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Listening Sessions

In the 2022-2025 OVW Rural Multidisciplinary High-Risk project staff replicated the Center
for Family Policy and Practices: Safety & Services Report by completing listening sessions.
Persons of color who are victims/survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, dating
violence and stalking (all targeted crimes of the project), advocates of color, and a broad
range of community service providers were given the opportunity to share their knowledge
and opinions. The goal of this project is to develop an understanding of gaps in services
and capacity as the basis for a plan of improvement in the delivery of culturally competent
victim services in rural, under-served low-income communities of color particularly African
American.

The Listening sessions resembled focus groups. The facilitator read the below questions,
and the group was given the opportunity to share and discuss their answers. The questions
asked are below:

Services for victims/survivors

e What kind of services exist in the community for victims of violence?

e Dowomen usthem?

e Whatkinds of needs aren’t met? What services are missing? (These can by any
kind of service related to people’s needs — e.g. childcare, housing assistance,
etc. Any service that would help victims, but they don’t currently have access to.)

e Arethere any services that women who have experienced violence can’t ask for?
Or are there things they can’t mention when they’re receiving services because
they worry that it will affect whether they receive services or will affect the kinds
of services they receive?

e How do you think race impacts victims’ challenges and opportunities?

Services for men

e Do services exist in the community to serve men in general (e.g. employment,
housing, etc.)?

e Do services exist in the community for men who have been violent?

e [fthey exist, do men use them? Are they helpful? Have they had any impactin
the community (e.g. on the situation of men/on the situations of women and
children/on violence)?

e Ifthey do not exist, do you think services for men would be useful? If so, what
kinds of services? Why do you think they would, or would not, be useful?




Findings

The goal of the listening sessions was to find out more about the needs of our rural
survivors, perspectives and needs of services provided to the African American community
and our community at large. Each question, when presented, allowed for dialogue among
participants which resulted in rich conversations about experiences and overall needs
within our rural area. Listening sessions were held in multiple geographic areas. However,
interestingly, common themes occurred across the service area. Results from those
sessions are below.

Identified Services

Listening session participants listed a variety of services available that include victim
services such as safe shelter, case management, crisis lines, legal services, support
groups, counseling, supervised visitation and protective orders. Other services identified
include court system, law enforcement, batterer’s intervention programs, community
health services, job search, substance abuse services and Medicaid. Respondents
explained that women who know about the services and need the services do utilize them.
Many of the listening session participants did not realize that services were available to
men.

Identified Gaps

Much like the “Safety and Services Report” listening session respondents identified “a
need for services that extend beyond the scope of traditional victim services programs.”
“The needs identified also ‘surpass direct intervention responses to violence and
immediate security’” (Safety and Services, 2011). Identical to the “Safety and Services
Report” participants described an “urgent need for economic security, personal and
cultural understanding, and family and community stability.”

e Community Awareness - Across various racial communities, there is a need to
increase awareness of domestic violence, dating violence, stalking and sexual
assault services. Services have existed in these service areas for over 20 years.
However, there are many individuals that still don’t know these services exist.
Communities also need to know that these services are available to male and
female survivors.




Safe, Affordable Housing - There is a shortage of safe, affordable housing within the
rural service area for all races and genders. For years now, there has been a lack of
housing opportunities. The actual housing infrastructure does not exist. As a result,
there is often a high number of individuals that are doubled up because of the
inability to afford housing or to find housing opportunities. Some survivors end up
staying in violent relationships because they cannot afford housing on their own.
The waiting lists for Section 8/ Public Housing are long and many survivors do not
see this as an available resource because it is not available timely. This mirrors the
Safety and Services report that states “many economic support programs have such
long waiting lists and/or strict eligibility requirements that the services are
essentially unavailable to many who need them.”

Fear of Retaliation — For some of the individuals that participated in the listening
sessions, particularly survivors (of all races), there was a fear of retaliation if they
sought out services for the targeted crimes. Fear of being forced to file charges
against their abusive partner, which could put them at increased danger. Fear of
child protective services taking their children. Respondents also expressed fear of
eviction from their current home.

Law Enforcement Response - Often in the rural communities, the “good ole boy”
mentality exists. Survivors are afraid of reporting the abuse because they believe
nothing will happen since their abusive partner may be friends with the officer
responding. Therefore, they also fear retaliation from their partner if law
enforcement is called. Additionally, survivors reported experiencing a slow response
time from law enforcement. Some respondents were concerned that this may be
intentional whereas others wondered if it was due to less officers being available
because they were covering large geographic areas. Respondents expressed that
the violence must get bad before law enforcement intervenes.

Emergency Financial & Basic Needs Assistance — Because these communities are
low-income, mostly agricultural communities, basic needs are hard to come by.
Participants reported a big need for things that are not affordable for most:
toiletries, clothing, furniture, appliances, etc. Additionally, there is a need for
assistance with security deposits and utility payments.

