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The League of Women Voters of Massachusetts, representing 44 local Leagues and 3,000
members across the Commonwealth, urges you to support H1594/S1205, An Act relative to
controlling and abusive litigation.

According to the US Department of Justice, domestic violence is a pattern of abusive behavior in
any relationship that is used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another
intimate partner. It is best understood as a broad spectrum of abusive behaviors.

Abusers can be very creative and very persistent. Upon separation, the abuser’s ability to
maintain access to a victim is curtailed and the abuser must find new ways to exert control.
Frequently, this means using the Court system to maintain contact, to harass, abuse, and control
their victim. Abusers control their targets by continuing to file and find ways to extend litigation
so the victim has to appear in court with their abuser. Abusers frequently violate existing court
orders in a myriad of ways from arbitrarily “changing” parenting schedules, refusing to pay child
support and producing documents to more aggressive tactics. Then they dare the victim to “take
them to court”. The victim is forced by the abuser to return to the court to have the court enforce
existing orders and for additional protection for themselves or their children. Thus, Family Court
has become one of the final and often unavoidable battlegrounds between survivors and their
abusers.'

Women who have been abused suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) at two to
three times the rate of combat veterans.? Post trauma healing can only begin once the sufferer
leaves the trauma behind and reaches safety. For the combat soldier that means leaving the
battlefield and returning home. For victims of domestic violence, home is the battlefield. When
they are finally able to escape, they find themselves on a new battleground, the Family Court.
Abusers may force their victim to return to that battleground repeatedly for five, ten, fifteen,
eighteen years. Family Court, which should be protecting victims of abuse and their children
who have been exposed to abuse, is instead being used by the abuser as a way to maintain
contact with the victim of the abuse.
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Unlike most cases which require one or two court appearances, victims of abusive and
controlling litigation are subjected to repeated and excessive court appearances.’ Victims report
court hearings that number in the hundreds and extend over multiple months and years.
Regardless of merit, victims are forced to return to court repeatedly, incurring attorney fees,
draining resources, interfering with employment and emotionally trapping the target of the
abuse.*

Using the court system as a way to maintain a level of control over the victims of abuse takes an
emotional and financial toll on the victim and any children involved. Victims of abuse and
harassment cannot begin to substantively rebuild their lives, the lives of their children, their
financial stability, and their sense of safety while the abuse is continuing.’ Our policies must
effectively account for this pattern of asserting of power and control over a victim through the
use of abusive litigation.

The League believes in the prevention of domestic violence with a strong statewide response to
domestic violence that is integrated, interdisciplinary, and adequately funded, involving all
segments of the criminal justice system, the medical community, the schools, social services, and
the private sector, with a primary focus on the safety of survivors. The League supports the
ongoing training about domestic violence of all judges and court personnel.

The League strongly urges you to support the passage and implementation of H1594/S1205, An
Act relative to controlling and abusive litigation, and to report these bills favorably and in a

timely manner.

Thank you for your consideration.
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