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February 20, 2008
Ms. Adrian Alberti
United Nation Public Service Awards
Division for Public Administration and Development Management
2 UN Plaza DC-2 Room 1734
New York, NY 10017

Re:     Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court
           Public Service Award nominee  Nomination ID 418

Dear Ms. Alberti,

           It is with great pleasure that I write to nominate the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court for your Public Service Award.  As a law professor, I teach all aspects of domestic violence to law students and have been involved in the field of domestic violence, child abuse and juvenile law since 1977.  In addition to lecturing on domestic violence, I have published over 30 articles, trained judges, prosecutors, defenders, and professionals in every state and many foreign countries, served as a domestic violence policy analyst for several states, and have prosecuted domestic violence crimes.  I combine both longstanding professional interest with my experience as a survivor of domestic violence.

           For more than ten years, the University of Texas School of Law has recognized the need to educate lawyers, and those who will become judges, of the pervasiveness of domestic violence and how to craft innovative solutions.  I believe that domestic violence could not exist without community acquiescence.  Although 75 percent of all murders are crimes of domestic violence, the American legal system is just beginning to recognize the salutary role that domestic violence education and training can play in reducing its social and economic cost.

           On this issue the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court,  initiated by Judge Eugene M. Hyman, has been exemplary. The Santa Clara County Court was the first to recognize that adult domestic violence offenders did not appear out of whole cloth in criminal courts.  We now know that domestic violence is learned and for decades it has been ignored by police and juvenile courts as something less than serious crime.

           In Santa Clara County Judge Hyman was instrumental in initiating a zero tolerance policy for juvenile domestic violence in the 13 cities in his county.  In the past, family members and partners have been reluctant to involve aggressors in the juvenile court system.  Police, when called, commonly imposed a cooling off period and then left the scene without taking action, thereby losing the opportunity to intervene, only to be recalled -- often to more aggravated situations.

           As a former police officer, Judge Hyman recognized the value in identifying aggressors and targeting them for early intervention and rehabilitation.  Hence, a zero tolerance policy.  As a result, juvenile aggressors in Santa Clara County are either arrested or cited to appear before the Domestic and Family Violence Court.

           The Domestic and Family Violence Court has proven itself by reducing the number of offenders being re-arrested for domestic violence. This has been accomplished by top to bottom training programs in domestic violence for prosecutors, public defenders and probation officers.  Everyone understands that the first evidence of domestic violence by a juvenile provides the optimum time to intervene and have an impact on preventing
future crime that benefits the first offender, the offender’s family and the community.

           In addition to early accountability and victim safety, the extra services provided to victims are unique. Under the Domestic and Family Violence Court, in cases where juvenile aggressors have parented a child, specialized services are provided to mothers to establish paternity, custody, and visitation.  The Court also imposed financial responsibility and obtained civil restraining orders to assure the safety of victims and their children.

           The Youth Issues Committee of the Travis County [Austin] Texas Domestic Violence Task Force, which I chaired, adopted many of the innovations of Judge Hyman’s Domestic and Family Violence Court.  Judge Hyman readily shared all of his innovative ideas, as well as all of the non-confidential training materials, memoranda of agreement, helpful legislation, and the names of key stakeholders we could contact.  Perhaps most impressive was Judge Hyman’s willingness to explain  many procedures on the phone to our professionals, and he even offered to fly in for training.  

In studying Judge Hyman’s program, I noted that the Court has protocols in place to address law enforcement, probation, prosecution, intervention, and support for victims.  The stakeholders assure that new team members are informed and undertake a review of best practices, case law and new legislation.  They all take this assessment seriously as they must review the protocols annually.  Lastly, the protocols provide a foundation for the program that is grounded and shared, not relying on individuals and oral training.

           I am familiar with the reduced level of recidivism in Santa Clara County juvenile domestic violence cases and am optimistic that we can replicate that here, thank to Judge Hyman’s help. The most valuable aspect of the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court is that it is a successful program that should be implemented internationally and can easily be duplicated because it does not require additional budget. All that it takes is knowledge of the program and a commitment to reducing the toll of domestic violence by intervening with juveniles to preclude further crime.  The programs also provide rehabilitation that can help individuals remove themselves from the circle of family violence that plagues so many cultures.

      By awarding the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court the United Nations Public Service Award, the UN will be recognizing what can be done by creative thinking.  You will be promoting the adoption of similar programs that will have a positive impact in reducing the immediate harm caused by domestic violence, but also interrupting the inter-generational cycles of abuse.

     I have closely studied Judge Hyman’s court and we plan to replicate it in full.  It has broken new ground in the approach to dealing with juvenile domestic violence and it provides a gold standard for other communities to emulate. It is for all these reasons that I believe the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court deserves the United Nations Public Service Award.                               

As I hope this letter indicates, I have the utmost respect and admiration for Judge Eugene Hyman and the Santa Clara County Domestic and Family Violence Court that he founded. I look forward to hearing from you if I can provide any further information (phone # (512) 232-9326, or e-mail: sbuel@law.utexas.edu.).

With warm regards,

Sarah M. Buel, 
Clinical Professor
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