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Term limits not the problem; party sway is: Matt Mayer 

Published: Saturday, July 16, 2011, 1:30 PM  

  By Plain Dealer guest columnist 
 
Every year, someone pens a column blaming term limits for alleged Statehouse dysfunction. 
The latest missive comes from Thomas Suddes in "This is your legislature on term limits" 
(Forum, July 10). Suddes warns us "experience is the best teacher." Suddes had to 
inconveniently note that current Ohio House Speaker William Batchelder first began serving 
in the 1960s.  

Before faulting term limits, writers should make sure the data actually support their 
conclusions. With term limits, they doesn't.  

Ohioans passed term limits in 1992 with 66 percent of the vote. While it is hard to know 
each voter's intent, the disdain for career politicians and the power they accumulate likely 
ranked high on the list. Ohioans voted for less experience over more power. They failed, 
however, to account for the zeal politicians have in maintaining power.  

Let me explain.  

To see if term limits (i.e., inexperience) is indeed to blame for Ohio's alleged legislative ills, 
I looked at the legislative experience by member and General Assembly for five different 
terms: 1971-1972, 1981-1982, 1991-1992 (the last one before term limits), 2001-2002 and 
2011-2012 (the current one).  

The average years of experience for members for those terms are: 4.16, 7.41, 9.36, 4.24 
and 6.54. Term limits cut the average by more than half just 10 years later. After term 
limits, as Suddes correctly noted, those wily politicians began the practice of jumping back 
and forth and back between the House and Senate. This bouncing practice resulted in the 
average rising by 54 percent over the last 10 years, so that the average now is only 12 
percent less than the average in the halcyon days of 1981-1982 (ironically, just before the 
partisan passage of Ohio's collective-bargaining law).  

In terms of institutional experience, the total years of experience over those five terms was: 
549, 978, 1,235, 560 and 863. Again, the total years of experience today is only 12 percent 
less than the total experience in 1981-1982. So much for inexperience being responsible for 
today's Statehouse ills.  

If you peel back the onion even more, you will find yet another surprise. Over those five 
terms, the number of members with 30 years or more of experience was 0, 2, 1, 0 and 4. 
Those with 20 years or more totaled 2, 5, 14, 2 and 14. That's right, there are as many 
seasoned veterans today as in the year before the term limits amendment passed.  

Perhaps there is something else to blame for Ohio's legislative ills.  

Suddes lamented the loss of rebels who he says are being shown the door due to term 
limits. I would submit that a more likely culprit of legislative ills and fewer rebels is the 



aggressive actions taken by both the Republican and Democratic parties to handpick 
candidates and involve themselves in primaries to ensure their guy or gal wins. This practice 
breeds extreme loyalty to the parties and their leadership, but leaves we the people in the 
back seat.  

Competitive primaries are a good thing. Psalms teaches us, "As iron sharpens iron, so one 
man sharpens another." Having run a tough primary campaign in Colorado where the party 
was prohibited from getting involved, the victor would unequivocally tell you that our stiff 
challenge made him a better candidate and helped him win the general election by 121 
votes.  

It isn't experience that creates rebels willing to challenge leadership and fight aggressively 
on behalf of their constituencies. Rather, it is a robust, party-free primary system that gives 
rebels and nonparty loyalists a fair chance to win and take their independence to Columbus.  

As for the issue of legislators not knowing how things work, either we've made the system 
too complex, or we are sending the wrong people to Columbus. If eight years really isn't 
enough time to learn the rules and get some things done, then we need to reform how the 
Statehouse works. A child who cannot read, write or do math will enter and exit elementary 
and middle school knowing algebra and chemistry in eight years.  

It is time to stop blaming term limits and find another boogeyman for Ohio's Statehouse ills.  

Matt Mayer is the president of the Buckeye Institute for Public Policy Solutions.  

 



The case against legislative term limits: Thomas Suddes 

Published: Saturday, July 28, 2012, 7:02 PM  

By Thomas Suddes, The Plain Dealer 

 

A good question deserves what will aim to be a good answer. 

