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Hennepin County views domestic violence through complex lens 
By Pamela Schmid
When Nancy Halverson became a probation officer for Hennepin County in 1978, she was assigned to the north side and given a misdemeanor caseload. Back then, misdemeanor cases—including those involving domestic violence—were viewed as “less dangerous and more of a nuisance,” she recalled. 

By the time Halverson became a supervisor in the late 1990s, Hennepin County had become one of the first in the country to create a separate unit for domestic violence supervision. Probation staff peeled the “misdemeanor” label off domestic violence offenders and viewed them not as nuiances but as dangerous and highly likely to reoffend. 

“We just stepped back and asked: ‘What’s a misdemeanor, anyway?” Halverson said. “The legal construct is one thing but how you supervise people should be based on their risk, their needs. That was the big thing.”

After nearly four decades in corrections at Hennepin County, Halverson, 65, retired in December. Of all of her accomplishments, she said she is proudest of her agency’s willingness to view domestic violence through a more complex lens and tailor its correctional practices toward the unique needs and risks of domestic violence perpetrators and victims.

 “Nationally, we were ahead of the curve,” she said.  “When I go around the country, I see agencies that are struggling to do that or don’t have the resources,” she said. “Our department has been willing to say, ‘Yes, this is unique set of circumstances. Let’s put in place the best practices for domestic violence.’”

Before retiring, Halverson supervised 14 probation officers.  Of them, nine oversaw misdemeanor and gross demeanor domestic violence caseloads.
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Nancy Halverson retired in December as a corrections unit supervisor for Hennepin County.
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One officer was assigned to the Domestic Abuse Service Center and two supervised felony caseloads of which half of the offenders were domestic violence perpetrators. 

Her work, she said, has benefitted from the county’s commitment to basing its practices on the evolving research around domestic violence, which “has exploded over the past 20 years.” In 2000, the county began using the Domestic Violence Screening Instrument (DVSI), a tool developed in Colorado that was designed to measure the risk of future domestic violence based on currently available information. 

The DVSI, which has been refined several times in the years since, “really shifted our thinking on all the different ways to look at DV risk,” Halverson said. “It’s incredibly complex from a probationary standpoint. Many [offenders] have chemical health and mental health issues. They may have the stressors of jobs and children and a number of other factors that may count toward their stress levels.”

Dealing with such offenders is especially tricky because even though their sentences are often short—perhaps a year or two of probation—other issues must be addressed before offenders can undergo domestic violence education. Probation officers often work extensively with child protection, as well as mental health social workers. They also may have to go through family court.  

For this reason, Halverson said, “I have felt strongly that domestic violence probation officers are some of the most holistic and have the broadest experience out there.”

Yet because the cases are misdemeanors, she said, prosecutors and judges sometimes seem reluctant to address all the complexities of domestic violence cases.

On top of her duties as a supervisor, Halverson also traveled the country conducting trainings that have engendered “rich discussion”—allowing her to share her knowledge and glean information she could bring back to her own department. 

“That’s been the most gratifying piece,” she said. “It’s the thing that kept me working until I was 65. Otherwise, I would have gone a couple years ago when my husband did.”

In 2001, Halverson was awarded the Gold WATCH Award for her contributions toward work in improving the services for and supervision of domestic violence offenders. That award “meant so much,” she said. “It’s very rare that people in the system get an acknowledgement. Getting it from an outside agency that’s looking at your work meant a lot to me.”   ∞
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“I have felt strongly that domestic violence probation officers are some of the most holistic and have the broadest experience out there.”
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     IN THE NEWS
Sex trafficking in metro area doesn’t slow after Backpage.com pulls escort ads
Even after Backpage.com shut down its escort section, sex trafficking of women and girls in the Twin Cities metro area continues unabated, the Washington County attorney’s office has found. Imram Ali, the county’s major crimes prosecutor, told the Star Tribune earlier this month that sex traffickers quickly adjusted to the shuttering of adult escort ads. According to Ali, advertisements in dating and romance categories spiked nearly overnight. An analysis by the Washington County Attorney’s office found that predators placed most of the 74,273 sex ads placed in the metro area on Backpage last year. They sought customers for women girls, many of whom were forced into the illicit sex trade. 

Read the Feb. 2 Star Tribune article here. 
Backpage faces lawsuits in four states 

Lawsuits have been filed in four states on behalf of women who say they were victimized by Backpage.com. The suits in Alabama, Texas, Washington and California are believed to be the first to name the web site’s operators, the New York Times reported on Jan. 25. Chief executive officer Carl Ferrer and two purported owners of the site are among those being sued. 

Read the New York Times report here. 

