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Project Synopsis
Background:  Prior to 2004, Loudoun County's service response system to domestic violence crimes was in need of major improvement.   Victims contacted varied, separate agencies to obtain law enforcement, protective, legal, housing, court, counseling and other needed services.    The victims, typically in the midst of severe crisis, were on their own to find needed services and to wind their way through the different processing paths of the service agencies. While staff within each agency worked very hard to provide service, their own caseloads were continually increasing and they had many types of cases, including domestic violence.   Service providers worked independent from one another and there was a lack of consistent referral and communication systems, as well as written, updated protocols.  There appeared to be a low level of awareness regarding each others' processes and regulations.   The frontline service staff did not appear empowered to raise issues and to activate policy and process changes within their own and other agencies.
Rather than an integrated and comprehensive service system for victims of domestic violence, there were twelve separate county, state, judicial and non-profit agencies independently providing services.   The void was best illustrated through the comments of a domestic violence victim in a focus group several years….."It's like these people don't talk to each other when they help us."      
Coordinated Community Response to Domestic Violence:   In 2004, County Administration spearheaded an effort to get decision-makers to the table to discuss needed improvements to Loudoun's domestic violence service system.    That same year, Loudoun applied for and was awarded a $500,000 federal grant sponsored by the Office of Violence against Women.    The stated purposes of the grant was to create and implement a coordinated community response to domestic violence,  to provide improved protection and other services to victims and to enable communities to hold offenders more accountable for their crimes.   The grant challenged victim advocates, law enforcement, prosecutors, probation officers, judges and other service providers to collaborate in developing a strategy to address domestic violence in the Loudoun community.

Project partners included the Loudoun County Sheriff’s Office, Leesburg Police Department, Commonwealth’s Attorneys Office, Victim-Witness Program, Community Corrections, Loudoun Abused Women’s Shelter (LAWS), Juvenile Court Services Unit, Mental Health/Mental Retardation/Substance Abuse Services, Family Services, Loudoun County Public Schools, Magistrates and the Juvenile & Domestic Relations Court.    The range of independent regulatory authority among these agencies is very, very wide - Loudoun County had certainly undertaken a challenge.   A written memorandum of understanding, signed by each agency head, solidified collective support of the project. 
For the last four years, project partners have worked diligently to learn each other's systems and to integrate them.    A part-time staff person was hired to manage the grant funds and to coordinate the overall project.  One early educational piece involved highlighting the intricacies of all agencies through process flowcharting at recurring monthly meetings of all agency heads.  One by one, the "victim flow" and systems of each agency was explained and questioned.   Over time, the charts were connected and there was significantly heightened understanding of the entire system.   Disconnects, gaps and vulnerable points were identified through this process, as well as through an independent "safety and accountability audit" of many agencies.    Agency heads stayed at the monthly table and made immediate policy and process changes to address identified gaps and disconnects.  New positions dedicated to domestic violence crimes were created in four separate agencies.   These four staff persons joined a newly-formed cross-departmental team of direct service providers called the Domestic Abuse Response Team (DART) that which initiated collective group management of victim cases.   DART members began to identify service gaps from the front-line perspective, joined the agency heads at the monthly table and began meeting with the two judge of the domestic court on a weekly basis.

Multiple system improvements and accomplishments have resulted from this initiative in the last three and one-half years:

· The personal, ongoing and active support of Loudoun's two Juvenile & Domestic Relations Court Judges has highlighted the importance, visibility and criticality of this project.   The judges' identification of gaps in evidence collection, victim testimony and prosecution efforts has resulted in procedural changes and targeted training efforts.

· The creation of a court docket exclusively for domestic violence cases has ensured that domestic violence cases are heard regularly and quickly.    Offenders are now required to appear again in court 60-90 days after their initial trial in order to self-report on their compliance with probation conditions. 
· The existence of positions dedicated to domestic violence now allows for consistent:

1) follow-up interviews with victims after a domestic assault charge is filed, 2)  collaboration between law enforcement personnel and prosecuting attorneys in the preparation of cases for prosecution, 3) assistance to victims with petitions for protection order, 4) active monitoring of compliance with  protection orders, 5) intensive supervision of domestic violence offenders and 6) prosecution of domestic violence cases.
· Over 700 county, town and regional law enforcement officers have received training (provided by the prosecuting attorney dedicated to DV cases) in evidence collection and other related areas. 
· All domestic violence defendants now receive court-ordered referrals for therapeutic assessment for counseling or group therapy.

