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A
s Columbus experiences a population and devel-

opment boom, not all residents are rising togeth-

er. h There has been a 20% increase in homeless-

ness since last year, and food banks are seeing an

unprecedented need for food assistance, with more than

680,000 visits in the first half of this year, reports from earlier

this month show. h Meanwhile, research shows that when

cities get bigger, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.

In Columbus, the growth of the nation’s 14th
largest city is a near-constant topic of discussion,
especially given the impact of developments in
nearby areas. Among the highlights are Intel’s
plans for a $20 billion semiconductor project in
New Albany; Honda’s choice of Ohio to be the cen-
ter of its growing electric vehicle operations; and
Illuminate USA’s $220 million investment in Pa-
taskala for a solar panel factory.

Columbus’ population is also continuing to
grow. The Census reported a 15% jump between
2010 and 2020, and the city is projected to grow by
more than 700,000 people between now and 2050,
according to a report by the Mid-Ohio Regional
Planning Commission.

But, as cities grow, so does inequality, said Chris
Kempes, a professor at the Santa Fe Institute, a
nonprofit research facility in New Mexico.

It’s possible that’s what’s happening in Colum-
bus, and some local people worry it will only get
worse.

“We know that we are one of the canaries in the
coal mine,” said Mike Hochron, senior vice presi-
dent of communications at the Mid-Ohio Food Col-
lective, which released a report documenting in-
creased visits at its 680 partner sites in 20 coun-
ties. Mike Hochron

“There’s a lot of wonderful stuff happening in
central Ohio,” Hochron said. “It’s a vibrant, growing
community, but clearly not everyone is sharing
equally in that.”

Why does population growth leave some
behind?

Kempes and his fellow researchers found that
city growth and change don’t necessarily happen
proportionally.

A city’s population growth may happen faster
than that city’s infrastructure grows, while crime
and wealth in a city may grow faster than the city
itself, he said.

“If you look at total wealth in a city, it is going up
faster than population is as the population gets big-
ger,” Kempes said. “So, you have more and more total
wealth per person as the cities get bigger, but if you
look at how that wealth is distributed, what you find
is that’s not true for every income (bracket).”

The wealth of a city’s lowest earners doesn’t grow
as cities grow; it stays the same, Kempes said. At the
same time, costs like housing are slightly outpacing
that income.

ABOVE: Volunteers load food
into a guest's vehicle during
a food pickup event
Wednesday evening at the
Mid-Ohio Food Collective.

IS ECONOMIC
INEQUALITY IN
COLUMBUS RISING? 
As area grows, homelessness also sees increase

Danae King Columbus Dispatch | USA TODAY NETWORK

BELOW: Atira Haile, of
Columbus, loads food into a
guest’s vehicle during a food
pickup event Wednesday
evening at the food
collective. PHOTOS BY JOSEPH
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Meagan Rogers, a mother and step-
mother to four kids, said going back to
school to become a registered nurse
was one of the most difficult financial
decisions she’s ever made.

“It has been one tough year, and I’m
ready to be done,” said Rogers, 31, who
will finish her program later this sum-
mer.

Rogers said that making it possible
for her to move from being a licensed
practical nurse to a registered nurse
was rental assistance she received
through Resiliency Bridge, a program
that provides Franklin County resi-
dents housing assistance and other
services to help them train for higher-
paying jobs. 

Now that program and three others,
funded by Franklin County using fed-
eral COVID rental-assistance dollars,
will be getting new leases on life with
additional funding not anticipated
earlier this year.

The Franklin County Board of Com-
missioners will act swiftly to begin dis-
tributing a windfall of federal rental-
assistance funds that were left over
nationally from pandemic-relief ef-
forts, with four ordinances totaling al-
most $34 million set to be approved at
their meeting Tuesday.

