2025 Legislative Session
Dear Members of the Connecticut Joint Commission on Judiciary,

We are writing to ask for your support in passing the CT Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act (DVSJA).

Domestic Violence & Incarceration

In Connecticut, women represent the fastest growing percentage of Connecticut’s total population of
incarcerated people. Since 1978, the number of women in prison in Connecticut has increased sixfold and
the number of women in jail has increased sevenfold.!

A growing body of evidence has consistently found that domestic violence is a risk factor for incarceration
and the vast majority of incarcerated women (about 75%) have experienced domestic violence during their
adulthood. In fact, a 2024 in-depth survey by Stanford University’s Criminal Justice Center of two large
women’s prisons found that 74% of the people there had experienced intimate partner violence (IPV) in the
year prior to their offense. Of those who experienced IPV, 66% were found to have been in extreme danger of
being killed by their partner and 60 percent had a partner who choked or strangled them.*

This is why the Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act (DVSJA) is essential.

What is the DVSJA?

DVS]JA significantly reduces harm to survivors of domestic violence, trafficking, and stalking by giving the
justice system the power to reduce a defendant’s punishment if those experiences were a contributing
factor in their offense. It also allows currently incarcerated survivors to apply for sentence modification,
parole, or commutation.

DVSJA:

e Enhances Judicial Discretion: DVS]JA enhances a judge’s ability to consider domestic violence,
stalking, and trafficking as mitigating factors when determining a sentence.

e Is Narrow in Scope: It is narrow in scope as it provides sentencing relief through specific
requirements developed in collaboration with domestic violence organizations.

e Is Trauma-Informed: It also brings a more trauma-informed approach to the sentencing and
modification requests of survivors.

Why does Connecticut need DVSJA?

In Connecticut, more than 70+ crimes carry mandatory minimum sentences and many of these apply
regardless of the circumstance of the crime. This policy tends to minimize or even negate the role that

! Incarceration trends in Connecticut. (n.d.).
https://vera-institute.files.svdcdn.com/production/downloads/pdfdownloads/state-incarceration-trends-connecticut
.pdf

2 Publications. (n.d.). Fatal peril: Unheard stories from the IPV-to-prison pipeline. Stanford Law School.
https://law.stanford.edu/publications/fatal-peril-unheard-stories-from-the-ipv-to-prison-pipeline/



domestic violence can play in women'’s offenses. The DVSJA would provide the judicial discretion to adapt
sentencing to the survivor’s unique circumstances.

Doesn'’t the system already take domestic violence into account?

DVSJA will make Connecticut law more aligned with the lived experiences of survivors by recognizing that
there are a number of reasons why a person’s experiences of survivorship may be minimized or obscured
within the criminal justice system:

e Defense attorneys will sometimes recommend that defenders refrain from bringing up experiences
of domestic violence in court, either because they believe it will not be received well or because they
see it as difficult to prove.

e Survivors may fear retaliation against their family members if they speak of the abuse, causing them
to refrain from making the court aware of the role domestic violence played in the offense. Still
others fear their family will be deported or their children taken into state custody if they reveal the
extent of the abuse.

e High rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) amongst survivors may mean that it takes a
survivor months, even years to recover from the trauma of the abuse and communicate their story
effectively.

e There are cases where survivors did not understand that their experience was one of domestic
violence, stalking, or trafficking, especially if they grew up in a home where this type of behavior
was normalized.

Concerns About Case Volume and Misuse

The DVS]JA is unlikely to result in a flood of cases. Since a similar law was enacted in New York, only 154
people have applied for relief over six years, averaging just 2 cases per month statewide. Additionally,
misuse is improbable. Applicants must provide two forms of documented proof of being a survivor of
domestic violence, stalking, or trafficking to apply for sentencing modification under the DVSJA in
Connecticut.

The DVSJA ensures that the unique and complex experiences of domestic violence survivors are
being taken into consideration. It also ensures that Connecticut’s laws continue to keep pace with
our evolving understanding of domestic violence, stalking, and trafficking.

We urge you to pass this essential piece of legislation for the state of Connecticut.

Sincerely,
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