
WAR IN EASTERN EUROPE

Zelensky tours Europe
Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr Zelensky, 
set off across Europe with a shopping 
list aimed to replenish Ukraine’s 
arsenal and political support — and 
got almost everything he wanted.     A4
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Cleveland Public Library has had to rethink the way it stocks its shelves — 
physical and digital — to accommodate the changes in patrons’ preferences 
since the COVID-19 pandemic.   Kaitlin Durbin, cleveland.com

A group of local healthcare 

pros are learning a new way 

to express themselves.

Gretchen Cuda Kroen   gkroen@cleveland.com

When Dr. Kevin Kawalec was in high 
school, he planned to study art. But the 
career of the watercolor painter would 
end up taking a much different path.

Today Kawalec practices family medi-
cine at University Hospitals in Cleveland. 
He still paints, but he’s decided to try his 
hand at another type of creative expres-
sion: writing.

Writing is something Kawalec says he 
wanted to get better at, and to that end 
he has joined a community of Cleve-
land-area doctors and healthcare profes-
sionals interested in honing the craft.

So, on a rainy Saturday morning at 
the end of March, Kawalec and about 10 
other doctors, nurses and hospital staff 
convened around a table in an old brown-
stone building at Case Western Reserve 
University known as the Writer’s House. 

It was the introductory meeting of what 
would become a yet-to-be-named commu-
nity of Cleveland healthcare professionals 
who are learning to express themselves— 
even cope with the unique stresses of a life 
in medicine — through writing.

Sustained by coffee, fruit and dough-
nuts, participants each created a unique 
fictional story based on the same one para-
graph writing prompt, then traded it with 
a neighbor who read it aloud to the group.

HEALTH

Cleveland healthcare workers 
get creative to cope with stress

PUBLIC CORRUPTION

Who bankrolled 
Householder’s slush fund?
A host of corporations 

helped bank roll the ex-Ohio 

speaker’s political machine.

Jake Zuckerman   jzuckerman@cleveland.com

COLU M BUS — A federal judge is sched-
uled to sentence ex-Ohio House Speaker 
Larry Householder next month for trad-
ing bailout legislation in exchange for 
millions of dollars from Akron-based 
FirstEnergy Corp.

The prosecution focused on the fact 
that FirstEnergy funded a vast majority 
of deposits to the bank account that 
fueled Householder’s political machine, 
but trial evidence shows a host of other 
corporations, labor organizations and 
wealthy individuals with business 
before state lawmakers contributed 
millions as well.

Bank records displayed at trial show 
how trades unions, Columbus-based 
American Electric Power, nursing 
homes, casinos, shale gas interests, 
tele c om mu n ic at ion s c omp a n ie s , 
payday lenders, health insurers and 
more all chipped into Generation 
Now. Prosecutors argued the nonprofit 
functioned as a bottomless, secret piggy 
bank Householder could tap when he 
needed political support in the form of 
staffing, consulting and advertising.

 Nonprofits, like Generation Now, are 
designed for secrecy. Like many such 
entities, Generation Now was incorpo-
rated in Delaware, where corporate dis-
closure laws are lax. Householder’s name 
doesn’t appear on any of its paperwork. 
It isn’t legally required to disclose its 
donors; such information came to light 
only via a criminal investigation and 
subpoena power.

Before Householder won the House 
top job, he and his allies spent Genera-
tion Now’s money supporting a slate of 
Republicans through the 2018 prima-
ries who would later vote him for House 
Speaker. By 2019, they refocused Gener-
ation Now as a messenger backing House 
Bill 6, bailout legislation worth at least 
$1.3 billion to FirstEnergy over the course 
of a decade.

Prosecutors also alleged Householder 
personally benefited from more than 
$500,000 of Generation Now money, 
using it to pay off his legal debts, his 
credit card debt and repairs to his Florida 
home.

The bank records of Generation Now 
provide an unprecedented peek into the 
typically secret dealings of 501(c)(4) non-
profits, which can raise unlimited sums 
from donors without ever disclosing the 
source and then spending that money on 
political aims.

