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ABCDs – WHO’S WATCHING?

(The forum submission below is the result of a two-year study by the 

League of Women Voters of Cleveland Area, League of Women Voters of 

Cuyahoga Area and League of Women Voters of Shaker Heights.)

Pop Quiz: Question 1:  What part of Cuyahoga County governance is rarely seen, never voted for and seems not to be accountable to anyone, although it spends annually over $2 billion compared to the General Fund’s “mere” $600 million?

Question 2: Why does the League of Women Voters think citizens should care?

Hmmm, it can’t be the Judicial branch, a.k.a. Court of Common Pleas.  Nor can it be the combined Executive-Legislative branch, a.k.a. three County Commissioners. How about the eight “row officers” who run their own independent bureaucracies? No – we vote for them too, even though we’re not always sure what their jobs entail. So, what’s left?

The answers?  1.  Cuyahoga County’s approximately 50 Authorities, Boards, Commissions and Special Districts, or ABCDs for short.  And as for #2 – Here are several reasons why League members urge citizens – and the County Commissioners – to pay more mind to our ABCDs:

· Everybody deals with or uses the services of several ABCDs and many wrongly assume County Commissioners are involved.

· Together, these boards and agencies spend huge amounts of taxpayer money, operate independently of any overseers and are largely invisible.  If they and their staffs do their jobs diligently, economically and ethically, which many do, it is to their own credit and not to the credit of the officials who appointed them.  If they don’t, they occasionally make negative headlines, but generally they fly under citizens’ radar.

· Authorities and Special Districts such as RTA, Tri-C, MetroHealth, the County Library, the Sewer District or the Port Authority all have independent sources of revenue such as tax levies or fees.  Boards and Commissions are likewise autonomous, but don’t tax us and often just offer valuable advice.
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· We can’t assume it’s a county agency just because it’s named Cuyahoga this or that.  Some ABCDs even extend beyond county borders.  County Commissioners appoint some members to 43 boards, but there are other appointers too – city mayors and managers, judges, neighboring counties’ commissioners, professional and business groups, the Governor or Secretary of State.  Major boards such as the Board of Elections, Metroparks or CMHA are not even on the Commissioners’ list, even though they may provide some funding.

· Nearly all these boards and the agencies they direct have been created or specifically designed by state statutes over two centuries.  Once established, ABCDs seem to have eternal life.

· They are fully covered by Ohio’s “sunshine laws,” although the public rarely watches what they do.

County officials and legal experts whom the League interviewed during its two-year study agreed that state law requires little or no oversight, once appointments have been made.  Board members do not even serve at the pleasure of their appointers!  The courts, commissioners and row officers have actually been around since 1803, when the new state of Ohio established 88 counties.  They used a rural English model that predated the American Revolution.  So, barring comprehensive overhaul at the State House, what could be done to improve ABCD transparency and accountability?

The League of Women Voters is requesting that County Commissioners and board heads adopt several practices and strategies that could improve awareness of and access to board operation.  Specifically, Commissioners should pursue an open appointment process, establish a central data center for ABCD information, coordinate easy access via phone listings and internet links, keep in contact with their appointees and scrutinize the uses of appropriated funds.

Board members, for their part, should do all their public business publicly, provide phone listings and internet linkage for systematic easy access, report regularly to those who appointed them, submit all public records such as minutes and budgets, account for the expenditure of appropriated funds and adopt internal safeguards against conflicts of interest.

Perhaps this Pop Quiz will inspire some readers to take a hard look at one or more of our ABCDs or even to apply for an appointed position themselves.  More information is available on the Commissioners’ page of the County website, www.cuyahogacounty.us. 

Citizen participation and conscientious officials are always the twin keys to good government.  All will benefit from the increased accountability, accessibility, visibility and coordination that such new attention will bring.

Penny Jeffrey, President
Margaret Jacobsen, President

Anne Williams 

LWV Cleveland Area

LWV Cuyahoga Area


Julianna Senturia










CoPresidents










LWV Shaker Hts.

