’t want
a head-to-head debate or just because they thought they wouldn’t get a fair hearing? It’s unclear
— but it’s not just Republicans and our endorsement process being impacted. A majority of all
judicial candidates, both D and R, on the ballot in Cuyahoga County in contested races this
year declined to take part in the Judge4Yourself rating process by local bar associations.

Meantime, apart from a Federalist Society endorsement event earlier this year at which all six
Ohio Supreme Court candidates -- Republican and Democratic -- showed up, nothing is yet
definitively scheduled where the public will be able to hear directly from all of the Ohio
Supreme Court candidates head-to-head. We hope that changes.

So what does our Editorial Board Roundtable make of this situation?
Leila Atassi, manager public interest and advocacy:

It’s disappointing that a candidate for any elected office would opt out of endorsement interviews
or debates, suggesting a belief that their chances at getting elected improve the less voters know
about them. But it’s even more disappointing to see that their assumption about voters might be
correct.

Ted Diadiun, columnist:

The GOP’s “strategic” decision to duck endorsement interviews is something that should
embarrass all Republicans and offend all voters. Particularly in the judiciary, these interviews are
often the only chance citizens have to inform their votes outside of yard signs and partisan
mailers. Failing to participate displays weakness and cowardice.

Thomas Suddes, editorial writer:

This is the doing of the national pool of campaign “consultants” and “strategists” -- mercenaries
floating from state to state, and campaign to campaign -- who somehow think that shrouding a
candidate from voters doesn’t signal what in fact it does signal: That he or she has something to
hide.

Eric Foster, columnist:

It’s fair to ask when’s the last time a debate changed someone’s mind. But remember, Kamala
Harris is the Democratic nominee because of a debate performance. The reality is we all live in
political echo chambers. Debates are the only time we see our ideas clash in the same space.

Lisa Garvin, editorial board member:

That the Ohio GOP declined our endorsement interviews on behalf of its Supreme Court
candidates is disappointing. Perhaps they believe having party designations on the ballot means
an easy victory. Even so, it’s arrogant and offensive to deny voters the opportunity to hear
candidates debate the issues with each other.

Victor Ruiz, editorial board member:

Only providing superficial information, such as party affiliation and a familiar surname,
underestimates the intelligence of voters. Citizens deserve judges who are transparent, impartial,
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and fair. Tactics like these are none of those and contribute to voter disengagement and
skepticism about the legitimacy of our justice system.

Mary Cay Doherty, editorial board member:

Candidates should embrace interviews. Our endorsement interviews are a particularly valuable
voter resource. While our board leans left, it includes conservative and centrist voices, and all are
serious-minded. Moreover, we transparently publish the interviews’ audio recordings. And if
candidates ever perceive us as unfair, they should challenge us to be better.

Elizabeth Sullivan, opinion director:

It’s certainly disappointing when candidates elect not to participate in our endorsement
interviews, which we regard as a public service to voters, requiring an immense amount of work
-- and not as a “gotcha.” Those who take the time to listen to audio recordings of these
interviews know how important they can be to candidates who really just want to get the word
out about themselves and their positions.



