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Executive Summary 

Domestic violence is a complicated issue that holds particular challenges for the justice 
system. Those challenges surround the escalating and private nature of the violence, the 
number of incidents that give rise to both civil and criminal actions, the relationship between 
the parties, and the criminal and non-criminal acts that constitute patterns of abuse. 
Complexities aside, one need look no further than volume to understand the diverse needs of 
districts in managing these cases. 

North Carolina district courts handled more than 32,000 filings for domestic violence 
protective orders between the end of July 2005 and the end of June 2006. During that time 
period, Mecklenburg County, the most populous county in the state, handled an average of 
more than fifty (50) civil domestic violence cases a week while small counties like Camden 
and Hyde handled fewer than twenty (20) over that same year's time. 

As documented in this report, North Carolina districts have developed a variety of ways of 
handling civil and criminal domestic violence cases - from calendaring cases to prosecution 
models to utilizing the local domestic violence advocacy agency. In most instances, local 
consensus - based on resources, community capacity, and local court culture - is the primary 
determinant in establishing these practices, followed by a degree of influence by models 
practiced elsewhere in the state or nation. Sometimes the practices of a particular entity or 
group t h e  Clerk's Office, the District Attorney, local magistrates, law enforcement, the 
Abuser Treatment Program - are developed in cooperation with other groups; other times, 
they are developed in relative isolation borne of tradition or time constraints, or both. 

The documentation and analysis contained in this report is based on reporting by a variety of 
system participants. Chief District Court Judges, District Attorneys, public defenders and 
defense attorneys, clerks of superior court, abuser treatment programs, domestic violence 
programs, and legal services attorneys were asked, through written survey, roundtable 
discussions, and informal interviews, how statutes are implemented in their districts and 
what practices the district employs, including those that reach beyond statutory directives, 
and comprise that district's response to domestic violence. 

Though many districts share the common principles of victim safety and offender 
accountability, the result of this inventory is a collection of remarkably varied approaches. 
Many districts employ strategies that show great promise for positively impacting the lives of 
North Carolinians who experience and who commit domestic violence. Some know they 
have challenges in certain parts of the system that can undermine the overall quality of their 
collective response whether related to prosecution policies, the demeanor of court staff, or 
the resources available in the community to provide services to victims and offenders. The 
overall landscape is one of strong commitment and solid policies on the one hand, and 
serious inefficiencies and a disjointed system on the other. The result in the latter districts is 
an unfulfilled promise ofjustice to victims, and a frightening message to offenders that their 
behavior will go unnoticed or punished. 

The report highlights promising practices and suggests how to shift those inefficient or 



ineffective practices through the implementation of short and long-term strategies, separating 
them into resource-neutral (many having to do with leadership) and resource-implicated 
recommendations, i.e. the development of a strategic training plan and deployment of human 
resources within the Administrative Office of the Courts to provide technical assistance and 
consultation to districts. 

Several areas are noted for their particular importance. Access to legal representation is 
woefully inadequate in its availability. Absent legal representation, both parties need to 
have access to and an understanding of the justice system, particularly at initial contact and 
through the system's gatekeepers (clerks and magistrates). Both parties should experience a 
process that contains some degree of predictability - limits on continuances, standard 
considerations for bond and release conditions - and that clearly demonstrate the shared 
principles of victim safety and offender accountability - review hearings to determine 
compliance and to create a deterrent effect, regular referral to Abuser Treatment Programs 
when convicted of a domestic violence offense, and evidence-based prosecution policies that 
account for the lack of participation or cooperation by the victim. Also, the court should 
routinely collect and consider information about the parties including past cases of domestic 
violence and current business before the court. And finally, a strategic plan for judicial 
training in domestic violence should be developed. 

In recognition of the many practices that are similar to those that have originated outside of 
the state, this report also documents practices from other parts of the country, which have 
received national attention. These include strategies that address the specialization of the 
court, enhanced prosecution, increased offender accountability, victim safety, and the well- 
being of children. 
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