House of Ruth offers victims of domestic violence legal help, shelter … and self-esteem

By Robert J. Rhudy and Joe Surkiewicz
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For a client who turned to the House of Ruth after her husband threatened to kill her, the most important thing she got wasn’t the legal assistance or shelter provided by the domestic violence legal clinic.


It was something more basic than that.


“My self-esteem was very low,” recalled Mary G., whose husband once shot her three times and left her to die in the woods. “I thought there was something wrong with me. The House of Ruth made me realize I was somebody and didn’t deserve this.”


Yet the legal work performed for Mary G. after she left her husband was crucial in getting her and her children’s lives back on track.

In addition to gaining a permanent restraining order against her husband, attorneys at the House of Ruth sent letters to her children’s schools requesting a call if anyone unauthorized tried to pick them up after classes. 

Assisted by the shelter’s legal clinic, Mary G. also obtained a divorce and name change, and gained sole custody of the children, alimony, child support and a portion of her ex-husband’s pension.


“Life is very different now,” said Mary G., 45. “I was working two and three jobs and sleeping in friends’ basements. Now I own my own home and both my children are in college. I have self –esteem now. I have so much self-esteem I don’t need a husband! I’m so happy.”


 Founded more than 25 years ago in Baltimore, the House of Ruth provided shelter, counseling and legal assistance to 4,000 Marylanders last year. Its legal clinic was begun in 1983 with a grant from the Maryland Legal Services Corporation (MLSC). 
Today, the House of Ruth is the largest and oldest domestic violence legal program in Maryland. Other organizations such as Heartly House in Frederick County, the Mid-Shore Council on Family Violence, the Domestic Violence Center of Howard County, and the Women’s Center of Southern Maryland provide similar services with grants from MLSC.

Other funders of these programs include the Maryland Administrative Office of the Courts and the federal government. MLSC’s highest priority is supporting legal aid to protect lives against domestic violence and abuse.
In addition to success stories like Mary G.’s, the House of Ruth points to legal victories that resulted in systemic changes in Maryland law that affect victims of domestic violence. 

Those changes include a bill approved by the General Assembly last session and a constitutional amendment approved by voters in November that allows courts commissioners to issue interim protective and peace orders at night and on weekends, when courts are regularly closed.


“We’ve significantly changed the laws,” said Dorothy J. Lennig, director of the Domestic Violence Law Clinic at the House of Ruth. Added Executive Director Carole Alexander: “The whole notion of access to justice has opened up.”


Two appellate cases brought by the clinic stand out, Lennig said.


In its 1996 ruling in Coburn v. Coburn, the Court of Appeals held that evidence of prior abuse is admissible at protective order hearings. A 2001 ruling, Katsenelenbogen v. Katsenelenbogen, established a “reasonable battered woman” standard that held the reasonableness of asserted fear must be viewed from the perspective of the victim.


Improvements in Maryland’s domestic violence laws—and increased funding by the judiciary, the state and federal government, MLSC and others—are reflected in a recent national study that links a 21-percent decline in domestic abuse to the availability of legal services. The study cites legal aid as the single most important factor in reducing domestic violence.


The House of Ruth helps domestic violence victims throughout the state.

 
“We have staff lawyers in Baltimore, Baltimore County, Montgomery County, and Prince George’s County doing long-term representation of clients, and we’re helping to provide legal assistance with protective orders by phone and in person,” Lennig said.  


 In addition to providing emergency shelter, transitional housing, individual and group counseling, children’s education and counseling, a teen program, legal representation and an abusers’ intervention program, the House of Ruth is a resource for other advocates of domestic violence victims.


Jane C. Murphy, a professor at the University of Baltimore School of Law and director of UB Law’s clinical program, praised the House of Ruth for its expertise and support of lawyers in training.


“They come to classes, train future advocates and make student attorneys aware of the services they do,” Murphy said. “The House of Ruth is a major supporter of our family law clinic, as well as other organizations around the state.”


The House of Ruth is also a partner in ongoing research into domestic violence. One study, funded by the U.S. Department of Justice, is looking into the impact of legal aid and other community interventions on domestic violence.


“Having an entity so well organized makes the House of Ruth a great research partner,” Murphy noted. “They have been a major supporter for both direct client service and for advocates who do this type of work.”


While the House of Ruth points to great strides over the decades in helping victims and raising awareness of domestic violence, the job isn’t finished.


“Training and enforcement are big issues,” said Alexander, the House of Ruth’s executive director. “Maryland needs to establish a fatality review board to try to figure out what happened when someone is killed.”


The board would look at all the contacts the victim had with law enforcement, courts and domestic violence support groups and see if she was “turned off” at any point. “The point of the board would be to change policy and make ‘how we do business’ decisions,” added Lennig.


Court monitoring is another area that needs attention.


“Some judges and prosecutors haven’t gotten the message,” Alexander said. “It’s troubling to legal services to say we need more help when judges are ignoring laws on the books.”


Yet systemic change can’t be coerced, Alexander said: “Leadership is crucial. I don’t know how you do it without it.”


Looming in the background is the possibility of declining funding. With IOLTA falling (and facing elimination in a challenge to the Supreme Court about its constitutionality) and federal funding uncertain, protective order legal assistance could be in jeopardy.

“We’re fairly well funded for protective orders right now,” Lennig said. “But there’s not enough money for long-term representation to help victims with divorces, child custody, and support representation.”

#  #  #
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