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The Florida Council Against Sexual Violence and Florida’s Rape Crisis Centers Partner with Florida Leaders to Honor National Sexual Assault Awareness Month and 
Bring Further Support to Victims of Sexual Violence 

Tallahassee – On Wednesday, April 22, advocates gathered at Florida’s Capitol to applaud resolutions (HB 9127/SB 2772)  in both the House and Senate designating April as Sexual Assault Awareness Month and to urge the passage of legislation (HB 979) that would require law enforcement officers who investigate sexual battery cases to assist victims in obtaining services from a certified rape crisis center through circulation of a standard form developed and distributed by the Florida Council Against Sexual Violence and the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. 

Speakers addressed the impact that sexual violence has on the citizens of the State of Florida and emphasized the continued need for services that help victims. “The incidence of especially violent multiple perpetrator attacks causing serious injury to victims has dramatically increased this year.  Consistent round-the-clock crisis and counseling services are essential to meet the needs of victims in this climate.  We also need to explore why these attacks are on the upswing and what we as a community can do to stop them,” said Meg Baldwin, Executive Director of Refuge House, a certified rape crisis center in Tallahassee.

There is research that suggests that times of economic crisis can increase the demand for services for victims of sexual assault.  Jennifer Dritt, Executive Director of the Florida Council Against Sexual Violence stated, “The trauma of sexual violence increases the stress of the economic downturn experienced by survivors of sexual violence. Losing one’s job or home, or both, can overwhelm coping mechanisms already stretched to capacity by rape- or sexual abuse-related traumatic stress. Survivors are more likely to seek services proactively to improve coping, or because the increased stress has so deteriorated the quality of their lives that they are backed into a corner and ‘have to’ seek help.”
Participants in today’s event emphasized the need for members of the public to speak out about the hidden suffering of victims of sexual violence and shed light on the dramatic effects that sexual violence has on Florida communities.  Some victims may never come forward to seek help and speak out about the violence that has happened to them, but the struggles they encounter in their lives afterward reveal the impacts of hidden trauma such as depression, post traumatic stress disorder, suicide, substance abuse problems and homelessness.  
Others, like survivor Yolanda Fairell, have come to a place where they can speak about the terrible crime that has happened to them and have been able to heal. “I have survived childhood sexual abuse, date rape, and an unsupportive and blaming community. I have survived the addiction that resulted as I tried to cope without professional or nurturing support.  I have healed and grown with the help of women in recovery, but it has taken a long time mostly because of the silence, self-hate, and self-medication. Now, I love my life. It is colorful, meaningful, challenging, and full of light." 

Help for victims of sexual violence may come in the form of a new bill (HB 979/SB 1312) that if enacted, will help victims become more informed about the services that are available to them after their assault.  This bill requires each law enforcement officer who investigates an alleged sexual battery incident to assist the victim in obtaining medical treatment if necessary, advise the victim that he or she may contact a certified rape crisis center to receive services, and notify the victim of the legal rights and remedies available to them through the delivery of a standard form developed and distributed by the Florida Council Against Sexual Violence and the Florida Department of Law Enforcement.  
Representative Audrey Gibson is a supporter of victims of sexual violence and spoke at the event. “I am honored to sponsor the House resolution recognizing April as Sexual Assault Awareness Month. While the resolution brings awareness to this issue, it is also essential that we pass legislation that advocates for victims rights and services.  Not to do so is shortsighted.  I will continue to do all I can to make sure that the voices of victims are heard in the halls of our Capitol.” 
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