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To: 	Members of the Senate Committee on End Domestic Abuse WI
1400 E Washington Ave., Suite 227
Madison, Wisconsin 53703
(608) 237-3985
jennag@endabusewi.org

Human Services, Children and Families   
Date:	February 22, 2021
From: 	Jenna Gormal, Director of Public Policy and Systems Change
Re:  	Support of SB 67
 
 
Chairperson Jacque and Members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony in support of SB 67, relating to terminating a tenancy for fear of imminent violence. My name is Jenna Gormal, Director of Public Policy and Systems Change, and I represent End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin (End Abuse), the statewide voice for survivors of domestic violence and the membership organization representing local domestic violence victim service providers in all of Wisconsin’s 72 counties. Survivors of violence across the state highlight housing issues as the most common barrier to safety. Indeed, “Housing instability is four times more likely for women who have experienced DV compared to other women[footnoteRef:2]. It is for this reason that End Abuse supports the legislation before you today. [2:  https://safehousingpartnerships.org/sites/default/files/2017-06/Sulllivan-Olsen-Adapting%20the%20Housing%20First%20Model%20for%20DV%20Survivors-6-2017.pdf
] 

Under current law, a survivor can terminate their tenancy if they face an imminent threat of serious physical harm from another person only if they provide the landlord with written notice and a certified copy of certain injunction orders, criminal complaints, or bail conditions related to the person causing them harm. In talking with survivors and advocates across the state, we have found that a significant number of survivors choose not to obtain such documents as they fear doing so would anger their abuser, endangering them and their children further at an already highly dangerous time. During my five years working at a local domestic violence program here in Madison, it was part of my job to talk through the potentially dangerous consequences of seeking a restraining order, so that each survivor could make an informed decision of the best route to safety, given their unique situation. Countless survivors I worked with felt that pursuing a restraining order would enrage their partner further and avoided the legal system entirely.
Every year, End Abuse releases a homicide report[footnoteRef:3] detailing the grim reality of domestic abuse in our state. Of the 56 domestic violence homicide victims in 2019, at least 56% were killed after the relationship ended or when one person in the relationship was taking steps to end the relationship. This figure demonstrates that leaving does not equate to safety. This bill would eliminate a significant barrier to safety by allowing survivors to terminate a lease without becoming entangled in the potentially negative consequences of pursuing relief through the criminal justice system.  [3:  https://s3-us-east-2.amazonaws.com/edaw-webinars/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/24101634/FINAL_2019-Wisconsin-Domestic-Violence-Homicide-Report_revised_9_21_2020.pdf
] 

One of the most significant barriers to obtaining housing for survivors of violence, is having an eviction on record related to the violence they experience. Many survivors flee their homes with their children due to imminent threat of violence and do not have the necessary documentation to ‘prove’ that they are in danger. End Abuse conducted a Housing Research Project[footnoteRef:4] where over 80% of Wisconsin victim advocates reported working with clients who had been evicted due to domestic violence.  [4:  https://s3-us-east-2.amazonaws.com/edaw-webinars/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/16221022/Housing-Research-Project.pdf
] 

While many survivors choose not to engage in the criminal legal system for the reasons outlined, they often do seek support from victim service providers and social workers. Victim service providers and social workers receive a great deal of training and intimately understand the dynamics and dangers of domestic violence. As a result, they are uniquely positioned to provide a credible account of imminent threat of violence. 
In the wake of COVID-19, international reporting has referred to domestic violence as a “shadow pandemic” due to an increase in domestic violence incidents resulting from loss of income, isolation, and being in an enclosed space with an abusive partner. These stressors put victims and their children at a higher risk of being murdered by their abusers. In these particularly challenging times, domestic violence requires increased awareness and an urgent response. This legislation is an important step toward ensuring the safety of survivors and their children.
If you have any questions about End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin’s position on this issue, please contact me at 608.237.3985 or jennag@endabusewi.org.  
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