Transportation — In the rural communities that participated in this project, public
transportation (taxis, Uber, Lyft, city buses, etc.) doesn’t exist. If individuals do not
have their own vehicle, they rely on friends to provide (often paying that friend), they
borrow a vehicle or are forced to walk. The process and expense of getting a driver’s
license is extensive, time consuming and costly. Therefore, transportation is
oftentimes the reason victims can’t access assistance or opportunities.




Affordable Childcare or Programs for Children — Participants reported that survivors
are regularly unable to gain employment or further their education because of lack
of childcare. Non school-age children can create hardship for survivors who don’t
have some type of childcare option or trusted family or friends to help.

Economic Opportunities - Employment opportunities are scarce. With promise of
new business opportunities being built in service communities, there is hope of
more jobs, butin the past and present years, there has been a lack of employment
opportunities that pay a living wage and offer benefits.

Domestic Violence Shelters in Local Rural Communities — Participants reported that
many survivors have never been outside of their own community. Therefore, they are
reluctant to travel, and most don’t have transportation, to the more urban area
where shelters are available. As a result, survivors will often stay in the abuse or
situation they are in for fear of going to an area that they don’t know and don’t have
support. Additionally, leaving their jobs and children’s school is an obstacle when
transferring to a different community for shelter opportunity. This reflects the Safety
and Services Report that found that “context of deciding whether to leave a partner
who uses violence may include the risk of losing her job and her means of
supporting her family.”

Homeless Services — Respondents reported that homeless shelters are not
available in local rural communities. One is nearby in a neighboring parish.
However, females are reluctant to go there because at one time they did not accept
women. All those staying at the homeless shelter are required to leave the shelter
every morning regardless of weather and have nowhere to go during the day. They
are then required to line back up every afternoon to try to get a bed again for each
night at the homeless shelter. A lack of community awareness about homeless
needs and experiences was explained. Participants described that homeless
individuals sometimes lack identification, previous work history and have no
address to give when applying for work. Many are labeled by their past and not given
a chance to prove their skills for employment.

Mental Health Services — Participants identified a lack of mental health services in
the rural communities. Many state offices for mental health services were closed or
consolidated in the past to address state budget needs. This left many rural, low-
income communities with no available local mental health services. Many in need
of mental health services also did not have transportation to seek treatment in other
areas. Therefore, individuals went without treatment.

Financial Literacy Classes — Respondents shared that there is a need for programs
that educate the community on financial literacy, money management, credit,




taxes, etc. Many low-income individuals do not use traditional banks. Therefore,
they do not access the information available from banks on these topics.

Identified Challenges

Additionally, participants identified several challenges survivors may experience in the
rural communities. Challenges greatly affect whether survivors will seek out services.
Some respondents felt that race did not play a part because all survivors experience
challenges. Others reported that race does play a part such as the questions community
service providers ask. One African American survivor shared her experience of being asked
“where did you get pregnant” when applying for food stamps after leaving her abusive
spouse. Work requirements for FiTAP were discussed. Some African American survivors
explained that they felt “white people get office jobs and black people get cafeteria jobs.”
Another survivor shared that she was accused of food stamp fraud because she shared a
checking account with her abusive partner. She explained that he refused to pay child
support and stopped having his check deposited into the joint account. She needed to
provide food for her family and was accused of fraud because they had shared an account.
Survivors shared their experience of attempting family counseling, but the abuse did not
stop. All races of survivors felt that they could not answer truthfully in joint counseling
because of retaliation from their abusive partner for disclosing the violence during
counseling. Trust and fear are major challenges that most of the survivors in the rural
communities face.

e Trust of Service Provider — Concerns on whether Child Protective Services (CPS) will
be called on the survivor once disclosure of situation is a constant concern.
Survivors are not always in ideal and safe living environments and often have been
told by their abusive partner that their children will be taken from them. So,
survivors are often reluctant to pursue assistance programs for fear their children
will be removed from their custody. The trust of the systems, agencies, service staff
and processes of agencies can be a barrier to getting help.

e fearof People in the Community Finding Out — Most of the time, survivors don’t
want the public to know about their situation. What is going on in their home is
private to them and fear of someone seeing them at a service provider or their
information being shared can be a barrier and challenge in survivors seeking help.
Confidentiality policies are in place to protect those receiving services; however,
survivors aren’t always aware that such policies exist.




Identified Strengths

Several strengths were identified during the project period.

The Louisiana Coalition Against Domestic Violence (LCADV) began providing flex
housing funding to assist survivors with expenses related to starting over. The
State of Louisiana also began providing additional funding to domestic violence
programs across the state. These dollars could also be used to assist survivors.
Both types of funding could be used by themselves to meet survivors’ specific
needs or in combination with other resources. Funds were used to pay first
month’s rent, deposit, utility deposits/bills, and to purchase furniture and/or
appliances. Funds could also be used for hotel rooms in local rural communities
if safe to do so. Survivors reported that these funds helped them achieve
stability and the ability to use the funds in ways they most needed was extremely
helpful.

