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Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence

ACTIONAILLIANCE





Virginia Domestic Violence Victim Fund

What is it?

The Domestic Violence Victim Fund was created through legislation during the 2004 General Assembly Session.  Through increased fees for misdemeanors, traffic infractions and other violations in district court, a fund was developed to “support the prosecution of domestic violence cases and victims services.”  The fund is administered by the Department of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS).  The fund generates approximately $3 million annually.

This is just for Domestic Violence? 

No.  Originally the fund was just for domestic violence, but was expanded to add sexual abuse, stalking and family abuse at the request of Virginians Against Domestic Violence (now VSDVAA).  However, the name of the fund was not changed to reflect the broader scope.
What kinds of projects are funded through the fund? 

50% of the fund is awarded to Commonwealth’s Attorneys’ offices based on caseload via a non-competitive grant program to support “the cost of additional attorneys or to further dedicate existing resources to prosecute felonies and misdemeanors involving domestic violence, sexual abuse, stalking and family abuse.”  In 2005, $1.5 million was awarded to 29 prosecutors’ offices.

The remaining $1.5 million is awarded through a competitive grant program. Law enforcement, victims services, civil legal assistance, state agencies, courts and other applicable governmental and non-governmental agencies are eligible to apply to “assist in protecting and providing necessary services to victims of and children affected by domestic violence, sexual abuse, stalking and family abuse.”  

What does VSDVAA want to do?

VSDVAA wants to work with the General Assembly to change the title of the Victim Fund to “Sexual and Domestic Violence Victim Fund” to more accurately reflect the purpose of the fund.  

VSDVAA also wants to see the victim fund increased. During the first competitive grant cycle, DCJS received 81 applications and was able to fund only 29.  The total amount of funds requested was $4,895,360, with only $1,464,096 awarded – a mere 1/3 of what was needed.  Currently the only court fees used to generate the fund are those in district court, where most domestic violence cases are heard.  Since the Victim Fund also addresses sexual violence, VSDVAA supports increasing fees in circuit court, where sexually-based offenses are generally heard: $2 to the fixed felony fee (§17.1-275.1), fixed fee for felonies reduced to misdemeanors (§17.1-275.2), fixed misdemeanor fees in circuit court (§17.1-275.7) and fixed drug misdemeanor fees in circuit court (§17.1-275.8).

There are some specific areas of need that can be partially addressed by an increase in the Victim Fund.  In 2004 the General Assembly passed a resolution directing the Virginia Department of Health to conduct a study on the statewide response to sexual assault.  One aspect of the study was to review medical services offered to sexual violence victims in emergency rooms; specifically the availability of sexual assault nurse examiners (SANEs) or forensic nurse examiners (FNEs) who are trained in both the care of victims and evidence collection in sexual violence cases.  The United States Department of Justice recommends that all communities have access to SANEs or specially trained FNEs in order to improve evidence collection (thereby increasing the apprehension, prosecution and adjudication of sex offenders) and medical response to victims. The 2004 study of Virginia’s response to sexual violence found that 44% of Virginia hospital emergency departments do not have a SANE on staff, and almost two-fifths do not have any employees on staff that are trained to assist victims of sexual violence.  Even among those hospitals with a SANE or FNE, 31% indicated that the nurse is not available during all shifts. Funding is needed to provide specialized training for nurses to become FNEs, equipment, and hiring SANE/FNEs at hospitals.

Another recommendation from the study is to support the expansion of sexual assault crisis centers, specifically in the areas of reaching underserved populations, increasing the availability of crisis services and providing funding for public awareness campaigns.  The study also recommends funding the development and support of strong regional or local sexual assault coalitions (Sexual Assault Response Teams) to promote an effective, collaborative response to sexual violence on the local level.  An increase in the amount of money available in the Victim Fund can help support these initiatives.

What is the goal?

Recognizing the historical inequities between resources allocated to address sexual assault and domestic violence, VSDVAA seeks to create change that includes equitably addressing the elimination of both sexual and domestic violence.  VSDVAA wants the title of the Domestic Violence Victim Fund to be changed to Sexual and Domestic Violence Victim Fund to more accurately reflect the Fund’s purpose.  VSDVAA also wants to increase the fund through increased circuit court fees to support additional Virginia projects to assist victims of sexual and domestic violence.  The ultimate goal is to have an increase in services for people who experience sexual violence, particularly to increase the number of sexual assault nurse examiners, law enforcement professionals with expertise in sexual violence cases and availability of sexual assault victim advocate services across the Commonwealth.

For more information, contact Stacy Ruble at the Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence Action Alliance (VSDVAA) at:  804-377-0335 or publicpolicy@vsdvalliance.org
