Praxis Safety & Accountability Audit

Focus Group Summary - Example #1

The following themes and questions were raised by 14 participants in two focus groups conducted in October 2000 and one forum with 23 participants from a Hmong women’s community group in April 2001. Caveat: Not every woman had the same experience and these are presented as paths for the Audit team to explore, not conclusions. 

· Discounting battered women’s fear and experience: what it means when she says, “I’m afraid he’s going to kill me.” It’s a problem when an officer interprets events for her.
· Police officers are more apt to remove him if he says he’s going to kill himself.

Police officers’ assessment misses fear, does not always take a woman’s fear seriously.
· Police may not separate victim and suspect sufficiently to keep suspect from hearing her conversations with officer.


· Race “should be your number one priority.” Questions about different impacts on different communities. One example was given of a suspect who was Black being arrested quicker than White; another example, a racial slur, “mud face”, when searching for suspect.
[Information reported to the state suggests a significant jump in African American victims of reported domestic abuse since 2002; African American victims and offenders are represented in reported domestic abuse in higher numbers than their proportion of the county population.]
· Systems really want a certain response – i.e., “want you to leave, get divorced” – and if a victim doesn’t provide that response there is less support for her.

· In a public setting, such as a community forum, Hmong women may make light of abuse: “Can I come to Abuse Shelter for a vacation?” They do not necessarily want to identify themselves as needing Abuse Shelter for safety. 

· Police and others do not understand the dynamics of domestic violence; do not understand why she would stay in the relationship.


· There is uncertainty about knowing when a suspect is released from jail, or when he has been apprehended if he had left the scene before police arrived. Women sometimes are not notified when he is eventually picked up.

Other jail-related issues include: untimely notification of release, suspect being released on bond after a domestic-related arrest with a .174 Intoxilyzer reading; jail allowing suspect to use victim’s credit card to bond out.


· Victims expressed numerous concerns about the impact on children, including: lack of adequate attention to and referrals for their children by victim-centered agencies; concerns about officers speaking in front of the children, interviewing them, using them as interpreters, and arresting the suspect in front of children (and how this might generate a child’s mistrust of police). 
· The DV Response Unit is helpful, and for some victims an important source of support in building safety. Others felt more talked into participating in something that they didn’t entirely understand or necessarily want.
· DV Response Unit was more helpful and involved when he actually re-offended.


· DV Response Unit follow-up contacts with a victim’s partner may not always occur as promised.

· Victims who may benefit from DV Response Unit services and intervention may not be aware of or connected with it.


· There are multiple people from multiple agencies who intervene on the front end of a criminal case, but drop or disappear when victims might want more ongoing contact. 


· These interveners also seem to know more about what’s going on than the victim, i.e., when it comes to offender release or apprehension. 


· The level of continued system response to continued harassment. How do DV Response Unit and other interveners respond to no-contacts, bond conditions, probation conditions?


· It makes a big difference when officers recognize patterns of violence, danger, and context. Police should listen with compassion, not attitude that ‘someone’s going to get arrested.’ 


· Victims cannot count on enforcement of protection orders and no-contact orders. 
[Information reported to the state shows little charging on protection order and no-contact/bail violations.]  Participants had many comments about calling police when he is violating no contact or protection order, and then nothing happens. Also, comment about the prosecutor and advocacy agency giving victims different messages about protection orders.


· Some women with cognitive disabilities and/or weak communication skills may need time to tell a much larger story – the ‘whole picture’ – before they can relate a certain experience with domestic violence or a particular incident.
· Probation: many comments about lack of follow-through from probation officers to enforce the no-contact condition of probation, taking probationer’s “side”, not being helpful to victim.

· Prosecution: victims feeling like they are being “persuaded” to take a plea, and not recommending what they verbalize suspect needs…ie. Counseling, chemical dependency issues, etc.
· Victims report surprise at the low bond amounts, especially for felonies, and the fact that offenders can be released so quickly after a domestic, jeopardizing her safety and her children’s safety. Some women in the Hmong group suggested that they only call the police when they are “at their wits end” and want him to go to jail; they had many questions about why he then gets out so quickly.   


· Impressions of how mandatory arrest law works suggests a lack of knowledge or conflicting interpretations by interveners.
· Comment from victim that a family court commissioner told her “he’s going to have to do a lot worse than hit you in order to get supervised visitation.”

· Advocate at the scene: It would be helpful to have a female advocate at the scene who has an understanding of the system and dynamics of domestic violence.
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