TO:  THE PEOPLE OF LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT 8

DOMESTIC ABUSE – VIOLENCE IN THE FAMILY STRUCTURE
Domestic violence is a silent, often secret and insidious crime.  It occurs between people who have or once had a relationship with one another: husbands and wives, significant others, mothers, fathers and their children.  It is a violence that sometimes leads to murder.

According to a Department of Justice report, domestic violence cases often are not reported due to fear and intimidation tactics used by the abuser.   Only one in five female victims of violence contacts an outside agency for help.  That report also notes that in 2004, intimate partners murdered 1,159 females and 385 males.   Only 4% of those murdered by their partners had sought help from domestic violence services.

These alarming figures pointed to the necessity for developing a strategy that allows law enforcement to get to a victim before the worst occurs.   The strategy is called lethality assessment.  It consists of questions asked by police and counselors to determine if a victim’s life is in danger.   Typical questions are: Has the abuser ever used a weapon against you?   Has the abuser ever threatened to kill you?   Depending on the answers, victims may be referred immediately to a counselor and informed that their life is in danger.  Statewide use of the strategy is anticipated by the end of the year.

Victims of domestic violence need every protection the law can offer.  I strongly support two legislative proposals that will do just that.  House Bill 427 extends the duration of a protective order from 12 to 24 months.   House Bill 415 makes it easier to obtain a protective order by changing the standard of proof from clear and convincing evidence to a preponderance of the evidence.  According to law, the standard of clear and convincing evidence means “beyond a reasonable doubt.”   The standard of preponderance of evidence means “more likely true than not true.” In addition, it should be noted that 17 states allow for a longer than 2-year duration for protective orders.  Ten states, including Florida, New Jersey, and Michigan, allow for protective orders to run indefinitely, based on a judge’s discretion.

From July 2005 through June 2006, domestic violence in Maryland claimed 63 lives.  I am hopeful that with the passage of stronger laws and innovative programs to protect victims of domestic violence, we will be able to save lives in Maryland.

Please do not hesitate to contact me on this or any other legislative issue of concern to you.   As always, I encourage and welcome your input.