The four measures the commis-
sioners are expected to approve: a $22
million grant that would go to IMPACT
Community Action to provide rental
and utility assistance to county
residents; $9 million to the county 

Franklin
County to
distribute
rental aid
Funds come from nearly
$34M in federal windfall

Bill Bush
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A recent listing of wealthiest Ohio
counties has a familiar name at the top.

SmartAsset released a ranking of
Ohio counties by wealth, and Dela-
ware County topped the list. Franklin
County placed No. 8.

The company used three different
metrics to measure wealth of counties
within the state, those being property
value, investment income and median
income. The median home value and
median income in Delaware County
dwarfed others in the top 10 - $116,284
median income and $465,696 home
value.

Franklin County has a median in-
come of $65,999, an investment in-
come of $42,274 and a median home
value of $279,022.

The top 5 counties based on wealth,
along with their median income and
median home values were:

h Delaware County: $116,284;
$465,696

h Geauga County: $90,285;
$328,895

h Warren County: $95,709; $355,713
h Union County: $96,634; $361,271
h Medina County: $82,894;

$302,806
Elsewhere in central Ohio, Licking

County ranked No. 9, Fairfield County
ranked No. 7, Pickaway County ranked
No. 13 and Madison County ranked No.
14.

At the bottom of the list for the state
was Meigs County in southeastern
Ohio. It had a median income of
$44,113 and a median home value of
$82,943, according to the report. It’s
neighbor, Vinton County, ranked sec-
ond from the bottom with a median in-
come of $46,653 and a median home
value of $113,620.

Greater Columbus
is prominent in
recent list of Ohio’s
wealthiest counties
Arianna Smith
Columbus Dispatch

USA TODAY NETWORK
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Department of Job and Family Services
for the same purpose; $2.2 million to the
Homeless Families Foundation to pro-
vide housing stability funds to house-
holds — like Rogers’ — participating in
the Resiliency Bridge worker-training
program; and $500,000 to the Legal Aid
Society of Columbus to provide legal as-
sistance to tenants facing eviction. 

In late January, the U.S. Treasury an-
nounced it was redistributing $690 mil-
lion in unspent COVID rental assistance
because some agencies weren’t spend-
ing it fast enough, and “would not be
able to fully deploy available funds dur-
ing the program’s lifespan.”

The first tranche of redistributed
funds went to 89 state and local gran-
tees across the nation, including Co-
lumbus and Franklin County, which col-
lected outsized sums that local officials
attributed to its model of using a web of
local nonprofit agencies that had proved
efficient at getting the cash quickly into
the hands of qualified renters and land-
lords.

Central Ohio’s share of the realloca-
tion has been, in a word, massive. Be-
fore January, Franklin County had re-
ceived $33.4 million in federal COVID-
related rental assistance since the start
of the pandemic’s emergency programs.
But just since the start of this year, the
county has received an additional $55.6
million, said Tyler Lowry, spokesperson
for the county commissioners.

And the county’s allocation is on top
of another $68 million reallocation
awarded to the city of Columbus this
year, bringing central Ohio’s windfall to
more than $123 million — a deluge of un-
spent rental-assistance dollars more
than was re-allocated to the entire state
of California, with roughly 30 times
more residents than Franklin County.

As part of debt-ceiling negotiations
with Congress, the Biden administra-
tion agreed with House Republicans to
claw back a portion of unspent COVID
relief funds estimated to between $50
billion and $70 billion across numerous
programs.

That might help explain local offi-
cials’ urgency in quickly dispersing
large chunks of the new rental assis-
tance dollars, even though the program
doesn’t officially need to make its final
expenditures until late 2025. The city
began spending its windfall at a meet-
ing last week.

Janas doesn’t think the rental assis-
tance funds currently are in danger of
being clawed back.

“I think that we’ve moved beyond
that,” Janas said. “I don’t think that risk
exists like it might have a month or two
back, in terms of Congress trying to re-
claim that (rental assistance) money.

