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The vast majority of rape cases are handled in state courts and rape victims are most impacted by the laws and policies of the states in which the rape happened. Because of this, it is imperative that states share the most effective means of helping victims.

In an effort to facilitate this sharing, each June during a conference sponsored by the National Crime Victim Law Institute (NCVLI), a small cadre of sexual assault coalition attorneys faithfully gather to share resources, discuss responding to cutting edge legal issues, brainstorm about how to improve services to member rape crisis centers, and support each other in our unique jobs.  

Some of the challenges we discuss are state specific – certainly, coalitions, courts, legislatures and allies look different in each state.  But a surprising number of issues reverberate around the country. And as individual states propose solutions to the legal and policy challenges of this work, all can benefit from the expertise and experience of our sister states. On a national level, the anti-sexual assault movement needs more resources devoted to the development of model state policies and laws affecting rape victims. 

Below are three examples of legal and policy issues that have appeared around the country and some of the responses proposed and implemented by specific state coalitions.  

· Sex offender management.  Without exception, the coalition attorneys reported that their state legislatures have been absorbed in bills directed at sex offender management. The strategies required in these bills are unproven or even known to be ineffective, such as residency requirements and mandatory minimum sentences. Sexual assault coalitions are struggling to refocus state policy work on victims’ rights and services. One attorney suggested a new framework: the “1% rule.” Considering how few sex offenders are arrested, prosecuted, convicted and sentenced, these solutions will likely impact as few as 1% of sex offenders. Using this description as an entree, sexual assault advocates can seek to refocus the work of legislatures on solutions that promise safety for a far larger number of victims and communities.  

· Serving Clients with Limited English Proficiency.  Federal law requires that federally funded programs, including rape crisis centers, provide meaningful access to people with limited English proficiency. Attorneys from two states have engaged in extensive training with community agencies to help determine the needs of residents with limited English proficiency and to improve the accessibility of services including law enforcement, the courts and victim services. Attorneys discussed the use of appropriate translation services, the importance of translating materials back into English to check for accuracy, the use of “I speak” cards and other materials to identify a client’s primary language.  
· HIV Prophylaxis.  A recent change in the recommendations from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services advises offering HIV prophylaxis to many sexual assault victims.
  Effective in 2006, Illinois added HIV prophylaxis to the list of required healthcare that certified treatment hospitals must provide to victims.
 Implementation of this practice has been challenging throughout the country due to the significant side effects of the medications, the need for patient monitoring during the course of treatment, and the high cost of the medications. As a result, states are moving forward in various ways in offering, and sometimes paying for, this medication for sexual assault victims. The attorneys considered methods of applying this recommendation, including dispensing the medications incrementally and expanding local statutes and practices to allow for more follow-up visits. 
The one-day Colloquium of coalition attorneys sponsored by the NCVLI is a small microcosm of the legal and policy work needed for rape victims around the country.  If these voices were more coordinated on a national level, the anti-rape movement could improve each state’s legal and policy response to rape victims. And hopefully, someday when a new sexual assault coalition attorney starts working, she will have 49 peers and a plethora of resources at her fingertips.

Break out box

One organization working to provide a more concentrated effort on a national level is the National Alliance to End Sexual Violence (NAESV). The NAESV is the national policy voice for sexual assault victims. Consisting of a group of dedicated leaders in anti-sexual assault work, the NAESV ably carries the banner of victims on national policy front. The NAESV would be the perfect home for a larger policy effort to identify model state-level work and share that work with coalitions and other advocates around the country. The NAESV is currently seeking funding that would allow for better collecting, evaluating and sharing of the best policies and laws affecting sexual assault victims. This funding is necessary to insure that the most victim-centered and effective practices and laws are replicated throughout the country. 
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