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Good morning Chairperson Alexander, Members of the Committee, and staff. My name is 

Andrea Gleaves and I am the Strategic Partnerships Manager at the District of Columbia Coalition 

Against Domestic Violence (DCCADV, the Coalition)1 and a Ward 1 resident. The Coalition is a 

membership organization that provides training and technical assistance, conducts outreach, and 

advocates for policies to end domestic violence in the District of Columbia. Our member programs 

provide shelter, counseling, support and legal services for domestic violence survivors.   

Thank you for your leadership, Councilmember Alexander, in supporting domestic violence 

survivors and the providers who serve them.  We also applaud Mayor Bowser and Laura Zeilinger, 

Director of the D.C. Department of Human Services (DHS), for convening a Working Group to develop a 

policy for extending TANF benefits for the most vulnerable populations in the District. We have 

supported the “Public Assistance Amendment Act” since its introduction and were pleased to be chosen 

as a member of the Working Group.   We believe the recommendations from the Working Group, 

specifically the “Preferred Option”, build on the strengths of “The Public Assistance Amendment Act.”  

The “Preferred Option” would guarantee that parents have resources to meet the needs of their 

children, while also giving the District government the tools needed to help parents engage in activities 

to improve their family’s situation. 

The District’s current Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) time limit threatens to 

eliminate assistance to thousands of vulnerable families, starting October 2017. Some 5,800 families, 

including over 10,000 children, will be cut off from cash assistance and employment services due to time 

limits in 2017, without a change in the time limit policy. Unlike most states, District families are not 

eligible to receive a time limit extension under any circumstance, which means families are cut off when 

                                                           
1 DCCADV is the federally-recognized statewide coalition of domestic violence programs, organizations, and 
individuals dedicated to the elimination of domestic violence in the District of Columbia. 
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they reach the time limit regardless of any hardships they are facing, with no possibility to receive 

assistance again.  

In states across the country, the loss of income due to time limits has pushed many families 

deeper into poverty.  Research confirms that families that reach time limits often face barriers, like 

domestic violence, that get in the way of finding or holding a job.2 Domestic violence affects individuals 

and families in the District at every socioeconomic level, from all wards and walks of life, but low-income 

parents are especially vulnerable to the impact of abuse.3 Research indicates that over 50 percent of 

women receiving TANF have been physically abused by their male partner as an adult, and most of the 

women had been physically and/or sexually abused in childhood.4  Women who have experienced 

difficulties with welfare program compliance also report higher rates of domestic violence.5 

Financial abuse along with emotional, physical and sexual violence are all intentional tactics 

used by an abuser aimed at exerting power and control over their  partner in an intimate, dating or 

family relationship. Domestic violence survivors who reach the TANF time limit more frequently return 

to abusive partners in a time of desperate financial need. Without TANF, families impacted by domestic 

violence are at risk of further harm or re-victimization.6 

Financial abuse is a powerful method of keeping a survivor trapped in an abusive relationship 

and deeply diminishes a survivors’ ability to stay safe after fleeing violence. Research indicates that 

financial abuse is experienced in 98% of abusive relationships and surveys of survivors reflect that 

concerns over their ability to provide financially for themselves and their children as one of the top 

                                                           
2 Pavetti, LaDonna and Jacqueline Kauff. 2006. When Five Years Is Not Enough: Identifying and Addressing the 
Needs of Families Nearing the TANF Time Limit in Ramsey County, Minnesota, Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. 
http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/publications/PDFs/timelimitramsey.pdf 
3 Lyon, E.  August 2002. “Welfare and Domestic Violence Against Women: Lessons from Research.” Applied 
Research Forum, National Online Resource Center on Violence Against Women.  Available at 
http://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/materials/files/2016-09/AR_Welfare2.pdf. 
4 Id. 
5 Id. 
6 Scott E., London A., and N. Myers. 2002. “Dangerous Dependencies: The Intersection of Welfare Reform and 
Domestic Violence.” Gender and Society 16: 876-898 at 882. 

http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/publications/PDFs/timelimitramsey.pdf
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reasons for staying in or returning to a battering relationship.7 For survivors, access to economic 

resources is crucial. Programs like TANF provide a financial separation from abuse—and a bridge to 

independence and opportunities. 

