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Loss of Two Federal Grants Impacts Umbrella’s 
Domestic and Sexual Violence Program
ST. JOHNSBURY--  Just 4 months after losing funding for a legal services advocate, on May 8th Umbrella learned that another major federal grant will not be renewed when the current cycle ends in September. Both grants originated from the Office on Violence Against Women in the Justice Department, and were used to expand access to services for victims of domestic violence and improve collaboration between advocates and the justice system.


The two grants contributed approximately $150,000 per year to the program’s budget, funding about half of the staff advocate positions. “It’s pretty devastating,” says Umbrella Executive Director Michelle Fay. “These grants allowed us to do innovative projects that held some promise for reducing the incidence of violence against women in our community. Without additional funding, we are more or less limited to providing crisis intervention.” 

At current staffing levels, people seeking assistance from an advocate typically can speak to one almost immediately during the day. Reduced staffing will mean victims may need to wait for an advocate to become available, and this concerns Fay. “Sometimes women seeking our services have just a small window of time to act before their partner discovers they’ve left, or they begin to doubt themselves. If they don’t get support in that moment, we don’t know how long it could be before they are able to reach out to us again.” Fay stresses that this news should not discourage people from contacting the organization for help. “We’ll adjust our resources to ensure that advocacy and support are a priority, we’re just going to be stretched a little thinner.” 

The larger of the two grants, the “Arrest Grant” (short for Grants to Encourage Arrest Policies and Enforcement of Protection Orders) is designed to support communities in developing appropriate police and court system responses to domestic violence. Umbrella used grant funds to create Outreach Advocate positions that worked closely with local law enforcement and the Department of Corrections. The law enforcement collaboration has been especially successful from advocates’ perspective. St. Johnsbury Police Chief Richard Leighton has created a more welcoming meeting space for victims and advocates stocked with restraining order paperwork and toys for children. Chief Leighton also supports the regular outposting of an advocate in his office, which creates opportunities for cross-training and improved communication between police officers and advocates.


Both Chief Leighton and Sheriff Mike Bergeron have supported the participation of their officers and deputies on local training teams formed to educate law enforcement and other community members about issues ranging from strangulation to the intersection of animal abuse and domestic violence.  Sheriff Bergeron also recently donated pagers for hotline advocates after learning that there had been problems with Umbrella’s pager service. 

The Vermont Legislature approved an increase for domestic and sexual violence programs that will net Umbrella an additional $6,000 in the upcoming budget year, but increases are the exception in the current funding climate. Plans to establish emergency and transitional housing for battered women and their children will continue in spite of this, thanks to funding that is specifically earmarked for this project. Both Fay and Board President Gina Stenson think the funding cuts underscore the need for sustainable, local funding options such as an endowment and earned-income ventures. “It’s Umbrella’s 30th anniversary this year,” notes Stenson. “What better way to honor the women and families we’ve supported through the years than to help ensure this critical organization’s survival.” 
Fay sums up the attitude of the staff and board by saying “we’re trying to see these funding cuts as an opportunity to engage the community in the struggle to put and end to violence against women. This work can’t take place in a vacuum – there’s a role for everyone, from becoming informed about the issue and taking a stand, to having the unique opportunity to help save a life by volunteering on the hotline, to helping us establish an endowed advocate position.” For more information contact Umbrella at 748-8645.
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