It's time for Maine to make battering a crime 
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Murder in Maine -- not by gangs or serial murderers, but at the hands of family members -- is all too common in the news. The recent domestic homicides have felt very close to home for many Mainers. 

Through the grief and outrage, a number of questions have emerged, and sadly so have efforts to assign blame. "Why didn't she leave;" "why did she choose him over her children;" "the police were called, but never did anything;" "the criminal justice system is broken." Blaming the victim, law enforcement and the criminal justice system only leads to finger pointing and is counterproductive. 

Currently, Maine does not have a specific criminal domestic violence law, but uses a statute defining assault and aggravated assault to arrest, prosecute and sentence domestic violence offenders. 

The Maine assault law was originally written to address discreet incidents -- in other words, individual crimes. For example, an assault is something that happens at a moment in time, randomly between two people, such as a barroom brawl. Our current law was not written in such a way to take into account the pattern of long-term behaviors that constitute domestic violence. 

Unlike the barroom brawl example, domestic violence is, first and foremost, a matter of power and control, in which the abusers will do whatever they believe is necessary to maintain control of their victims. They do this through a series of manipulative and abusive tactics that develop and occur over time. These behaviors are intensified by a roller-coaster effect in which the batterers act abusively, then shift to reconciliation, promising to get help and never hurt their victims again. 

These tactics and repeated assaults often escalate, with the climax being the victim's attempt to end the relationship. Thus, the complete picture of domestic violence is relevant to gaining a full understanding of the illegal behaviors. 

With the assistance of attorneys, victim advocates and legislators, we decided that a change in the current law is important. We are working on legislation that will be titled, "An Act to Protect the Public Safety by Making Battering a Crime." This law, if enacted, will allow victims to tell their full story, providing an accurate view of the abusive behavior. Right now, they can't and this can result in difficulty in holding abusers legally responsible for their actions.

This enhancement of our laws will have a number of benefits to victims, as well as the state as a whole. 

By defining and classifying battering as a crime, we will more effectively prosecute abusers because their numerous acts of abuse will not be ignored. 

Repeated batterings will provide a foundation for more stringent punishment and a strong message will be sent to our whole community that domestic violence will not be taken lightly. 

When battering goes unpunished, the message to victims and the public appears to be that the justice system is broken and that domestic violence is not taken seriously. If this legislation is passed and more batterers are punished for being batterers, that should send a strong message: Maine will not tolerate domestic violence.
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