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Sojourner House

Committed to Ending:
Domestic Yiolence « Sexual Assault « Human Trafficking

RE: Testimony in support of House Bill 7360, Protect our Courts Act
Dear Chair McEntee and Members of the Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in strong support of H7360, which focuses on protecting
access to Rhode Island’s courthouses and safeguarding individuals from certain civil enforcement actions
while attending court proceedings.

For 50 years, Sojourner House, a non-profit based in Providence but now providing services across the state,
has served thousands of victims and survivors of domestic abuse, sexual violence, and human

trafficking. We offer wraparound services such as support groups, emergency shelter, transitional and
permanent supportive housing, sexual health advocacy, and emotional support. We believe that everyone
deserves a safe, healthy home, and proudly house all genders.

For many domestic violence survivors, the courthouse can be a lifeline. Survivors must appear in court to
seek protective orders, participate in custody and visitation hearings, testify in criminal proceedings, and
request modifications to ensure their safety. If survivors fear that attending court could expose them to
unexpected civil arrest or enforcement actions unrelated to their case, they may delay or avoid appearing
altogether. This fear is rooted in lived experiences of survivors that have experienced or witnessed
immigration consequences tied to reporting crimes.'

Domestic violence survivors already face enormous obstacles when navigating the legal system due to
financial dependence, coercion, trauma, childcare challenges, and fear of retaliation.™" Adding fear of
enforcement while entering or leaving a courthouse compounds those barriers creating a chilling effect
where survivors may be hesitant, or even afraid, to report abuse, seek protective orders, or access
other critical legal remedies if they fear that any interaction with law enforcement could lead to
detention, deportation, or separation from their family."

Policies that ensure individuals can attend court proceedings without unrelated civil enforcement actions
strengthen the integrity of the justice system. Courts cannot function effectively if victims, witnesses, or
litigants are afraid to appear. House Bill 7360 reinforces a foundational principle ensuring access to courts
are meaningful and safe for all. When survivors know they can attend hearings without facing
unexpected enforcement actions, they are more likely to seek protective relief early, participate fully
in proceedings, and comply with court processes."' For survivors of domestic violence, courthouse
access is directly tied to physical safety, child welfare, and long-term stability." Ensuring unobstructed
access to justice supports the rule of law and the protection of vulnerable individuals. For these reasons, we
respectfully urge you to support H7360.
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