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SUBJECT	

A briefing on the King County Sheriff's Office Domestic Violence Investigation and Intervention unit, as established in the 2015/2016 Biennial Budget Ordinance.

SUMMARY:

Representatives from the Sheriff’s Office (KCSO) and the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (PAO) will provide for the Committee a briefing on the new Domestic Violence (DV) unit and its efforts to meet established goals. Briefing participants are available for specific questions about how the KCSO and PAO approach DV cases, measure results and work with DV victims and the community.

[bookmark: _GoBack]As background for the briefing, the Council added to the 2015/2016 Biennial Budget Ordinance $872,000 and 3.0 FTE to re-establish a Domestic Violence unit within the King County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO).  The prior DV unit had been cut in 2009 as a result of reductions made during the Great Recession.  The add was accompanied by a proviso that required the KCSO to produce a report that included an analysis of the expected impacts of establishing a DV unit within the Sheriff's Office and the identification of desired outcomes, goals and specific performance measurements for the Unit.  The Council accepted the proviso report in April 2016.

The goals and associated measures that have been identified by the unit are generally supported by a 2009 National Institute of Justice (NIJ) study that finds several benefits associated with a dedicated Domestic Violence unit, especially when officers are trained in their agency’s DV arrest policy and the unit coordinates with the jurisdiction’s other criminal justice agencies.

BACKGROUND:

The King County Sheriff’s Office provides law enforcement services to unincorporated King County and, through contracts, to cities, Metro Transit, King County Airport, and school districts.  The Sheriff provides contract police services for cities and other governmental entities that allow the contracting agency to specify levels of service.  The KCSO provides its contracted law enforcement services through approximately fifty agreements.  In addition to providing local law enforcement services, the KCSO has a number of regional responsibilities, including the operation of the County’s Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS), E-911 call and dispatch, and King County Search and Rescue, and Air and Marine patrol.  The Sheriff is also responsible for security in the County’s courthouse.

In 2008, the King County Sheriff’s DV unit consisted of three Detectives, one Sergeant, one Program Project Manager, and one Administrative Specialist.  These positions and the associated funding were cut from the budget in 2009 to help the County accommodate the loss of revenues associated with the Great Recession.  

In the period following the cut, the Sheriff’s Office decentralized its DV services to the precincts and eventually de-funded all specialty positions. Officers that had been serving as DV Detectives were re-assigned to other functions, including patrol of the unincorporated areas.  While the Sheriff’s Office continued to call upon their expertise and training when possible, the dedicated oversight and training functions ceased to exist.  This likely resulted in some DV cases being undercharged because there was no secondary review of DV police reports and a general lack of investigative capacity.

In the absence of centralized DV services at KCSO, some contract cities chose to convert some of their existing Deputy positions into dedicated DV positions. 

In the 2015/2016 Adopted budget the Council added $872,000 and 3.0 FTE to re-establish the KCSO unit.  The added resources funded two Detective positions and one Community Service Officer to work with victims of DV crimes in the unincorporated areas.  At the time of the budget add, the Sheriff’s Office approached its contract cities to see if there was interest in sharing the service and costs.  The KCSO reports that its contract cities largely indicated that they had found their own DV resources and were not interested in buying into the services provided by the new unit.

The new unit operates much like the unit that was cut in 2009.  The dedicated Detectives serve in a Department-wide training role as well as to re-review Patrol DV case filings for a potential to upgrade charges.

King County Prosecuting Attorney Domestic Violence Unit: The King County Prosecutor's Office created its Domestic Violence unit in early 2000.  It is organized into six functional areas at four different locations, and is responsible for handling all domestic violence felonies in King County, all misdemeanor and gross misdemeanor domestic violence cases from unincorporated areas, as well as providing criminal advocacy services on all domestic violence cases and protection order advocacy to several thousand victims annually.

The Domestic Violence unit engages in many innovative practices from utilizing new technologies in investigations, King County Firearms Forfeiture Project, to working with law enforcement and local domestic violence advocacy organizations to promote a coordinated community response.  The Domestic Violence unit was a founding partner in the domestic violence courts in District Court, and the specialized domestic violence case management system in Superior Court. The mission of the Domestic Violence unit is to break the cycle of domestic violence by increasing accountability for domestic violence offenders and improving safety for victims of domestic violence and their children. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  PAO Website: http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/prosecutor/criminal-overview.aspx
] 


Research on DV unit effectiveness:  A 2009 National Institute of Justice study[footnoteRef:2] found that specialized Domestic Violence units, emphasizing in repeat victim contact and evidence gathering, have been shown to significantly increase the likelihood of prosecution, conviction and sentencing. [2:  NIJ Special Report: Practical Implications of current Domestic Violence Research: for Law Enforcement, Prosecutors and Judges, 6-2009] 


The study found that a coordinated community response of multiple criminal justice and social service agencies may exert a positive impact on case processing and reabuse. It went on to note that some research suggests that successful prosecutions increase with the creation of coordinated responses involving law enforcement.  

In the areas of victim satisfaction and police training, the study noted two primary findings: 1) specialized domestic violence law enforcement units that focus on arrests can enhance the likelihood of successful prosecution and increase victim satisfaction and safety; and 2) that knowing the department’s policy regarding domestic violence arrest preference, and any associated legal variables, can increase the likelihood of arrest.

ANALYSIS:

The KCSO identifies its Domestic Violence unit’s mission as follows: To improve the immediate safety of domestic violence victims and their families; to  increase knowledge surrounding  domestic violence crimes; awareness and resources for prevention; to decrease isolation of victims; and, to develop greater community awareness and support for DV victims.

The Sheriff’s Office indicates that the unit’s expected long-term impacts include improved quality and timeliness of criminal investigations, long term victim support, and safety and improved quality of life for victims and their families. KCSO expects to improve communications with the prosecutors and courts to ensure DV offender accountability thereby reducing the number of repeat offenses. 

The Sheriff’s Office reports that the new DV unit was activated in September 2015 and now has permanent, assigned staff that have fostered the inter-agency relationships necessary to execute the mission of the unit.  The unit has worked with the King County Prosecutor’s Office to review cases for potential felony filings and has begun supporting cases during various court proceedings.  
In addition, the Sheriff’s Office indicates that Domestic Violence Detectives are training all new recruits, and have provided a number of roll call trainings to Patrol Deputies.  Consistent with the NIJ study recommendations, the Department provides clear policy pronouncements from the top administration in the area of arrests.  The trainers also make deputies aware of the DV review process and provide an overview of the forms that deputies use to document DV cases.  Sheriff’s staff indicates that the use of these forms can help deputies to discover longer-term patterns of abuse. 

Sheriff’s staff have indicated that DV unit personnel attend conferences and trainings that allow them to bring to bear on operations information gained from academic studies that occur outside the Sheriff’s Office.  It appears that the mission, goal and specific operations conducted by the KCSO Domestic Violence unit are generally consistent with some of the best practices noted in the 2009 NIJ study.  

INVITED:

· Sheriff John Urquhart, King County Sheriff
· Deputy Chris Barringer, Chief of Staff, King County Sheriff’s Office
· Senior Prosecutor David Martin, King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office
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