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The Mary Byron Foundation
Celebrating Solutions Program Outline

1.) Describe the overall mission of your organization in five sentences or less.

The mission of WATCH is to make the justice system more effective and responsive in
handling cases of violence, particularly against women and children, and to create a more
informed and involved public. WATCH was founded on the belief that courts exist to serve
the public and the public has a right to observe and understand what happens there. Public
participation in the courts leads to greater accountability.

2.) Describe the most innovative aspects of the program you are nominating.

Since 1993, WATCH has been a regular presence in Hennepin County (Minneapolis,
Minnesota) courtrooms monitoring cases of domestic violence, child abuse and sexual
assault. WATCH’s observations of the criminal justice system repeatedly raise concerns
about its effectiveness in handling crimes against women and children. The presence of
observers in the courtroom can promote accountability and serve as a strong reminder
that the public has a vested interest in what happens there. By documenting the court’s
response, reporting on its observations, and advocating for systemic improvements,
court monitoring advances justice for victims of crime.

As the first court monitoring organization in the country focused on violence against women,
WATCH quickly became a national model. After thirteen years of monitoring, WATCH is a
leader in an ever-expanding effort to involve the public in improving the courts.

WATCH’s primary strategy for realizing its mission is daily monitoring of court
proceedings and targeted research projects to examine patterns and trends that impede
women’s safety. As daily observers of court proceedings, court monitoring groups are in a
unique position to make recommendations for change. WATCH monitors cases in family
court, domestic violence court and criminal court. In addition, we respond to requests
from criminal justice personnel and advocates who ask that we monitor and/or investigate
particular cases related to WATCH’s mission. Because WATCH monitors do not play a
role in individual cases, and we are an independent entity, we can make recommendations
that those closer to the cases sometimes cannot. When systemic, rather than individual,
problems are identified, WATCH works with senior court staff and other community
groups to strategize effective systemic solutions.

Because many professionals who come in contact with the courts see us as allies in
promoting change, they provide us with information about ongoing problems. We then devise
research projects targeting specific courts or types of hearings to document progress,
enumerate successes and challenges and point the way to system improvements. In the past
two years, WATCH completed the following targeted projects: reviewed the charging
decisions in sexual assault cases; closely examined domestic violence court (and compared
its effectiveness now to when we studied it in 2001), reviewed order for protection hearings;
and studied the effect of victim impact statements. The specific outcomes of these projects
provide detailed evidence of court monitoring’s effectiveness.



Building on these successes, WATCH is currently conducting a project, described below, to
analyze the effectiveness of new legislation.

Domestic assault strangulation project

In 2005, a bill passed the Minnesota legislature that makes strangulation during a domestic
assault a felony. Prior to this, most cases of strangulation were charged as misdemeanors,
even though strangulation is one of the most lethal forms of domestic violence, and,
according to the Hennepin County Fatality Review Team and others, is frequently a precursor
to domestic homicide.

WATCH supported the Minnesota Coalition for Battered Women’s legislative initiative to
introduce and pass this law, and it went into effect almost a year ago. Since then, we have
been working closely with probation, advocacy groups, and prosecutors to track these cases
in Hennepin County and document the impact of the law in keeping victims safe.

WATCH court monitors find it is still common to see misdemeanor cases involving alleged
strangulation. When this occurs, WATCH makes immediate contact with the prosecuting
attorney, to question the charges and encourage they be upgraded if possible.

Challenges are two-fold. The statutory language is very specific, and intent to “impede
normal breathing or circulation of the blood” must be proved. In addition, police or medical
personnel may not be adequately trained in providing sufficiently detailed documentation of
strangulation or related injuries. In some cases, a defendant may be charged with a felony,
but plead guilty to a misdemeanor. So while the law is definitely an improvement, many
barriers still remain for victims of strangulation.

Our targeted review of six months of domestic strangulation cases will look at how the
legislation is being implemented around the state. In addition to paying close attention to
cases heard in Hennepin County during the period, WATCH is coordinating information
gathering with advocacy groups through the Minnesota Coalition for Battered Women. The
Coalition’s member programs serve women across the state and we want to learn what is
occurring in other counties, identify trends and make comparisons. With this additional data,
we will have a much clearer picture of how to proceed with policy makers, whether that
means statutory language changes, additional training requirements, or other measures.

Public engagement

A key vehicle for communicating with the justice system and the broader public is the
organization’s quarterly newsletter WATCH Post. In it we publish articles on current court
and public policy issues, excerpts from monitoring notes, offender chronologies which detail
a repeat abuser’s history through the criminal justice system, results of research projects, and
summaries of formal reports.

The April 2006 WATCH Post focused on sexual assault cases, including the jurisdictional
issues involved in adjudicating cases involving American Indian people or occurring on tribal
lands. Family Court was the subject of the January 2006 issue, and those articles covered a
lack of consistency as well as the suspicious attitudes and harsh treatment women sometimes
receive from judges. That issue prompted many discussions among court personnel, some of
whom disagreed with our analysis, and others who praised our forthrightness and clarity. The
August issue included a summary of a collaborative project on the effects of victim impact



statements on judges’ sentencing decisions and a summary of our 2006 study of domestic
violence court.

It can be difficult to bring media attention to violence against women and children in the
absence of a high profile murder or court decision. WATCH works diligently with local
media to keep this issue in the forefront of the public’s attention, and submits press releases
and opinion pieces to local papers. In May, WATCH staff was interviewed by WCCO-TV
regarding judicial conduct and complaints. We released our report Victim Impact
Statements—Do They Matter? in conjunction with National Night Out on August 1 and
received coverage from Fox 9 News, Minnesota Public Radio, the Minneapolis Star Tribune
the St. Paul Pioneer Press and Suburban Community Cable.

National technical assistance and training

WATCH strives to ensure that court monitoring is recognized as a critical component of an
effective justice system, and that court monitoring projects across the country are well-
connected to other programs dedicated to the same goals. In 2006 WATCH is working to:

e build stronger relationships among court monitoring groups

e increase the number of jurisdictions employing court monitoring to improve their
justice systems

e strengthen the relationships between court monitoring groups and other organizations
committed to addressing violence against women through more effective
coordination and ongoing evaluation of their efforts

e assist existing and emerging programs to be more effective

3.) Describe your program’s implementation. What barriers did your organization have
to overcome? How did you marshal the necessary resources for implementation?

In November 1991, Jean Broderick was raped and murdered in her home by a recently
paroled sex offender. In response, a group of community women set out to find a way to
address what they saw as a lax, “revolving door” justice system. Patterned after Mothers
Against Drunk Driving, WATCH set out to bring a public eye to justice by training
volunteers to monitor court hearings and report on what they saw.

To lay the groundwork, WATCH founders spent the first year meeting with justice system
personnel and advocacy groups to identify the most pressing concerns with these cases, as
well as to promote the idea of public involvement and public accountability of the courts. On
an ongoing basis, WATCH considers it critically important to maintain constructive
relationships with individuals and organizations dedicated to the same goals. These
relationships form the basis of our power to command attention and action for our
recommendations.

The first volunteers entered Hennepin County courts in March 1993 and WATCH has had a
daily presence there since. In collaboration with women’s advocacy groups and supportive
individuals within the justice system, WATCH has put forward initiatives to improve the
system’s response to cases of domestic and sexual violence against women and children.
Sometimes behind the scenes, sometimes with the support of the bench, sometimes



