
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

April 2019 Legislative Update 
 
        

Senators Probe Department of Defense for Failures 
Relating to Sexual Assault Cases           
     
On April 11, 2019, U.S. Senators Joni Ernst (R-IA), Chuck Grassley (R-IA), and 
Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) probed the Department of Defense for apparent failure 
to ask victims of sexual assault if they would prefer their case to be tried in a 
civilian or military court. Such notifications are required by law, but a recent 
inspector general report found a widespread lack of compliance and failure to 
record the victim’s preference. 
 
“The findings in this inspector general report are simply unacceptable. Victims of 
sexual assault must be heard. For this to happen, they must be asked their 
preference for venue of prosecution” said Senator Ernst, Chairman of the 
Senate Armed Services Subcommittee on Emerging Threats and Capabilities. 
“As a former company commander and retired lieutenant colonel, I strongly 
believe we need to take concrete steps to encourage reporting of sexual assault 
within our ranks; failure to listen to victims will only serve to discourage them from 
doing so.” 
 
“Informing victims of their options is an important piece of making sure justice is 
served. Every failure to give a victim their options makes that justice harder to 
achieve, and every failure to properly handle a case will weigh on those deciding to 
come forward and report in the future. Those who choose to serve their country in 
the armed forces deserve the best we can give them. The inspector general’s 
findings show that’s not what they are getting,” said Senator Chuck Grassley. 
 
“When survivors of military sexual assault come forward to tell their stories, they 
have the right to say whether they want their case tried in either a military or 
civilian court. This right is protected by a law that passed years ago, but the recent 
OIG report reveals that the Department of Defense is too often failing to record 
the preferences of survivors or to even tell them that they have this option at all,”  
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said Gillibrand, Ranking Member of the Senate Armed Services Personnel 
Subcommittee. “This is unacceptable and shows a disrespect for the survivors of  
military sexual assault, which is why I am calling on the Department of Defense to 
implement this law without further delay. I will always do everything in my power 
to combat sexual assault in the military.” 
 
For more than four years, the law has required that the proper authorities ask 
military sexual assault victims whether they prefer to try their case in civilian or 
military courts. Providing victims this choice of venue could improve the overall 
reporting rates. But in a review of 86 cases published in March, the Department of 
Defense Office of the Inspector General found that 21 victims had not been given 
the venue options and only five cases could be verified as fully complying with the 
law. 
In a letter to the Acting Secretary of Defense, the senators are seeking information 
about what rules are in place to ensure that victims are properly notified and how 
often prosecution in these cases takes place in the victim’s preferred venue. The 
senators also ask whether the department disagrees with any of the inspector 
general’s recommendations and which recommendations will not be 
implemented. 
 
 
 

Violence Against Women Act Reauthorization - Update 
As reported by Vox, on April 4, 2019 the House of Representatives approved its 
version of a reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act (H.R.1585) by a 
vote of 263-158.  VAWA United States’ landmark legislation funding programs 
meant to prevent and prosecute abuse against victims. It did so in the face of 
staunch opposition from the National Rifle Association, which argued that a new 
provision in the bill barring dating partners convicted of abuse and stalking from 
owning firearms went too far. 
 
VAWA first became law in 1994 and has been reauthorized by Congress roughly 
every five years since. When it initially passed, it was the first comprehensive 
national law to tackle violence directed at women, including domestic abuse and 
sexual assault. 
 
 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1585
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Every time VAWA has been reauthorized in the past, lawmakers have sought to 
strengthen the law and close potential loopholes that older versions may have had. 
In 2013, lawmakers pushed through changes that would extend the provisions of 
the law to cover same-sex couples, for example. Lawmakers are seeking to do the 
same this time around as well — and it’s one of the main reasons Democrats 
resisted including an extension of the legislation in an omnibus package 
negotiated to end the shutdown. 
 
