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MAPLE HEIGHTS, Ohio — As disgusted as they were by the federal charges this month against 

former Maple Heights school board President Santina "Sandy" Klimkowski, her prosecution is a 

sort of vindication for a group of residents.  

For several years, they accused the district's leadership of being in the pocket of Cuyahoga 

County Auditor Frank Russo, padding the district's payroll with Russo loyalists and wasting 

scarce dollars through questionable contracts and outrageous legal fees.  

After years of complaining -- and being dismissed as conspiracy-theory lunatics or 

troublemakers -- they have in the charges a real basis for saying that their claims were legitimate.  

Klimkowski was charged with awarding contracts to a firm favored by her employer, Russo, in 

return for having free work done to her home and the homes of relatives. She was also charged 

with conspiring with former school district lawyer Louis Damiani to steal district purchases for 

personal use.  

Those included a pool pump and a portable classroom that one of Damiani's friends used as a 

hunting lodge, prosecutors said.  

Other figures in the conspiracy, though not charged or identified by name in the charging 

document, have descriptions matching district Treasurer Christopher Krause and Food Service 

Director Rocco Laurie. The school board suspended both last Monday.  

Former City Councilwoman Lee Miami said her immediate reaction to the Klimkowski charges 

was: "Yes! What took so long?"  

Longtime critic Leroy Colley Jr.'s reaction was simpler: "I told you so.  

"I kept saying, 'Connect the dots,' " Colley said. "It was like a spider web. Every time you get 

one dot, it connects to another and another."  

http://connect.cleveland.com/user/paodonne/index.html


Maple Heights is just one part of the massive investigation into corruption in Cuyahoga County. 

Much of the case focuses on county officials taking bribes in exchange for jobs and lucrative 

contracts.  

Klimkowski and the law firm that represented the district are central figures in the case. 

Damiani's law firm also represented the company that handled commercial appraisals for Russo's 

office. Besides being charged with stealing from Maple Heights schools, Klimkowski is accused 

of taking more than $1 million in bribes from the law firm and delivering them to Russo in 

exchange for their client getting the commercial appraisal work.  

Klimkowski is expected to plead guilty next month. On Friday, the district hired former Euclid 

and Kirtland Treasurer Lowell Davis to do an internal investigation for the district. He started 

going through district records Friday at a cost of $750 per day.  

Since Klimkowski was a member of the school board from 1981 to 2005, how much theft 

occurred from the schools and for how long may never be determined.  

Though Miami said she feels vindicated, any celebration is muted.  

"I'm also a little sad, because for years now, they've been raping our school district," she said. 

"Our kids were cheated because they were skimming money out of our district."  

Parents of students say they are angry that they have passed taxes to help students -- an increase 

in 2003 and a $56 million bond issue last year -- only to learn some of the money apparently 

went to Klimkowski and Damiani instead of the children.  

"These are our tax dollars," said Curtis Johnson, who has a son at Stafford Elementary School. 

"The money should be used to benefit the kids."  

Parent Anita Atkins agreed, particularly since many residents in the district are poor.  

"Why would you take from somebody who has less than you have?" she said.  

Maple Heights is one of the poorest districts in Cuyahoga County. According to the Ohio 

Schools Facilities Commission, its property tax base is the third lowest per student, ahead of only 

Cleveland and East Cleveland.  

Although the charges against Klimkowski describe a variety of misdeeds without putting exact 

costs on them, the charges do describe one dollar amount of misspending: $458,600 for 20 

contracts between the school district and DAS Construction between 2003 and 2005. DAS 

installed a bay window, siding and deck at Klimkowski's Turney Road home for free in return 

for the contracts, prosecutors said.  

Damiani, who died in 2006, was the school district's lawyer for more than a decade before he 

was replaced in 2004.  



Leading up to his firing, district critics complained about excessive fees paid to Damiani. The 

Plain Dealer reported in 2001 that his firm billed the district $700,000 over three years. Legal 

fees in the district have not dropped since Damiani's departure, however. District records show 

that it paid more than $700,000 in legal fees in the last three completed school years, spreading 

that among four firms.  

Former Assistant Superintendent Ron Stevens estimated in 2003 that overpayments, bad 

contracts and illegal activity cost the district about $1 million per year.  

The district's leadership had a major overhaul following a nine-week teachers strike in 2002. In 

2004, the school board had three new members, fired Damiani and replaced the superintendent. 

Klimkoswki left the school board at the end of 2005.  

But Treasurer Krause remained.  

Mayor Jeff Lansky, long a critic of Klimkowski and other school officials, said he does not 

believe new Superintendent Charles Keenan is involved in any wrongdoing.  

"He is a good and decent man," Lansky said. "He does everything on the up and up."  

Lansky also praised the board for being more open than previous boards run by Klimkowski and 

for having a good relationship with the city, instead of constantly fighting.  

He questioned, however, why the board would keep Krause as treasurer. "Did shenanigans 

continue because the board put their trust in Krause?" he said.  

Krause has not returned several requests for comment from The Plain Dealer since Klimkowski 

was charged.  

Keenan hopes the charges will not damage the district's attempts to improve. He noted the 

district's scores on state tests jumped two ratings levels, from academic emergency to continuous 

improvement, in the 2004-05 school year, his first in the district.  

That rating has not changed since.  

The district and the Ohio School Facilities Commission plan to replace all the district's buildings. 

Work could start this winter, Keenan said, after residents barely passed a bond issue last year for 

the city's share of the $109 million cost.  

Many residents, including parents, were still unaware of Klimkowski's charges the previous 

week.  

Parents instead complained of teachers and of having to buy school supplies for students every 

year and pay student fees up to $25. Their greatest complaint was about scheduling and the 

hassle of picking up kids at school.  



Still, Keenan said, any stolen money would hurt education in the district.  

"Any resource we have is for the benefit of our children," he said.  

 