A reader recently asked, "I . . . usually find [the column] . . . informative and thought-

provoking. [But] I don't understand . . . your constant railing against term limits in the Ohio 
legislature."  

Reason No. 1: Ohio had term limits. They were called "elections." If your state legislator did 

a crummy job, you could fire him or her at the ballot box.  

Reason No. 2: If your legislator did a good job -- some did, and do -- you could re-up him 

or her. But term limits retire House members and senators after eight years -- saints and 

scoundrels alike. If that doesn't limit an Ohioan's right to vote, then North Korea is a 
democracy.  

Reason No. 3: By squeezing the experience a legislator has in Ohio's House or Senate, term 

limits make lobbyists (and legislative employees, however outstanding most are) the 
"deciders" in Columbus.  

They, not rookie legislators, know where the bodies are buried. They know Ohio's budget 

has nooks and crannies like Thomas' English muffins -- nooks and crannies where 
bureaucrats can hide spending. But lobbyists and legislative staff don't answer to taxpayers.  

Reason No. 4: Term limits strengthen Ohio's executive branch and weaken the legislative 

branch. Imagine: You're a term-limited Ohio legislator. You're not in a position to leapfrog 

from one General Assembly chamber to the other (see below). You don't have, say, a law 

practice or an insurance agency back home. For some lame ducks, that means the ideal 

post-legislature option is an appointment bestowed by the governor, no matter who he or 

she is.  

But if the difference between (maybe) landing a state job and (maybe) going back home 

jobless is whether you've pleased or irked a governor, that crimps a legislator's 
independence, however unconsciously. He or she won't rock the boat.  

Reason No. 5: Term-limit defenders offer a "leapfrog" argument. It's bunk, but here it is: A 

state representative may be elected to four consecutive two-year terms -- eight consecutive 

years. Then he or she must take a four-year break before returning to the House. A state 

senator may be elected to two consecutive four-year terms -- also eight consecutive years. 
Then he or she must take a four-year break before returning to the Senate.  

But term-limited representatives can (without waiting four years) go directly to the Senate. 

And a term-limited senator (without waiting four years) can go directly to the House. The 

fans of term limits claim that demonstrates that term limits aren't really term limits -- so, 
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no worries. That's a heck of a defense: Term limits are OK because, hey, they're not really 
term limits?  

The Ohio House is supposed to be a check on the state Senate, and the Senate a check on 

the House. But if you're a House member wanting a Senate seat, would you irk your party's 

Senate caucus? The same goes for senators wanting to back-flip to the House. (Caucuses fill 
midterm vacancies and fund campaigns.)  

Reason No. 6: Term limits are elitist. They imply voters are too stupid or lazy to actually 

judge candidates. That is, Democrats, in say, Greater Cleveland, would elect Daffy Duck to 

the General Assembly if he ran as a Democrat. And Republicans in, say, Butler and Warren 
counties, would send Elmer Fudd if he ran as a Republican.  

Competitive districts would trump that. So could a ballot, like Ohio's general election ballot 

for judges, that lists legislative candidates without party labels (though that can promote 
"name game" elections, like those for Cuyahoga County judgeships.)  

No way, though, can anybody improve democracy in Ohio by limiting it. But that's exactly 

what legislative term limits do.  

 



New fight takes shape over term limits 
 
Prop. 28 would allow legislators to serve 12 years in one house, rather than 14 between 
the Assembly and Senate. Backers say the move would give lawmakers more experience. 
  
May 18, 2012|By Patrick McGreevy, Los Angeles Times 
 

SACRAMENTO — Twenty-two years after California became one of the first states to limit 
legislators' terms in office, voters are about to decide whether the rules should be changed. 
In 1990, voters limited lawmakers to three two-year terms in the Assembly and two four-year 
stints in the Senate, for a total of 14 years in the Legislature. Proposition 28, on the June 5 
ballot, would limit lawmakers to 12 years in the Legislature but allow all of those to be served in 
one house. 
 
To read this article in its entirety, please use the following link:  
 
http://articles.latimes.com/2012/may/18/local/la-me-term-limits-20120518 
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