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(This opinion article represents the collective
viewpoint of the Akron Beacon Journal’s Editorial
Board, which includes two editors and four commu-
nity members.)

The nightmarish horrors inflicted on the tiny east-
ern Ohio town of East Palestine should serve as a
wake-up call to all Americans.

While accidents are always part of life, what hap-
pened when the hazardous cargo of a Norfolk South-
ern train derailed Feb. 3 is unacceptable and again
illustrates why proper safety standards can’t be com-
promised in the name of corporate profits or political
victories.

There’s still much we don’t know about why the
train derailed and how much fault Norfolk Southern
should bear. There are also unanswered questions on
how the emergency was managed and whether the
controlled release of vinyl chloride from five rail cars
was the best solution.

But we do know Norfolk Southern recently report-
ed record operating profits, has a poor accident rate
when compared to most of its peers, has lobbied
against tougher safety standards and favors running
heavier and longer trains to maximize profits. 

ProPublica reported Thursday that Norfolk South-
ern policy “allows staffers to instruct crews to ignore
alerts from track sensors that flag possible mechan-
ical issues.” In October, the company allowed a train
with an engine wheel heating up to continue near
Sandusky. Four miles later it derailed, dumping thou-
sands of gallons of molten paraffin wax.

We also know federal rail standards have eroded,
including dropping mandatory cabooses where per-
sonnel could report problems at the back of a train.
And it’s a fact that the Trump administration re-
pealed a brakes requirement for some trains, stating
the cost exceeded its benefits.

As awful as the scene in East Palestine has been,
we keep imagining if this derailment had happened
60 miles earlier in a more populated area along the
busy Norfolk Southern line. What would have hap-
pened if the same train derailed in Cleveland, Mac-
edonia, Hudson, Ravenna or Alliance? All are along
the Norfolk Southern main line, which also had a de-
railment in November near Ravenna.

The fires alone could have killed many and de-
stroyed buildings while disrupting tens of thousands
of lives, not to mention the clear health and environ-
mental concerns from the release of toxic chemicals.

We empathize with the people of East Palestine in
every way possible. They did not ask for their lives to
be turned upside down and deserve all the help they
need, beginning with clear and factual answers.

We’ve also been reminded that few of us pay at-
tention to what’s inside tanker train cars and semis,
although the latter carry much smaller quantities.
Many Ohioans are surely looking at and listening to
trains roar through their communities with a differ-
ent state of mind the past three weeks. Local leaders
along major rail lines should review their disaster
plans. 

The politics of East Palestine also have been pre-
dictably pathetic, with a war of words emerging be-
tween Republicans and Democrats about whom to
blame, how the response is being handled and score
keeping on who has visited the site. Politicians who
could not be found near the disaster the first week
have flocked in droves the past two weeks, issuing
statements and making promises as they go.

With the lone exception of Ohio Gov. Mike De-
Wine’s steady attempts to lead with facts, it’s been a
disgraceful reminder of how our broken political sys-
tem harms people.

Most Americans expect our government to bal-
ance our safety with sensible regulations for inter-
state commerce such as rail lines. It’s clear the threat
of litigation and big damage awards is not enough to
protect us any more.

We’re tired of the see-saw era of Democrats cre-
ating new safety regulations and pro-big business
Republicans rolling them back, knowing the proper
solution is probably somewhere in the middle.

It’s time for our elected leaders to set aside their
petty games and craft immediate solutions that can
prevent another rail disaster from destroying anoth-
er community.

Let’s hold Norfolk Southern and our leaders ac-
countable for once.
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ANOTHER VIEW

What if you had a child, perhaps an infant, a
youngster, or even a grown-up with severe intellectu-
al or developmental disabilities who depended on
the special services that only an organization like
Hattie Larlham provides. Now, imagine if you were
told that because of staffing shortages, your child
could no longer secure those services?

