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Domestic Violence Shelters Struggle to Stay Open
During Shutdown

Zoé Carpenter

A victim of domestic violence is seen at a safe house in Nevada County, California, on August
18, 2010. (AP Photo/Rich Pedroncelli)

Consider the government shutdown an extension of the GOP’s efforts to cut essential services to
American women and their families. Now in its eighth day, the government shutdown has
already kicked 7,000 children out of Head Start, and endangered 9 million women and children
on WIC, including 2,000 newborns in Arkansas that may not receive nutritional formula if the

shutdown persists.
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Add women fleeing domestic violence and sexual assault to the list of vulnerable populations
that the shutdown puts at greater risk. On Friday, a domestic violence program in DC called
Survivors and Advocates For Empowerment with an intake center just blocks from the Capitol
announced that it needed to raise $19,000 in a week in order to provide shelter, emergency lock
changes at victims’ homes, staff for the hotline and court advocates during the shutdown.

That’s because the federal agencies that administer funding for domestic violence programs have
ceased operations, cutting shelters’ access to cash and to the Grants Management System that
they use to allocate resources and communicate with grant managers. Typically, shelters are
reimbursed at the end of the month for the services they provided; any of September’s expenses
not paid out last week will remain on the books until Congress passes a budget resolution.
Without federal funds, shelters are dependent on state governments and private donors, and

many won’t be able to stretch this money past the next payroll.

“We’re two weeks from programs closing their doors,” said Cindy Southworth, vice president of
the National Network to End Domestic Violence. At least 2,000 shelters nationwide rely

on funds from the Family Violence Prevention Services Act, as well as the Violence Against
Women Act and the Victims of Crime Act. As Bryce Covert reported at ThinkProgress, shelters
in rural areas and small programs without a strong donor base will be the first forced to cut
services.

In Solano County, California, the LIFT3 Support Group and Domestic Violence Shelter is taking
a “scattered furlough” approach in order to keep the program open, asking staff to take one day
off a week. The Denver Domestic Violence Coordinating Council, which provides crisis
intervention, risk assessment and safety planning for battered women, will furlough its only staff
member if it does not receive a reimbursement due from the Office on Violence Against Women.
In Jasper, Texas, the Piney Woods Safe House lost 50 percent of its funding because of the
shutdown. “Our day-to-day functions were about to change drastically,” said Wanda Whitcomb,
the director of the ten-bed facility, before the community stepped in to save the shelter. “They

knew how important what we do is.”

The shutdown squeezes shelters on Indian reservations particularly tightly, since federal funds
often account for a greater portion of their operating budgets. These are vital programs: about 40
percent of Native American women face domestic violence, a higher rate than any other group.

This isn’t the first time Republican obstructionism has hurt Native American women, either. For
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a year and a half, Republicans in Congress refused to reauthorize VAWA, in part because it
expanded the power of tribal authorities to prosecute non-Native abusers.

The White Buffalo Calf Woman Society, which serves the Rosebud Reservation and surrounding
communities in South Dakota, has lost 90 percent of its funding because of the shutdown,
according to executive director Janet Routzen. “We don’t have any reserve funding. [The
shutdown] affects everything that we do,” Routzen said. The Society’s donor base dried up
during the recession, and with unemployment on the reservation at 85 percent, according to
Routzen, it can’t rely on community support. Routzen’s employees, who make little more than
minimum wage under normal circumstances, told her they plan to work without pay if the
funding has not been restored by the next pay cycle. The shelter is at capacity with eleven
women and twenty children; she turned away at least four victims in the past week.
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Even before the shutdown, domestic violence programs across the country were both overfull
and barely getting by financially. State and city governments cut funding for programs in almost
80 percent of states from 2011 to 2012, and nearly all states reported decreases in private
donations. Meanwhile, more than half of shelters reported that abuse grew more violent during
the economic downturn, and 45 percent of women said they stayed with their abuser longer for
economic reasons. Sequestration ratcheted budgets still tighter, forcing programs to cut

services to more than 400,000 women.

“There’s a domino effect,” Southworth said. “Victims running for their lives do not have a lot of
money at their disposal anyway, and may also be impacted by [cuts to] WIC and food stamps.”
While domestic abuse crosses all income levels, women with fewer financial resources to begin
with are particularly in need of shelter, because they cannot afford other accommodations. As the
shutdown drags on, and with little chance that a budget deal will lift the sequester cuts, things
may only get worse for victims. “They’re going to go from endangered, to endangered and in

poverty,” said Southworth.

Still, Southworth emphasized that shelters are doing everything they can to serve women and
their children in spite of the shutdown—even if that means employees working without pay, as
the staff of the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society have offered. She worries that if victims
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think shelters have closed, they won’t get themselves out of dangerous situations. “We want to

get the message out that we’re keeping our doors open—on a shoestring, but still open.”

Read Patricia Williams’s latest column on women and self-exploitation.
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