
 
 
 
 

        62 E. Broad St., Columbus, Ohio 43215 

January 10, 2022 

Dear Judges: 

When The Columbus Dispatch received a tip about wrongdoing at The Columbus Zoo and 
Aquarium, reporters Jennifer Smola Shaffer and Alissa Widman Neese dove headfirst into 
reporting what would become one of central Ohio’s biggest news stories of 2021.  

The pair dug into public records, obtained and pored over dozens of internal zoo emails and 
conducted interviews to uncover a pattern of wrongdoing by the top executives of the beloved 
Columbus institution, which is a taxpayer-supported, nonprofit organization. Through this 
watchdog reporting, Smola Shaffer and Widman Neese found that the zoo’s CEO and chief 
financial officer had allowed their relatives to live in zoo-owned houses at below-market rents 
for years, and sought and used tickets and suites to various entertainment events — resources 
intended for hosting zoo supporters and building donor relations — for themselves and their 
family members.   

The problems uncovered by The Dispatch caught even zoo board members by surprise, with one 
board member describing the newspaper’s findings as alarming and “not a good look for a 
nonprofit.”    

In the wake of The Dispatch’s investigation, the zoo’s board promised to conduct a review into 
the allegations, and, less than four weeks after the newspaper published its first story on the 
matter, the two zoo executives at the center of the scandal resigned.   

The Dispatch continued to follow the story and the public outcry over the zoo officials’ behavior. 
In the weeks that followed, the Ohio Attorney General’s Office, citing The Dispatch’s reporting, 
announced an investigation into the zoo. The zoo board, which initially said it would keep its 
own internal review private, later changed course amid media attention and public calls for 
transparency, and provided preliminary findings and recommendations from its probe to the 
public.   

Later, a series of zoo audits, prompted by The Dispatch’s original reporting, revealed additional 
details surrounding zoo executives’ wrongdoing. In August, Smola Shaffer and Widman Neese 
obtained exclusive documents and interviews to first report that forensic auditors concluded 
former zoo executives’ misbehavior cost the zoo at least $631,000 in losses, and likely more.   

Smola Shaffer and Widman Neese broke this major story of corruption at a cherished, world-
renowned attraction and continued to cover the aftermath throughout the year, with various 
investigations still pending today.  Without this dogged local reporting, readers would not have 
known about this breach of public trust at the Columbus Zoo.   

Thank you for considering this work in the local reporting category.   

To access this story, judges may need to enter this information: 

Username:  judges@dispatch.com 
Password : Dispatch62 



Thank you for considering these stories in the Ohio APME Investigative Reporting category.   
 
Sincerely, 
Kelly Lecker, Interim Editor                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         