· Every agency has written domestic violence response protocols and interagency domestic violence protocols have been put into place, resulting in uniformity.  From the time that a victim dials 9-1-1, the written protocols kick into place. 
· Community and citizen awareness about domestic violence and the availability of assistance has been significantly enhanced through the creation and mass distribution of signs and brochures

· Partnerships with area hospitals has allowed for forensic nurse examinations, resulting in the preservation of evidence to enhance prosecution efforts.

The project’s success is also demonstrated through subsequent renewal of the federal grant funds.   Loudoun's coordinated community response to domestic violence has received attention throughout Virginia, as members of the DART team have spoken by invitation to other jurisdictions and at state-wide seminars and meetings.   Loudoun's coordinated community response to domestic violence has changed how service and legal system in Loudoun County addresses domestic violence - the system is now a holistic one.   Services are seamless, consistent and uniform.    The director of Loudoun's abused women's shelter has been working with domestic violence victims in this community for over twenty years and she encounters hundreds of victims each year.    At a recent public meeting, she encapsulated the change very simply and very directly - "The victims in our community feel far, far safer." 
Components of Presentation
1) Innovation and Creativity

Creativity and persistence were certainly present as we encouraged twelve different agencies (many with independent authority) to look in the mirror at their methods of service provision.   Learning about each others' separate systems, connecting the systems, acknowledging vulnerable points and designing strategies to address the vulnerable points have all stretched the boundaries of ordinary governmental operations.    We brought the departmental decision makers together and facilitated immediate change.    We brought the front-line service staff (DART) in with their agency heads and encouraged them to challenge, brainstorm and propose ideas.    DART members initiated regular meetings with the judges.  To a degree, all of these are innovative in approach.   

No new technologies have been necessary to carry out this project, though use of one technology has been greatly enhanced.   The DART coordinator established an office in the courthouse that houses the Virginia Criminal Information Network (VCIN) computer.   This provides easy access to criminal history reports of domestic violence offenders as well as to track protection orders.   We are currently examining a comprehensive database system that might be purchased to collectively store all victim and offender data.
2) Citizen Outcomes
Victims of domestic violence crimes in Loudoun expressed to service providers their feelings of frustration with the multiple service systems.   They appeared to feel as if many different, un-connected agencies were helping them.   The victims were not immediately and consistently referred to agencies that could help with shelter, food, financial and mental health needs.
Through the collective work of direct service providers and agency heads over the last three years, the separate pieces of Loudoun's system have been inter-connected to create an umbrella of service for victims.   In this specific service arena, accessibility to services has been greatly enhanced.   Regardless of the point of entry into Loudoun's system, the referral of victims to other agencies is automatic.  In many cases, the victim does not have to seek out service providers - the service providers are seeking out the victims.
From another perspective, arrest and prosecution of offenders has been significantly strengthened. Through mandatory returns to court, more diligent probationary oversight and required therapeutic assessment, there has been a significant improvement in offender accountability.
The overall health of Loudoun's community has been greatly improved through enhanced service to domestic violence victims, tightened arrest and prosecution efforts and diligent oversight of offenders.     

3) Applicable Results and Real World Advice

One of the most significant and valuable pieces to share with other jurisdictions is the process that was used to bring together twelve very separate agencies to interact as one.    Loudoun could offer guidance on how to identify systemic service and process gaps and how to create and implement short and long-term initiatives to address those gaps.

Performance measures, in the form of documented goals, have been used consistently throughout this project.   Annually, the DART team develops specific goals for the coming year.  Identified  and achieved goals have included:  creating strategies that ensure coordination among agencies, conducting a safety assessment, developing written protocols, increasing targeted training efforts for staff, expanding services to non-English speaking victims,  implementing mandatory offender requirements, creating and distributing over 5,000 information and referral brochures.

Quantifiable measures and outcomes are also tracked, but it is very difficult to demonstrate the impact of one or more process improvements in the presence of many other variables.   The number of domestic violence-related service calls increased by approximately 300% over the last 5 years.  While this could be due to enhanced marketing of services, it could also be due to population growth.   Likely it is a combination of the two and other contributory factors.   There was a significant increase in the number of service calls, arrests and requests for protection orders from 2004 to 2005 and these have remained at a consistently high level for the last three years.

Staff has recently taken on the identification of specific data sets and the analysis of these data sets in combination with one another to demonstrate project effectiveness.   This process in and of itself is complex since differing data (with varying levels of privacy and confidentiality) exists in multiple forms in twelve separate agencies.  If selected for presentation, it is hoped that some of this research and the results would be developed enough for inclusion in the presentation.    
Components of the Presentation questions and answers