Domestic violence continues to take 

deadly toll in Minnesota 
For 28 years, the Minnesota Coalition for Battered Women has documented murders that have resulted from domestic violence in Minnesota. Earlier this month, the group released one more grim total: at least 21 people were killed in domestic violence-related homicides in 2016.  The MCBW’s annual Femicide Report has captured nearly 1,000 cases of domestic violence homicides in the state between 1989 and 2016. Last year’s total included victims as young as 10 and as old as 85. “Some were students, some artists, some worked for the government,” wrote Sefia Khan, MCBW’s program manager for criminal justice system advocacy, in a Star Tribune column that ran on Feb. 2. “All shared the same hopes, aspirations and expectations of safety that each of us has.”

Read Khan’s column here. 
Read the 2016 Femicide report here.
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Hennepin County looks to ramp up 

fight against sex trafficking 

Hennepin County has given the go-ahead to move toward boosting its investigations and prosecutions of sex trafficking cases. In an effort to address a growing number of sex trafficking cases, the county is expected to hire specialized staff members in the county attorney’s office and the sheriff’s office. 

The arrival of the 2018 Super Bowl also brings “some urgency,” Commissioner Marion Greene told the Star Tribune “But we should do this investment anyway. We need to do something.” Representatives for the sheriff’s and county attorney’s office say that fighting sex trafficking is a priority but it often takes longer to investigate or prosecute without specialized staff. The county’s move is in line with the Sex Trafficking Report released by WATCH late last year, which recommended that counties appoint a special prosecutor or team of prosecutors to oversee sex trafficking cases. 
Read the Feb. 9 Star Tribune article here.
___________________________________________________________
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SEX TRAFFICKING UPDATE:
Taylor found guilty on four sex trafficking counts 
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Photo of Darryl Taylor courtesy of the Ramsey County Sheriff’s office
A 44-year-old St. Paul man accused of selling women for sex through hundreds of ads on Backpage.com has been found guilty on four counts of sex trafficking.

On Jan. 24, Ramsey County District Judge Leonardo Castro found Darryl Taylor guilty of first-degree promoting the prostitution of a minor, two counts of second-degree sex trafficking and conspiracy to commit second-degree sex trafficking. He was charged with the offenses last April and had waived his right to a jury trial.

Taylor posted hundreds of ads on the website Backpage.com, including for a 17-year-old girl and two women, ages 23 and 33, and kept their proceeds from prostitution. According to a criminal complaint, the 17-year-old was sold for sex for two weeks in the summer of 2015 while staying with Taylor’s then-girlfriend and co-defendant, Laqueshia Danekia-K’D Moran.

Taylor was arrested April 7 on an outstanding warrant for failing to register as a predatory offender in Ramsey County. He is scheduled to be sentenced on March 16.  ∞

MONITORING SPOTLIGHT
2016 in review: Over 3,400 hearings observed
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*observed in person means a                                               volunteer filled out a form. 
 *tracked means WATCH has the information for the cases, but they were not observed in the courtroom.
**hearings were counted, meaning the case could have come up more than once.
The year 2016 was a busy one for WATCH, with an array of initiatives launched, including the release of its long-awaited Sex Trafficking Report this past December and the ramping up of monitoring all cases in Ramsey County. 

Overall, monitors observed a total of approximately 3,404 hearings in person* last year—3,054 in Hennepin County and 350 in Ramsey County. In addition WATCH tracked* approximately 6,671 hearings in Hennepin County and 3,084 cases in Ramsey County. **
Thirty judges were observed in Hennepin County and 13 were observed in Ramsey County. The most common offenses observed in court, in descending order, were: domestic assault; domestic assault by strangulation; assault in the second degree; terroristic threats; assault in the third degree; and violation of a No Contact Order. 

Trends worth noting by volunteer observers:

· Calendars were delayed with little-to-no explanation from court staff (a new six-month study by WATCH is probing this issue further).
· In Domestic Violence Court, defendants were often charged with disorderly conduct instead of domestic violence, or pleaded down to a disorderly conduct charge. 

· Victims were rarely in the courtroom during court processes, for reasons unknown.  

WATCH’s Sex Trafficking Report, which garnered local media coverage, found that Ramsey County has obtained significantly stiffer sentences than Hennepin County in cases involving sex trafficking and is taking more cases to trial. It also recommended fixes in the state law that governs trafficking. 
WATCH trained 104 volunteers in 2016, and as of Dec. 31, had 325 volunteers overall, who logged 3,558 total hours last year. Among its volunteers were 14 interns from seven universities: University of Minnesota; University of Wisconsin-Madison; Hamline University; Metropolitan State University; University of St. Thomas; University of Leeds, UK; Marquette University, IL.   ∞ 
WATCH is a court monitoring and judicial policy non-profit located in Minneapolis, Minnesota. WATCH works to make the justice system more responsive to crimes of violence against women and children, focusing on greater safety for victims of violence and greater accountability for violent offenders.
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