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GFWC Federal Legislative Action Successes
2020-2022 

Signature Program: Domestic and Sexual Violence Awareness and Prevention

VAWA: Congress enacted the Violence Against Women Reauthorization (VAWA) bill (S. 3623), in March 2022, after Senate leaders negotiated a bipartisan bill built upon H.R. 1620 approved by the House of Representatives in March 2021. GFWC joined the National Task Force to End Sexual and Domestic Violence (NTF) to advocate for passage throughout the legislative process, activating the Legislative Action Center multiple times. GFWC and 39 state federations cosigned an NTF letter urging Congress to act, and GFWC International President Marian St.Clair wrote the Senate Judiciary Committee leadership in support of the bipartisan legislation. To celebrate enactment, GFWC International President St.Clair joined national women’s organizations, tribal leaders, law enforcement, members of Congress, and Administration officials at a White House event hosted by President Joe Biden. 

VOCA Crime Victims Fund: GFWC activated the Legislative Action Center to support H.R. 1652 which fixed the formula for the VOCA Crime Victims Fund to increase deposits and restore critical funding for grants to state and local programs that assist victims of crime; the bill was enacted in July 2021. 

Military Sexual Assault: GFWC activated the Legislative Action Center to support passage of the FY 2022 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) in December 2021 which places prosecutorial authority regarding serious crimes including sexual assault, domestic violence, kidnapping, murder, and child abuse outside the chain of command and empowers independent and specialized prosecutors. The FY 2023 NDAA, approved December 2022 guarantees that sexual harassment cases also will be taken outside the chain of command. Congress provided full funding of $479 million to implement the recommendations of the Independent Review Commission on Sexual Assault in the Military, including $47 million for the expansion and implementation of the Sexual Assault Special Victims’ Counseling Program.

Sexual Harassment: In February 2022, Congress enacted the Speak Out Act (S. 4524), a bipartisan, bicameral bill that prohibits pre-dispute non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) in instances of sexual harassment or sexual assault. These are important workplace protections. Under previous law, employers could use NDAs to prevent survivors of sexual harassment or assault from speaking publicly about these incidents. The threat of legal retaliation creates and enables a culture of silence that allows predators to continue their illegal conduct, while their victims are forced out of their careers and denied justice. This was a priority of the #MeToo Movement. 

Pension Reform: In May 2022, GFWC joined YWCA USA, Futures Without Violence, Esperanza United, Jewish Women International, and national domestic violence groups to support the Savings Access for Escaping and Rebuilding (SAFER) Act to make an important change to retirement policy to allow domestic violence survivors to withdraw up to $10,000 penalty-free from their retirement plans for a year following domestic violence, and would permit them to replace the funds over a period of three years. The measure was included in the Omnibus Appropriations bill approved December 2022.  
FY 2023 Annual Appropriations: In December 2022, Congress approved the FY 2023 Omnibus Appropriations bill (H.R. 2617) avoiding a government shutdown. GFWC prioritizes federal spending on programs specific to our Signature Program – Domestic and Sexual Violence Awareness and Prevention. The Omnibus Appropriations bill included historically high levels of funding increases in programs for survivors and education and prevention. Examples include a $24.5 million increase in the Sexual Assault Services Program and a $5 million increase in the Rape Prevention and Education program. The new sexual assault technical assistance initiative at the Department of Health and Human Services received $5 million and the Family Violence Prevention and Services Act programs received an increase of $37.5 million, for a total of $232.5 million. The Omnibus bill also recognizes that women and girls of color are often disproportionally impacted by domestic violence and includes up to $7.5 million for development or enhancement of culturally specific services for survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault. The National Domestic Violence Hotline received a $5 million increase for a total of $20.5 million.  

Sexual Assault Survivor's Bill: The Omnibus Appropriations bill provides $10 million to the Department of Justice (DOJ) for a new program mandating the right to receive medical forensic examinations, the preservation of evidence collection kits, and access to information resulting from such kits, prior notification of any destruction or disposal of evidence collection kits, and the right to request further preservation of any such kit. The Department is further directed to submit its plan for administering this program, including the grant solicitation process, as part of the FY 2023 spending plan. Within one year of the date of enactment of this act, DOJ shall provide a report to the Committees on the number of States that have applied for grants, the number of awards made, the respective award amounts, and the level of unmet demand for this program.

Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) Training Program Grants: The Department of Justice is encouraged to prioritize rural, Tribal, underserved communities, and urban areas without fulltime coverage for this program. Within the amount provided for Sexual Assault Forensic Exam Program, $2 million shall be to establish regional SANE training programs, which are identified as establishing a level of excellence in forensic nursing and are qualified to prepare current and future sexual assault nurse examiners/forensic nurse examiners to be profession-ready and meet the applicable State certification and licensure requirements. These programs shall provide training and supervision to nurses with the purpose of increasing sexual assault forensic nurse capacity in rural areas, and in support of population-specific programs and hospitals including but not limited to, underserved or historically underfunded communities. Entities receiving these funds shall promote best practices in forensic nursing throughout a region, while continuing to research and develop the highest standards of care.
 
Anti-Trafficking Bills: GFWC joined a coalition in support of a package of bills supported by the anti-trafficking and anti-exploitation community reauthorizing essential programs to support survivors and combat human trafficking in all forms, both domestically and internationally. Both the Trafficking Victims Prevention and Protection Reauthorization Act (S. 3949), and the Abolish Human Trafficking Reauthorization Act of 2022 (S. 3946) were enacted. These bills reauthorize key Trafficking Victims Protection Act programs that fund restorative services for victims and law enforcement anti-trafficking operations. Additionally, confidentiality protections for victims are established, cybersecurity enforcement is prioritized, and funds are available to states who treat and prevent trafficking within their foster systems. The bills reauthorize critical programs to prevent human trafficking, promote justice for survivors, provide services to victims, and increase federal coordination to enhance the federal government’s response to the crisis of exploitation. Programs will assist victims who have their documentation stolen, improve data collection, support forced labor investigations, and authorize funds for programs at the Department of Health and Human Services and at the Department of Homeland Security. 


Juniors’ Special Program: Advocates for Children

Pregnant Workers: GFWC joined the March of Dimes to advocate for the passage of the Pregnant Workers Fairness Act. The bipartisan maternal health bill guarantees pregnant workers access to reasonable workplace accommodations and isn’t forced to choose between a healthy pregnancy and a paycheck. Congress approved the bill December 2022.

Child Abuse Prevention: GFWC activated the Legislative Action Center to urge Congress to reauthorize the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) programs; H.R. 485 passed the House of Representatives but was not approved in the final days of session. Congress did approve the Maternal and Child Home Visiting Reauthorization Act as part of the Omnibus Appropriations bill. GFWC has supported this measure in years past. Congress did provide an additional $250 million in the COVID American Rescue Plan Act enacted March 2021 in response to the extraordinary challenges facing parents and caregivers, including lost wages, lack of adequate childcare, and housing instability. 

Civic Engagement and Outreach

Veterans Support: GFWC activated the Legislative Action Center to urge Congress to pass the Puppies Assisting Wounded Servicemembers for Veterans Therapy Act (PAWS for Veterans Therapy Act, H.R. 1448) which authorizes a pilot program to provide service dogs to veterans with mental illnesses who do not have mobility impairments. The measure was enacted in August 2021. 

Environment

Parks and Recreation: GFWC activated the Legislative Action Center to urge Congress to pass the Great American Outdoors Act which provides mandatory funding for state and local parks and recreation and creates a new National Parks and Public Lands Legacy Restoration Fund to address the significant maintenance backlog. The measure was enacted August 2020. 

Health and Wellness 

Global Vaccinations: GFWC utilized the Legislation Action Center to urge Congress to fully fund global childhood immunizations, and many clubwomen participate in the Shot@Life advocacy training and action alerts throughout the legislative process. GFWC supports funding the CDC’s polio eradication and measles elimination programs through the Health and Human Services appropriations bill, and funding for the US Agency for International Development (USAID), UNICEF, UN Foundation, the World Health Organization, and the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance) programs through the State Department/Foreign Operations appropriations bill. These efforts improve global disease detection systems that enable other nations to effectively detect and efficiently respond to a range of other diseases. Preventing diseases at their source is the most cost-effective approach, saves the most lives, and makes the world more resilient to new viruses that could cause the next pandemic. Congress provided $581 million for global childhood immunizations in the FY 2023 Omnibus Appropriations bill approved December 2022.



For more information, contact: Deb Strahanoski, GFWC International President, dstrahanoski@gfwc.org, Juliet Casper, GFWC Legislation/Public Policy Committee Chairman, jcasper9200@gmail.com, or Debra Bryant, GFWC Legislative/Pubic Policy Consultant, debra.bryant@unified-solutions.us.    
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