In the latest update, sponsored by Rep. Karen Bass (D-CA) and Brian Fitzpatrick 
(R-PA) — the sole Republican co-sponsor — Democrats are seeking to expand 
several tenets, like providing additional financial aid for women who’ve 
experienced domestic violence to stay in their homes and ramping up punishment 
for cyberbullying. But they also included one that’s drawn the ire of the NRA: 
banning all intimate partners who’ve been convicted with abuse and stalking from 
purchasing a firearm. (Currently this ban only applies to a person if he or she was 
“married to, lived with, or have a child with the victim,” a Fortune report notes.) 
 
Democrats have resolutely stood behind this expansion and argued that closing 
the so-called “boyfriend loophole” is vital to ensure that the law effectively protects 
women. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said she didn’t think the NRA’s pushback 
would affect the law’s chances of getting through the lower chamber. 
 
In all, VAWA has provided more than $7 billion to grant programs that do 
everything from helping fund rape crisis centers to strengthening law enforcement 
resources aimed at prosecuting crimes against women, since its inception. Now, its 
reauthorization will be considered by the Senate, which is working on its own 
version of the legislation. 
 
Closing the “boyfriend loophole” might not have stopped VAWA’s reauthorization 
in the House, but the Republican-controlled Senate could be a different story. 
 
See a section-by-section of the VAWA 2019 legislation below. 
https://judiciary.house.gov/sites/democrats.judiciary.house.gov/files/documents
/VAWA%202019%20Section%20by%20Section%20%28Changes%20to%20curre
nt%20law%29%20%28004%29.pdf 
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Congressional Profile 

 
Rep. Karen Bass (D-CA) 
 
Rep. Karen Bass is the primary sponsor of legislation to 
reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) 
Reauthorization (H.R.1585). 
 
Bass, the second vice chairwoman of the Congressional 
Black Caucus and a member of the Congressional 
Progressive Caucus, has become an outspoken critic of just 
about everything President Trump proposes or says and she 
opposes Republicans’ legislative agenda in the House. She 

assailed President Trump’s executive orders barring immigrants from some 
majority-Muslim countries, called for the resignation of Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions, alleging he lied about his meetings with Russian officials, and opposes 
GOP efforts to redo the Affordable Care Act and President Trump’s signature idea 
of building a wall along the Mexican border. 
 
As a liberal from an overwhelmingly Democratic district, Congresswoman Bass has 
compiled a 98 percent lifetime score from the AFL-CIO and 89 percent from the 
League of Conservation Voters. Bass, a member of the Judiciary Committee, is 
concerned about rising incarceration rates, including for minority women and 
girls arrested for substance abuse or prostitution after being sexually abused. 
 
She’s particularly interested in stopping human trafficking. In January 2015, the 
House passed Congresswoman Bass’s bill to expand federal grants to states for 
child abuse prevention to cover children who are victims of sex trafficking. 
 
Congresswoman Bass says she was first involved in politics as a high school student, 
when she worked for Robert F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign as a precinct 
captain at age 14. She attended public schools in Los Angeles before studying at 
California State University, Dominguez Hills and the University of Southern 
California’s physician assistant program. She subsequently worked as a physician 
assistant and a clinical instructor at USC. 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
She founded Community Coalition, a grassroots social-justice organization active 
on issues including neighborhood safety and school quality, among others. She 
ran it for 14 years. 
In 2006, Congresswoman Bass’ only daughter and son-in-law, both 23, were killed 
in a single-car accident on a Los Angeles freeway. 
 
She was elected to the California state Assembly in 2004 in a solidly Democratic 
district. She rose quickly through the party ranks in the Assembly, serving as 
majority whip, majority floor leader and speaker. She was the first black woman to 
serve as speaker in a state legislative body. 
 
In 2010, just as term limits would have ended her tenure in the Assembly, 
Congresswoman Bass took advantage of an open seat in the heavily Democratic 
33rd Congressional District, replacing Diane Watson, who retired. In 2012, 
redistricting left her district’s boundaries and political leanings largely unchanged, 
although it was renumbered the 37th District. 
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