“There’s an urgency to get the money
out, but not because we’re worried
about anybody clawing it back, but be-
cause residents need it.”

Yet John O’Grady, president of the
county Board of Commissioners, re-
mains wary.

“We need to get it all done so that we
don’t have any of this money left,”
O’Grady told The Dispatch. “The last
thing we want is for this money to go
back to Washington.”

Even after Tuesday’s appropriations,
the county would still have about $16
million in rental assistance dollars left
over. Some of that money, under the
federal rules, could be used to subsidize
new affordable housing construction,
something that county officials are con-
sidering, Janas said.

Rogers said she doesn’t think she’d
be graduating from nursing school this
summer without the rental assistance
funds. She not only received help with
rent, but also with utilities, transporta-
tion issues, and food budget — even
Christmas presents for her kids.

But it still wasn’t easy, she said.
“You have to be successful in the pro-

gram and showing progress,” she said.
“You just can’t say ‘I’m going to school.’
You have to show that you’re working
and you’re being successful with your
grades and everything, and prove that.

“When I heard about this program, it
seemed as if it was like a little too good
to be true. And then, it’s been absolutely
amazing. I couldn’t have made it
through school successfully.”
wbush@gannett.com
@ReporterBush

During the COVID pandemic, Franklin County Municipal Court eviction hearings
like, this one Jan. 26, 2021, were temporarily moved to the Greater Columbus
Convention Center to provide safe distancing. COURTNEY HERGESHEIMER/COLUMBUS
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Affordable housing became even more scarce in Columbus when the Latitude
Five25 apartment towers were deemed unsafe and closed late last year. JOSEPH
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Aurora is looking to purchase a part
of the former SeaWorld side of Geauga
Lake to preserve it as a park.

A $4.5 million deal presented to Au-
rora City Council on June 12 calls for the
city to buy 40 acres of the former theme
park and the 53-acre lake from Industri-
al Commercial Properties.

The acreage includes the park’s for-
mer parking lot, an aquarium that could
be a future restaurant and a large pool
area that was added when Cedar Fair
operated a waterpark there.

Mayor Ann Womer Benjamin said the
deal has been in the discussion stages
for years. “This is a legacy purchase for
the people of Aurora,” she said in a
statement. “It is the opportunity of a
lifetime to guarantee our residents lake
access and a destination that is going to
be one of the gems of Northeast Ohio.”

The purchase would include the 53-
acre lake, along with the creation of a
beach for visitors.

Sea World Ohio closed in 2000 and
the park was taken over by Six Flags,
which operated the amusement park
across the lake that dated back to the
late 1800s.

Six Flags combined the two parks

and billed the attraction as the largest
theme park in the world.

The parent company of Cedar Point
took over in 2004 and slowly disman-
tled the combined park before closing
the amusement park side of the lake in
2007.

It continued to operate a waterpark
on the old Sea World side of the lake
until it closed in 2016.

The property has been slowly rede-
veloped in the ensuing years into ev-
erything from a car dealership to
homes and retail space.

The city plans to use about $1.3 mil-
lion in leftover emergency federal CO-
VID-19 funds toward the purchase.

The initial plans call for the con-
struction of a boardwalk around the
lake and demolition of a majority of
the buildings left over from the amuse-
ment park days with the exception of
the old aquarium that will be pre-
served.

Once the purchase is complete,
Womer Benjamin said site initial work
could begin within a year.

“While we have some conceptual
plans for the property, we intend to be
thoughtful and deliberate in its devel-
opment,” she said. “We expect to tack-
le this project in stages but are eager to
provide public access as soon as rea-
sonably possible.”

