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2024 Recommendations from the Adult Violent Death Review Team

The Harris County Domestic Violence Coordinating Council was designated by the Harris County Commissioner’s Court in August of 2003 to officially facilitate the Harris County Adult Death Review Team (AVDRT). Each month, AVDRT conducts system-wide reviews of selected cases, which have been adjudicated, of unexpected adult deaths that have been caused by intimate partner violence in the Houston/Harris County Area. At the end of each year, AVDRT generates recommendations gleaned from the information learned at the case reviews. 
This year the Team faced a few challenges with our case reviews, the first was that even though cases were being adjudicated at a faster pace than in the last couple of years, it was still hard to find enough cases that could be reviewed due to the ongoing backlog of cases.  The second issue was the cases we received for review were classified as Intimate Partner Violence Homicides but the relationship between the perpetrator and the victim did not always fit our definition.  And finally, the Team had to deal with the aftermath of Hurricane Beryl which resulted in no meeting in July and sparse attendance in August while Team Members were still dealing with recovery efforts.
Community Outreach and Education
As in the past, Community Outreach and Education were often the most discussed and needed recommendations.  First, outreach and education in schools, starting as young as possible, is desperately needed around Healthy Relationships and Safety Planning. This education needs to be provided by professionals in the field not just a staff member at the school.    All schools should have staff, including teachers and administrators that have completed Trauma Informed Care training.   The Team also recommended expanding HPD’s “Handle with Care” program.  This program is used when law enforcement makes a scene on a “school night” and children are present.  It allows the law enforcement agency to contact that child’s school to have someone check on the child with “care” the next day.  This program will only be effective if the school has a trained and/or licensed social worker to do the checking in.  
The second recommendation is around Outreach and Education in the Immigrant and Refugee Communities.  The increased fear and decreased of reporting of crimes were described by those who work with this population and the next few years are going to be even more difficult.  Education is needed around Domestic Violence 101- what is against the law in the United States as compared to their home Countries, the role of law enforcement in protecting victims and holding perpetrators accountable, Healthy Relationships and resources for survivors.   It was suggested to approach those organizations that work within these communities including faith-based programs first so that trust can be built, and our message will be received and supported.  
Ongoing dialogue between Children’s Protective Services and Domestic Violence Programs is essential for the safety of children who witness domestic violence.  Partnerships need to be created and maintained for prevention and intervention.   Education for CPS workers is essential for them to understand the dynamics of domestic violence. They must recognize the need to dig deeper into the history of individuals when they are doing a courtesy visit for out of state placements, a criminal history check should be mandatory before a determination is made. 

Mental Health Follow Up
Several cases reviewed this year revealed missed opportunities in following up with those who were suspected of having mental health struggles.  Two of our cases exposed the lack of resources and follow-up care after Emergency Detainers were issued.  In both cases the suspects were placed on a hold and released after a time without any documented follow-up and soon after killed their intimate partners.   A few other cases uncovered missed opportunities at schools either with the children that were witnessing abuse before their parent was killed or the suspect and/or victim were in school and exhibited behaviors or injuries that were not addressed.  Again, schools must have trained professionals to address these issues.
Services for Perpetrators 
Much discussion was centered around the need for better and more services for perpetrators.   Suggestions were made for Batterer’s Intervention Programs (BIPP) in the County Jail, making BIPP a condition of bond and parole.  Ensuring those ordered are attending accredited programs and those programs who are not accredited at least understand the dynamics of domestic violence.   Other recommendations include a re-entry program for those who decide to take County Jail time instead of probation and aftercare mentors and programs for domestic violence offenders.  It seems once their court order sentences or programs are finished, they are left without any follow-up or aftercare to help prevent them from reoffending.  
Gun Surrender in Criminal Court 
It was unanimously agreed that some type of gun surrender is needed in the Criminal Courts.  At the very least strict enforcement of current gun laws is a must.  
Technology
The continued hope of the Team is that Harris County one day have one database for all Criminal Justice Agencies is Harris County.  This would allow all Harris County Law Enforcement Agencies to capture and access data the same way and in the same format to give an accurate picture of domestic violence in our area.  This would also allow all involved to get a true picture of an individual to assist in charging, prosecuting and supervising the individual as well as maintaining the victim’s safety.  

Status of 2023 Recommendations
Last year’s recommendations were complex, and the Team recognized they would not be easy to implement.   This year’s recommendations build on last year’s recommendations with a few more specific provisions around outreach and education.  We continue to work toward achieving these lofty goals to increase safety for victims and hold perpetrators accountable.  
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