Courtney Astolfi   castolfi@cleveland.com

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
early 2020 did something that had never 
really happened in 154 years: It closed the 
doors of the Cleveland Public Library.

Three years later, that jolt to the system 
has dramatically changed the way librar-
ies serve the community.

Though services never stopped and 
library doors reopened a few months later, 
many patrons stayed hunkered down 
indoors, and a “new normal” set in — one 
that saw visitor numbers drop, but a surge 
in popularity of e-books, higher demand 
for virtual programming, and a host of 
other changes that could stick, in some 
way or another, for years to come.

And libraries in the Cleveland area are 
still very much feeling the pandemic’s 
ripple effects.

This is one in a series of stories by cleve-
land.com and The Plain Dealer exploring 
lasting changes from the COVID-19 pan-
demic with the end of the federal COVID-19 
declaration Thursday. Find related stories 
at tinyurl.com/CLEPDseries

PATRON HABITS
Though the number of visitors is slowly 

ticking back up after the early 2020 shut-
down, overall visitors are still way down 
at both the Cleveland Public Library and 
Cuyahoga County Public Library.

The county system recorded nearly 
3 million visits in 2022, compared 

to roughly 5 million visits in 2019, 
according to library records and Chief 
Communications and External Relations 
Officer Hallie Rich.

The city system had just over 1 million 
visits in 2022 — less than half of the nearly 
2.5 million visits in 2019, according to a 
recent report shared by Chief of Special 
Projects and Collections John Skrtic.

Average monthly circulation at the 
Cleveland Public Library is likewise 
down, at roughly two-thirds of pre-
pandemic levels.

Total circulation in 2022, for physi-
cal and digital books and other materi-
als, was about 3.9 million. In 2019, it was 
6 million, the report said.

The types of materials that patrons 
want to borrow have also changed, with a 
much heavier preference for e-books and 
other digital media, like audiobooks, and 
music or video streaming.

Before the pandemic three out of every 
four first-time checkouts at the Cuyahoga 
County Public Library were physical 
books or physical media and just 25% 
were digital. Interest in digital media 
continued to climb in 2021. By the end 
of 2022, checkouts had reached a 50-50 
split, and digital media had become just 
as popular as physical media, Rich said.

At Cleveland Public Library, the 
change has been even more drastic. Pre-
pandemic, digital materials accounted 
for just 10% of circulation. By early 2023 
they comprised 48% of circulation, the 
data show.

Those changing preferences mean 
the county library has had to rethink the 
way it buys books and expands its col-
lection, because digital materials are far 
more expensive than physical books. A 
physical novel may cost $14, but digital 
licenses for the same book may range 
from $70 to $90, and often expire after a 
few years, or so many checkouts.

“We want to ensure that we have 
enough of the digital so that people aren’t 
waiting weeks and weeks to get a hot 
new title, but we are balancing that with 
budgetary limitations,” Rich said.

POST-PANDEMIC WORLD

Libraries forced 
to turn the page 

Fewer visitors, more e-books 

are just some of the issues 

systems have to deal with.

Former Ohio House Speaker Larry 
Householder speaks to reporters March 9 
outside the federal courthouse in 
Cincinnati, after he was found guilty of 
racketeering.   Jake Zuckerman, cleveland.com

A group of Greater Cleveland medical 
professionals find their inner artist by 
sharpening their writing skills.   AP file

WE KNOW
THAT LOOK

IN  YEAR  20,  LEBRON  JAMES  IS  SHOWING 
EVERYBODY  THAT  HE’S  STILL  GOT 
THAT  PLAYOFF  ATTITUDE.  HIS  LAKERS 
STARTED  2-10,  BUT  THE  AKRON  NATIVE 
SOMEHOW  IS  FOUR  WINS  AWAY  FROM 
WHAT  COULD  BE  HIS  11TH  NBA  FINALS.      B1

TAXES

IRS vs. tax prep giants
The Internal Revenue Service has 
quietly developed its own software that 
could disrupt the tax-prep industry, 
allowing Americans to file tax returns 
digitally and free of charge.   A6SEE POST-PANDEMIC WORLD, A3
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