Some five years or more ago, in response to the passage by the Federal Congress of the Violence Against Women Act, key players in the law enforcement, prosecution and victim services communities began interacting on a regular basis at the state level. Maine’s Justice Assistance Council in the Department of Public Safety became the conduit and awarding agent for the VAWA grants in Maine. That council included as well representatives from the court system and corrections. In addition to the VAWA grants, this group also disburses Byrne money. Consequently, for the first time, the advocacy community has had input as to the spending of anti-crime money in Maine.

This year, in order to assess the situation in Maine with regard to domestic violence and sexual assault, the council undertook a survey of victim service providers, law enforcement and prosecution providers and government agencies. What follows are our conclusions based on that feedback. 

The survey first asked – Based on your experience and/ or perspective, what are the two highest priorities in addressing domestic violence, sexual assault and stalking?  It was clear from the manner of response that some respondents felt that they were being asked to choose a priority among the issues while others interpreted this question differently and responded with general priorities.

With that said – domestic violence was the most often cited response. However, sexual assault and stalking were also frequently mentioned. The need for the system to be more sensitive, supportive and effective for victims was clearly articulated. These systems would include establishment of better “post-incident” protection for victims, stiffer bail and sentencing conditions, creation of statewide protocols that would establish a more timely and coordinated response, outreach to underserved populations and public education initiatives.

The survey next asked - What two changes, in each of the following systems, would make the most significant impact in effectively responding to violence against women?

With regard to service providers, respondents felt that they needed additional resources to improve and expand outreach capabilities and direct services. In addition, more effective collaboration and communication between all agencies within the system was important to cultivate as well as more training opportunities on the dynamics of domestic violence and sexual assault.

For law enforcement, respondents felt that improved communication and collaboration with service providers was important in addition to providing more training opportunities to promote awareness & sensitivity.  These initiatives should include providing resources for specialized task forces. Establishment of rapid computerization/availability of data was considered critical as well as improvement in evidence collection protocols.  All of this must be coupled with the stricter enforcement of laws.

For prosecution and the court system respondents felt more resources for specialized prosecutors were needed.  In addition, the promotion of judicial training initiatives was deemed vital, including training that might promote more consistent bail and sentencing conditions.

Next, we asked - What do you see as the biggest barriers in Maine to successful adjunction of cases of violence against women?  How can these barriers be overcome?

Victims of domestic violence and sexual assault are often reluctant to testify, citing fear of reprisal by the abuser and frustration with a system that ultimately does not guarantee safety from the abuser, further economic independence, or recognize and appreciate quality of life / maintenance of family considerations.  

There is also an urgent need for rapid computerization and timely availability of protection from abuse orders, etc.  

The need also exists for more vigorous attempts to prosecute without the victim and for more effective training of judges on the dynamics of family violence and sexual assault.

Lastly, we asked, What do you see as the two most critical ways a community can respond to violence against women that might prevent such violence from occurring in the first place?

The needed initiatives articulated included: adoption of zero-tolerance community attitudes; educational initiatives in schools; and more effective public awareness campaigns.  In addition, there is a need for civic leaders, churches, service organizations, businesses, etc., to take a more active role in addressing domestic violence and sexual assault issues. 

These public efforts must, of necessity, require summoning support for legislative initiatives by existing and potential public officials.

The Justice Assistance Council, while recognizing the need for more extensive and comprehensive planning efforts in the struggle to end domestic violence and sexual assault, feels that the above information can give guidance to our efforts to ensure that Violence Against Women Act money is allocated in the most urgently needed areas.

	


