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I. Introduction
        
On September 18, 2017 the Committee on Courts and Legal Services, chaired by Council Member Rory Lancman, will hold a hearing to examine New York’s integrated domestic violence courts. The Committee has invited representatives from the Mayor’s Office and various advocates, stakeholders, and the public to testify.
II.  Background
Domestic violence crimes have risen in New York City in recent years, both in total number and as a percentage of total crime, even as other crime categories have fallen.
 Domestic violence recently surpassed evictions as the leading cause of homelessness in the City, now accounting for 30% of homeless families with children.
 To address these issues, in November 2016, Mayor de Blasio launched the NYC Task Force on Domestic Violence (“Task Force”), which was charged with creating a citywide strategy to address domestic violence in NYC.
 The Task Force, co-chaired by First Lady Chirlane McCray and Police Commissioner James O’Neill, included experts and leaders from City agencies, community-based organizations, professionals who work with victims and offenders, law enforcement and criminal justice system leaders, and individuals who have survived domestic violence. The Task Force was divided into four working groups, based on member expertise, each of which focused on identifying strategies to prevent violence and abusive behavior, increasing early reporting and engagement by survivors, improving the response of the criminal justice system, reducing violence over the long-term, and developing practices to enhance the accountability of offenders.
 In May 2017, the Task Force issued a report presenting its findings, and recommendations.
 While the report examined criminal justice and legal service responses to domestic violence in making these recommendations, it did not examine the role of Criminal Domestic Violence Courts (“DV courts”) or the Integrated Domestic Violence Courts (“IDV courts”) operating in parts of New York City. DV courts consider a specialized caseload that only includes domestic violence-related cases. IDV courts are similar, but place criminal, family, and matrimonial cases involving the same family before a single judge.

III. Criminal Domestic Violence Courts 
The key elements that all of New York’s domestic violence courts share are a dedicated judge who presides over cases from arraignment through sentencing and compliance, an on-going monitoring of offenders, coordinated community response between the court and community stakeholders, and dedicated on-site staff, including victim advocates and a resource coordinator who collects and prepares offender and victim information for the judge. The focus of DV courts is to increase the safety of victims, and ensure that offenders are held accountable.

The Brooklyn Felony Domestic Violence Court, which opened in 1996, was the first domestic violence court in New York State.
  The Court adjudicates all indicted domestic violence felonies in Brooklyn, and is served by two judges in the Kings County Supreme Court. The court has a number of specialized features, including a courtroom used exclusively for handling felony domestic violence cases with a single presiding judge, a fixed prosecutorial team, court staff who receive special training in domestic violence issues, technology to help the judge closely monitor defendants’ compliance with court orders, and a probation program that brings offenders back into the courtroom for post-disposition monitoring.
  Additionally, the Court seeks to protect victims by assigning them a victim advocate who links complaints to social services, including shelter, and keeps victims updated about the status of their case.
 The court’s response to domestic violence is not limited to incarceration and probation, but includes mandated participation in batterers’ intervention programs and strict enforcement of orders of protection. Dozens of criminal domestic violence courts in New York State, including courts in the Bronx and Queens, were modeled after the Brooklyn Felony Domestic Violence Court.
 
IV. Integrated Domestic Violence Courts
Integrated Domestic Violence Courts, developed by the New York Unified Court System in 2001,
 share many of the characteristics of criminal domestic violence courts. The defining feature of IDV courts, however, is that they allow a single judge to hear multiple cases involving the same family, including not only criminal, but custody, visitation, civil protection and matrimonial actions when the underlying issue is domestic violence.
 IDV courts streamline legal processes for families, as all criminal, civil, or family matters are calendared on the same day sequentially, allowing parties to appear once to address several different matters.
 
Cases must meet certain requirements to be transferred to IDV court. Eligible cases must possess a criminal matter and either a civil or family court matter. Additionally, the parties involved must be intimate partners (either married or dating), and the criminal charge must include an allegation of domestic violence.
 The IDV Court Resource Coordinator and other staff members screen cases very early in the process, typically during pre-arraignment in criminal cases, to assess whether a case is eligible.
 If the arraignment judge agrees with their recommendation, the judge will adjourn the case to be heard in the IDV Court.
 In some courts, attorneys may request that a case be transferred to IDV Courts if it meets the eligibility requirements, though this rarely occurs.
 Normally, the transfer of cases to IDV courts is administrative, and cannot be appealed by the parties involved.

In addition to streamlining court processes, IDV courts aim to “provide integrated services to families, increas[e] offender accountability, promot[e] victim safety, and [provide] consistent judicial decision making while protecting the rights of each litigant.”
 IDV courts are centered around the coordination of related domestic violence services for the parties involved, including social workers, batterer intervention programs, court advocates for children, and witness/victim support units.
 IDV courts also provide intensive judicial monitoring of cases, ensuring the accountability of offenders.
 Resource Coordinators serve as liaisons to criminal justice agencies and local service providers to present up-to-date reports to the Courts prior to each court appearance.
 The coordinators also work closely with the IDV court to oversee compliance with terms of probation.
 
V. ISSUES & CONCERNS 

While IDV courts have provided what many have described as a positive shift in the way the court system handles domestic violence cases, many studies and surveys have identified areas in need of improvement.
 A study conducted in 2010 found that protective orders took longer to process and issue in IDV courts, and were not significantly more likely to be granted compared to those filed in Criminal Domestic Violence Courts.
 According to the study, IDV courts may “not [be] fully achieving [their] mission of a faster and more consistent system,” and have rather similar outcomes to DV courts despite taking different approaches to adjudicating cases.
 Additionally, legal services providers and other stakeholders have raised concerns about elements of both DV and IDV courts. Legal service providers and other stakeholders have found that many clients do not feel they have received “procedural justice” in DV or IDV courts.
 Procedural justice refers to the way litigants, victims, and defendants perceive the fairness of the courts’ procedures and the interpersonal treatment they perceive during the adjudication process.
 Providers have also noted that these courts often lack programs and services that are available for all family members. More specifically, there is a need for programs that address the core problems that exist in many domestic violence cases. For instance, stakeholders have explained to Committee staff that psychological referrals and job placement/training programs would have a positive impact on outcomes, in addition to the batterer’s programming that is provided.
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