 Abusers often employ cruel tactics to destroy a survivor’s work history and employability. One 

example is for an abuser to consistently show up at a survivor’s place of employment and create a scene 

until the survivor is terminated and/or their professional reputation is tarnished. Since there are no 

employment protections for survivors in D.C., there is no recourse for the survivor. In the case of Silvia*, 

her husband simply didn’t allow her to work.  For over two decades, Silva was prevented from finding 

employment in order to keep her financially dependent on her husband. Despite being incredibly bright 

and hard-working, she had such an extensive gap in her work history that it was impossible to enter her 

previous field. Given today’s economy, gaps in work history like Silva’s can impede one’s ability to 

achieve sustainable employment. The short and long term effects of financial abuse can be devastating. 

In the short term, access to cash assistance is imperative to staying safe.  

Many survivors, like Silvia, depend on TANF benefits. Thanks to their participation in the 

program, survivors are able to access job-readiness and education programs, pay for transportation to 

commute to and from work, and support their children – preventing CFSA intervention.  Without 

financial support survivors are often unable to obtain safe and affordable housing. More than one-

fourth of DC homeless families have a history of domestic violence, a higher percentage than those with 

severe mental illness, chronic substance abuse, disability and chronic health problems combined.8  On 

just one day last year, 511 victims and families sought shelter and support from domestic violence 

shelters in the District. Due to a shortage of funds and staff, however, the programs could not meet all 

                                                           
7 "About Financial Abuse." Economic Justice. National Network to End Domestic Violence, n.d. Web. 10 Oct. 2016. 
http://nnedv.org/resources/ejresources/about-financial-abuse.html 
8 Homelessness in Metropolitan Washington:  Results and Analysis of the 2015 Point-in-Time Count, Metropolitan 
Washington Council of Governments, pp. 27-28, available at http://www.mwcog.org/uploads/pub-
documents/v15bWlk20150514094353.pdf. 

http://nnedv.org/resources/ejresources/about-financial-abuse.html
http://www.mwcog.org/uploads/pub-documents/v15bWlk20150514094353.pdf
http://www.mwcog.org/uploads/pub-documents/v15bWlk20150514094353.pdf
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the needs and had to turn some away.9   Domestic violence, whether it manifests physically, emotionally 

or otherwise, is always a traumatic experience. From my work with survivors, I can attest to the fact that 

trauma has the power to severely impair a survivor’s self-efficacy, attention span, and confidence, all of 

which are imperative for gainful employment. 

Today, Silvia has a new career in teaching and is doing well.  TANF provided economic stability 

and security for Silvia to heal and build the skills she needed to provide for her and her family. Even with 

the best TANF services, barriers still exist. We agree with several service improvement 

recommendations in the report, including the provision providing additional and ongoing training 

around domestic violence. Ongoing, trauma-informed training will enhance TEP and DHS providers’ 

response to domestic violence and reduce stigma.  Ending the cycle of violence is a complex situation to 

which there is no easy solution. If there is one thing we can be sure about, though, it’s that supporting 

survivors is the first step.  

We hope that the Council will adopt the “Preferred Option” of the Working Group and that this 

will be fully funded in the District’s budget for FY 2018.   The “Preferred Option” removes a rigid and 

arbitrary time limit that fails to acknowledge the economic realities that survivors and countless District 

residents face today. The recommendations by the Working Group offer a reasonable approach to 

making TANF work for more families. TANF should be a critical safety net for parents doing everything 

they can to ensure their families’ safety and well-being. The structure of the Working Group’s “Preferred 

Option” does not require complicated tracking of possible time limit extensions. This will prevent 

confusion for parents who may be eligible for an extension, like survivors of domestic violence, because 

they didn’t know about the extension or were reluctant to disclosure their history of trauma and abuse. 

                                                           
9 Domestic Violence Counts: A 24-Hour Census of Domestic Violence Shelters and Services/District of Columbia, 
2015, National Network to End Domestic Violence, available at:  
http://nnedv.org/downloads/Census/DVCounts2015/District_of_Columbia.pdf. 

http://nnedv.org/downloads/Census/DVCounts2015/District_of_Columbia.pdf
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We thank the Council for providing an opportunity to work collaboratively to develop the best TANF 

policy possible to support families.   

 

 