During this project period, The Wellspring Alliance for Families, Inc. has secured
funding to build two new shelters in nearby Ouachita Parish. One shelter will be
an expanded non-congregate shelter for survivors of domestic violence, dating
violence, stalking and sexual assault. The other shelter will be a non-congregate
shelter for homeless families.

Additionally, the economic opportunities in these rural parishes are improving.
During 2024, a large corporation announced plans to build a location in Richland
Parish. The scope of this development is anticipated to impact generations.
Building has already begun, and jobs are becoming available. Since this
announcement, additional corporations have also started making plans to come
to the area.

During this project period, the State of Louisiana has begun requiring financial
literacy classes as a requirement for high school graduation. These classes
should provide basic financial literacy information to all communities regardless
of location, gender and race. Required classes will provide the skills individuals
need to understand how to manage money, credit, taxes, etc..




Conclusion

Listening session participants (advocates/service staff, survivors and community
partners) all acknowledged that although rural communities are resourceful and are
doing their best to provide access and services to those experiencing domestic
violence, dating violence, stalking and sexual assault, there are still gaps and
challenges that our communities are experiencing. The respondents also agreed with
the Safety and Services Report “that they would like to see services for everyone in low-
income communities.” Our findings also stress “that low-income victims who access
domestic violence services are in desperate need of basic economic supports,
including opportunities for family-sustaining employment, affordable housing and rent
assistance, food security, reliable transportation, and childcare” (Safety and Services
Report, 2011). Regardless of the community demographic, race, size or socio-
economic status, these crimes exist and are affecting members of every community.
Participants acknowledged either having assisted someone experiencing these four
crimes or knowing someone first-hand who has experienced it. Discussions also
revealed that men experiencing these crimes are often under-reported and most often
not seeking out services because of a lack of awareness offered services or out of pride.
Participants also revealed that for men who are violent, other than jail or court-ordered
options, services are non-existent. This finding is consistent with the Safety and
Services Report that stated, “some men are in dire need of social services and that
such services are largely unavailable.” Participants cited a need for other community
resources besides jail. Respondents explained that positive male role models are
needed to teach young men how to navigate in today’s society. Overall, participants
cited that with more community awareness some of the confusion, stigma and
concerns regarding safety and confidentiality could be improved. Law enforcement’s
response and survivor’s experiences with law enforcement could improve with
additional training and outreach.

During these listening sessions, special attention was given to the perspectives and
sharing of information by African American participants (service staff, survivors and
community partners) particularly to conversations about domestic violence services
and response to African American communities. Our focus and goal is to base our
development and improvement of services for domestic violence, dating violence,
stalking and sexual assault services on survivor’s lived experiences.

In conclusion, listening sessions participants agreed that there are not enough
supportive services for survivors who have experienced violence within the rural
community. Men who are committing the violence, African American survivors, as well




as other survivors within the rural communities are in desperate need for more support
and social services. “Programs often cannot address the multiplicity of women’s needs
because they are primarily funded and structured to provide safe housing, counseling,
support groups, and legal advocacy” (Safety and Services Report, 2011). Additional
funding is needed to meet the needs of all survivors within rural communities as well as
the needs of rural, low-income African American survivors. Increased funding would
allow programs to expand services, assist more survivors in need, increase community
awareness, and train law enforcement and other community service providers on the
dynamics of these crimes.




Plan to Address Gaps in Services & Capacity

for Culturally Competent Victim Services in

Rural Under-Served Low Income

Communities of Color in Northeast Louisiana

1) The Wellspring will increase community awareness of domestic violence, dating

violence, sexual assault and stalking services with attention paid to rural under-

served low-income communities of color by:

a)
b)

Using social media applications to share and/or post information and resources
Purchasing social media advertising to reach additional survivors of domestic
violence, dating violence, sexual assault and stalking

Sharing that services are available to all genders

Sharing confidentiality practices and standards

Addressing stigmas associated with traditional gender roles

Expanding and maintaining community partnerships

Sharing dynamics of homelessness

The Wellspring will train law enforcement on best practices for responding and
investigating domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault and stalking crimes

that include best practices for serving rural under-served low-income communities

of color particularly African American

The Wellspring will seek additional funding for:

Community awareness of domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault and
stalking

Training law enforcement on best practices for responding and investigating
domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault and stalking

Additional safe housing options to offer survivors of domestic violence, dating
violence, sexual assault and stalking

To meet the basic needs of survivors of domestic violence, dating violence,
sexual assault and stalking

To assist with childcare costs for survivors of domestic violence, dating violence,
sexual assault and stalking