According to Stephen Colecchi,
CEO of Hattie Larlham, that challeng-
ing situation is starting to occur across
the state of Ohio due to a shortage of
those wanting to work in facilities that
provide such services and support be-
cause the pay is no longer competitive.

“There is a growing crisis through-
out Ohio,” he said. “The evidence indi-

cates a starting salary of at least $20 per hour for a
Direct Service Professional is necessary to compete
for employees with Amazon and big box retailers,” he
said. “The current starting wage of $14 to $15.50 per
hour no longer attracts applicants to our field.”

Approximately 99 percent of the funding for Hat-
tie Larlham comes from Medicaid, a combination of
federal and state money. Appeals to Ohio Gov. Mike
DeWine have resulted in additional Medicaid fund-
ing being included in the governor’s proposed 2024-
2025 state budget. According to Colecchi, this addi-
tional funding will allow Hattie Larlham to increase
starting salaries for DSPs by approximately $2 per
hour.

“That is helpful and shows the governor recogniz-
es our plight,” Colecchi said, “but it is not the full
funding solution and more needs to be done.” 

Colecchi said he and other leaders in the field be-
lieve Ohio is going to have to increase its Medicaid
funding so that at least a $20 per hour wage is pos-
sible “or we are going to have a significant shortage of
employees needed to provide care and support for
those with intellectual and developmental disabili-
ties.”

There are few options for care for those Ohioans
who have complex medical issues in addition to their
disabilities. Hospitals and skilled nursing facilities
would not typically be able to deal with that combi-
nation of issues; and the costs would be significantly
higher than the costs of providing the care and sup-
port in an ICF such as the Hattie Larlham Center. 

There is the option of care in the home using home
health professionals and members of the family, Co-
lecchi said, “but that is usually possible only for the
short term because the kind of care needed will ex-
haust the resources of most families.” 

Nearly always, severe intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities begin at birth and continue as a
lifetime issue in which modest improvements are
possible, but normal functionality in many cases is
not.

Hattie Larlham, which began in 1961 in the home of

Hattie and Richard Larlham in Mantua, has grown into
one of the largest developmental disability providers
in Ohio. It has a $61 million budget. 

Its flagship operation is an Intermediate Care Facil-
ity on a Mantua campus that serves 124 individuals.
Many of the residents have complex medical issues in
addition to their intellectual or developmental disabil-
ities. Hattie Larlham reaches as far south as Columbus
and operates five Intermediate Care Facility Group
Homes, more than 60 Supported Living and Waiver
Homes, and seven Adult Day Program locations. It also
provides a wide range of employment services de-
signed to help people with disabilities if they are able
to enter the world of work.

Like other developmental disability providers, Hat-
tie Larlham relies on direct support professionals, in-
cluding registered nurses, licensed practical nurses,
respiratory therapists, and other staff. Its budgeted
staff shows 889 full-time equipment employees, but
currently has 166 full-time openings, including 129
professional roles.

Hattie Larlham is one of only five intermediate care
facilities in Ohio offering a ventilator program. The
daily add-on charge for the vent program has not in-
creased since 2013, but operating costs have.

To cope, Hattie Larlham last year paid out $5.4 mil-
lion in overtime and special incentive pay. 

“The response of our employees has been heroic,”
Colecchi said, “but we cannot ask our employees to
continue to work those overtime hours at the same
pace moving forward. It is not healthy from the stand-
point of life-work balance. It is also not sustainable
from a financial standpoint long term.”

“Whether you are an elected official, a parent or
guardian, an employee, a board member of volunteer,
or someone with an interest in the services provided
by the developmental disabilities provider network in
Ohio, we collectively have the responsibility to ensure
our employees are paid an acceptable hourly rate that
allows us to compete and address our staffing needs
and, most importantly, meet the needs of our fellow
Ohioans with intellectual and development disabili-
ties.”

“These folks and their families depend on us,” he
said. “Ohio needs to step up and the Ohio Legislature
needs to increase the funding for all providers of devel-
opmental disability services.”

David E. Dix is a retired publisher of the Record-
Courier.
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