A $4.5 million deal presented to Aurora City Council last week calls for the city
to buy 40 acres of the former theme park and the 53-acre lake from Industrial
Commercial Properties to preserve it as a park. The acreage includes the park’s
former parking lot, aquarium that could be a future restaurant and a large pool
area that was added when Cedar Fair operated a waterpark there. PROVIDED BY

AURORA

Aurora may purchase former
SeaWorld, preserve it as a park 
Craig Webb
Akron Beacon Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

The one constant about abortion
law in Ohio is that it’s always chang-
ing. And 2023 could usher in the most
extreme change in the form of restric-
tions or protections for abortion seek-
ers, depending on what voters say.

With abortion law in flux, here’s a
guide to the current state of access to
abortion, the laws that could impact
that access and what voters can do
this year to make it easer or more diffi-
cult for abortions to be performed in
Ohio.

Is abortion legal in Ohio?

Yes. The medical procedure is legal
in Ohio through the point that a fetus
can survive outside the womb, which
is generally accepted as 22 weeks’ ges-
tation.

Ohio has nine abortion clinics,
down from 23 in 2010. The Northeast
Ohio Women’s Centers in Shaker
Heights and Toledo, as well as Your
Choice Healthcare of Columbus, pre-
scribe the abortion pill for pregnancies
at less than 10 weeks. In addition to
medication abortion, the other six
clinics perform surgical abortions.

What’s the status of 6-week ban?

In 2019, Gov. Mike DeWine signed
Ohio’s so-called “Heartbeat Bill” into
law – also known as the six-week ban
because it criminalizes abortion if car-
diac activity is detected in the embryo,
which typically occurs at six weeks of
gestation. Citing the 1973 Roe v. Wade
case that prevented states from re-
stricting abortions in the first 20
weeks of a pregnancy, the American
Civil Liberties Union and others quick-
ly sued and a judge issued an injunc-
tion, which blocked the law from going
into effect.

Then, on June 24, 2022, the U.S. Su-
preme Court overturned Roe in its
Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Or-
ganization decision. Ohio Attorney
General Dave Yost got the judge to un-
block the “Heartbeat Law,” which took
effect from June 24, 2022, through
Sept. 14, 2022, until a Hamilton Coun-
ty judge put the law on hold again in
response to a lawsuit by Ohio abortion
clinics.

The Ohio Supreme Court has agreed
to hear that case, which would deter-
mine whether to bring back the six-
week ban. Political observers say that

while no one can predict the actions of
the state’s highest court, ruling on the
case before November could backfire on
conservatives by rallying proponents of
abortion to the polls when Ohio is ex-
pected to decide whether to include the
right to reproductive health care in the
Ohio Constitution.

How could elections affect rights?

Even before Roe fell, abortion rights
advocates contemplated a constitution-
al amendment to guarantee abortion ac-
cess. That moment could come in No-
vember as Ohio Physicians for Repro-
ductive Rights and its supporters have
until July 5 to submit about 413,000 val-
id signatures. If they do, Ohio voters will
decide whether “every individual has a
right to make and carry out one’s own
reproductive decisions, including but
not limited to decisions on contracep-
tion, fertility treatment, continuing
one’s own pregnancy, miscarriage care,
and abortion.”

Republicans with a supermajority in
the Ohio General Assembly have at-
tempted to thwart the amendment by
calling a special August election this
year with a single issue: Should consti-
tutional amendments require the cur-
rent 50% plus one vote to pass or a pro-
posed 60%, effectively making it harder
for citizen-led efforts to alter the state
constitution. Some Republicans, in-
cluding Ohio’s top election official, con-
cede that the August election is in direct
response to the proposed abortion ac-
cess issue this fall. 

There is pending litigation about the
August election claiming it violates
Ohio law. In December, Ohio’s General
Assembly abolished all August special
elections, with the exception of political
subdivisions or a school districts that
were in a fiscal emergency, claiming the
low turnout didn’t justify the costs.

Looking at abortion laws in the state 
Doug Livingston
Akron Beacon Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

A petition drive has until July 5 to
place a constitutional amendment
guaranteeing abortion access on the
November ballot. MIKE CARDEW/AKRON

BEACON JOURNAL
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