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[Editor’s note: The following is reprint-
ed from the AMERICAN BAR ASSOCIATION
COMMISSION ON DOMESTIC VIOLENCE, THE
IMPACT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ON YOUR
LEGAL PRACTICE: A LAWYER'S HANDBOOK
2-17 to 2-20 (Deborah M. Goelman et
al. eds., 1996). Reprinted with permis-
sion. Copyright © 1996 by the Amer-
ican Bar Association.]

After separation, abusers often use
harassing, stalking, and other monitor-
ing or isolating tactics to locate, control,
and terrorize their victims and often
their children.! Abusers typically ask
children, friends, relatives, or neighbors
to monitor and report on the victim’s
activities and whereabouts. Abusers
also may fabricate domestic violence,
child abuse, child abduction, or other
allegations to manipulate the courts

and police, and to discredit and disem-
power their victims.? One of the most
important tools for preventing this abu-
sive behavior is a clear court order, rig-
orously enforced, which restricts the
abuser from having any access to
records of the victim or children that
might reveal confidential telephone
numbers and addresses. In extreme
cases, it may be necessary to obtain an
order which permits the victim and the
children to relocate and to change their
names and social security numbers.>
Domestic violence survivors must
take steps to keep their locations confi-
dential because of the violence of their
abusers. Once the victim’s whereabouts
are known to the abuser, the abuser is
likely to resume the violence, and even
kill the victim and children.* Nowhere
is the danger greater than when the
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abuser knows or suspects that the
abused person is staying at a domestic
violence shelter. Most states require or
at least allow courts to keep the
address of any domestic violence shel-
ter confidential.> The federal govern-
ment requires every domestic violence
shelter that receives federal monies to
have a confidentiality protocol:6

What to Keep Confidential

Advocates for victims of domestic vio-
lence should keep the following confi-
dential:

m  Always keep the address of any
domestic violence shelter confidential. File
a motion to quash any adverse party’s
subpoena for domestic violence shelter
records or counselor’s testimony that the
abused person wants excluded. Not only
is the victim’s safety at stake, but so is the
safety of shelter residents and staff mem-
bers.

m If the abused person has moved to
escape abuse, keep the victim’s new
address and telephone confidential in any
court pleadings. Consider asking the court
ex parte for a change of venue to obscure
the victim’s new location. Seek an order
allowing motions to be filed without ref-
erence to the actual venue.

B Request judicial orders restricting the
abuser’s access to the victim’s new home,
work, and school addresses and tele-
phone numbers. Notify each agency or
organization, including: victim’s and chil-
dren’s schools and day care centers, that
might reveal this information of the
court’s order; doctors, hospitals, and clin-

ics, workplaces; utility companies, banks,
and credit card companies.

m If the victim receives public assis-
tance on behalf of the abuser’s children,
consider whether to request a good-cause
waiver of the requirement to cooperate
with child support collection.” This will
prevent the victim from having to pro-
vide information; help prove that the
abuser is the child’s parent; testify against
the abuser; or otherwise assist in locating
the abuser or the abuser’s workplace.

B Once the abused person has a cus-
tody order, notify the U.S. Department of
State of the custody order to prevent the
abuser from obtaining passports for chil-
dren who are American citizens.

m  Notify the post office of any order of
protection asking that, as required by the
Violence Against Women Act, it protect
access to information about the abused
person’s address or post office box.®

B Notify the state registry of motor
vehicles to restrict release of information
(name, address, social security number,
photograph, driver identification number,
medical or disability information) about
the abused person.?

m  Consider whether and how the vic-
tim may register to vote, and vote in elec-
tions, without publicly revealing a confi-
dential address.1?

m In cases where the abuser is involved
in drug-related or other federal criminal
activity, consider whether to contact the
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U.S. Attorney’s Office about the victim
and children entering the federal witness
protection program.!!

m  Put newly acquired real estate in trust
so that the abuser cannot search proper-
ty title records for the victim’s name.12

m  Consider whether the victim and chil-
dren should modify their hobbies, social
habits, and magazine subscriptions.!3

m  Notify each institution or agency that
has records regarding the abused person
or the abused person’s children about
court protective orders which give the
abused person custody or restrict the
abuser’s access to information. Inform
these agencies how to prevent child
abduction and wrongful release of con-
fidential information.

m  Consider whether the victim and chil-
dren should seek a name change. Ask

the court to keep all information about
the new name confidential from the pub-
lic and the abuser. In cases where the
abuser is the children’s parent and the
victim desires to change their names, ask
the court to be permitted to notify the
abuser that the victim has filed a court
action to change the children’s names
because of the abuse; omit all reference
to the intended new names. Ask the court
to make findings of the danger to the vic-
tim and children if none has been made
in other proceedings.

m Consider asking the director of the
Social Security Office to issue new social
security numbers on behalf of the victim
and children.

m Discuss with a pregnant unmarried
abused person whether or not to estab-
lish paternity when the child is born.4
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