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The struggle to select a new health
commissioner bubbled up Monday in
a City Council committee hearing,
with council members warning that
they want to make sure a national
search is done so that the process is
fair.

The Cincinnati Board of Health,
which oversees the Cincinnati Health
Department, is conducting a national
search for the person who will take
over from Noble Maseru, who
stepped down June 1 after 10 years on
the job.

Dr. O’dell Owens, now the city’s
interim health commissioner, said
Monday he has applied to take on the
job permanently “to try to make Cin-
cinnati the healthiest city in the coun-
try.” 

The Cincinnati native, once Hamil-
ton County coroner and later presi-
dent of Cincinnati State Technical and
Community College, joined the health
department in September as medical
director, or Maseru’s No. 2.

But a vigorous debate is arising
within the community and the politi-
cal grid over the next health commis-
sioner. Monday, council member
Charlie Winburn complained that
while he likes and appreciates Owens,
he believes the board of health may
be rushing to a conclusion. He threat-
ened to intercede if the process is not
open enough.

“If I have to go to court myself and
file an injunction to make sure that
women have a chance to be consid-
ered, to make sure that the process is
fair and is consistent, then I will,”
Winburn said.

“I have no problems with the cur-
rent acting health commissioner. He’s
a friend of mind. He’s a wonderful
person. It has nothing to do with that,”
Winburn said of Owens. “If this selec-
tion has already been made, and
they’re just going through the mo-
tions, that we’re giving the appear-
ance of being fair and objective, may-
be they are, and maybe they’re not. I
don’t know.”

Malcolm Timmons, the chairman
of the board of health, said Monday
that no decisions about the commis-
sioner’s job have been made. The
board is conducting a national search,
he said, and, “We’re going to be very
transparent about this.”

Last week, Timmons put out a
notice to the public asking for com-
ment on the search for a new health
commissioner at a special webpage:
http://bit.ly/1ZvXoHf.

The health department employs
480 people, treats nearly 40,000 cli-
ents and has a projected budget for
next year of about $49 million to run
seven primary care health centers,
one free-standing dental center, one
free-standing vision and dental center
and eleven school-based health cen-
ters.

Owens said Monday that the health
commissioner’s job appeals to him
because of the significant and varied
tasks on the agenda.

“Every day, there are so many
unique challenges, I feel so blessed to
have the opportunity to apply for a
job like this,” Owens said.

Shortly after Maseru announced
his retirement, supporters of Owens
told the board of health at its April 26

meeting that with Owens, his creden-
tials and intimate knowledge of Cin-
cinnati already in house, a national
search for a commissioner was too
expensive and not necessary. But
Timmons announced the board would
conduct a search.

At the May 24 board meeting, Tim-
mons announced the membership of
the search committee, including Tim-
mons, several board members and an
executive with the private Cincinnati
nonprofit the Center for Closing the
Health Gap, founded and adminis-
tered by former Mayor Dwight Til-
lery.

The city’s next fiscal year budget
includes a $1 million in tax dollars to
the center, a $250,000 increase from
last year. But in the next year’s bud-
get, the center’s grant will be ac-
counted for through the health de-
partment.
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