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Policy Statement

VICTIM ASSISTANCE

Issue

The American judicial system is founded upon the principle that justice should be administered fairly, impartially, and expeditiously.  Historically, the justice system has focused on the perpetrator of the criminal or delinquent act.  In the last three decades, however, concern for victims of crime has arisen within society and the justice system.  This concern reflects the public’s recognition that victims’ rights should be a priority with all members of the criminal and juvenile justice systems, including law enforcement officers, prosecutors, defense attorneys, judges, and corrections officials.

Discussion

Victims have called for equitable treatment by the justice system.  Government and nonprofit organizations are responsible, in cooperation with each community, to assure that comprehensive services are available to respond to the needs of crime victims, and that crime victims are treated with fairness, respect and dignity, and are free from intimidation and further harm throughout the justice process.  Coordination and cooperation among all components of the justice system – law enforcement, prosecution, the courts, corrections, and all levels of government – is central to bringing meaningful and lasting reform to the treatment of victims of crime.

Policy

· Victims of crime should not be invisible factors in the justice equation, nor further victimized by the very system whose responsibility it is to ensure the safety of all individuals.  When executing its responsibilities, the criminal and juvenile justice systems must be sensitive to the needs of victims and witnesses, and vigilant in enforcing their rights under the law in a manner no less vigorous than in enforcing defendant’s rights.
· States, tribes, and the federal government should guarantee the rights of victims, including their right to privacy and to due process within justice system proceedings, to protection from intimidation, to information on the status of their cases, and to receipt of reasonable reparations, especially court-ordered restitution. 

· Each state, each tribe, and the federal government should assure the fair treatment and participation of victims within the justice system, and budgetary actions should assure adequate resources for establishing and maintaining services and compensation to assist all crime victims and witnesses in overcoming the economic, physical and emotional consequences of crime. 

· Justice practitioners must be prepared to address the needs of all types of victims, including those with special-needs. 
· Federal, state, local, and tribal governments should continue to provide leadership to assure the rights of victims and improve current policies and practices. Financial assistance provided by the federal government for victims assistance and victims’ compensation programs should be administered in consultation with local units of government and victim advocacy organizations. 

Summary

Increasingly, the justice system is moving to respond to crime victims.  The cornerstone of this movement is that victims have the fundamental legal right to participate in justice proceedings.  The evolution toward victims’ meaningful involvement in the justice system requires coordination across different entity types and jurisdictions, leadership, and commitment of resources.
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