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Abstract 
 

This trauma-informed guide is designed to help survivors of sexual assault, domestic 

violence, and human trafficking navigate the criminal justice system in Los Angeles 

County. It provides survivors with an overview of key legal terms, their rights under 

California law, and walks through each stage of the criminal justice process: from 

reporting to police to attending criminal court. 

This guide focuses primarily on the criminal justice system because although 

involvement with law enforcement is often the first point of contact that survivors 

have with the justice system, fear and mistrust of the criminal justice system have 

led to chronic underreporting of violent crimes. According to the Department of 

Justice, only about one-third of violent victimizations are reported to the police, 

meaning most survivors never enter the criminal process at all. This guide seeks to 

address that gap. 

 

This guide is a collaborative project made possible by the WLALA Foundation (of the 

Women Lawyers Association of Los Angeles) and Survivor Justice Center. 

  

*This guide is not intended to provide legal advice. 
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Who We Are: Survivor Justice Center 
 

Survivor Justice Center (SJC), formerly the Los Angeles Center for Law and Justice 

(LACLJ), is a nonprofit organization providing free legal services to survivors of 

sexual assault, domestic violence, and human trafficking, regardless of immigration 

status.  

SJC was founded in East Los Angeles in the 1970s as a civil rights organization 

focused on social justice advocacy for immigrant communities. By the 1990s, SJC had 

begun providing life-saving direct services for survivors of domestic violence. 

Today, the Center’s Community Advocacy Program brings together attorneys and 

social workers to deliver holistic and trauma-informed services to survivors across 

L.A. County. 

 

What does trauma-informed mean? 

Trauma impacts memory, decision-making, communication and trust. Accordingly, a 

trauma-informed approach encompasses practices and language that promotes 

safety, fosters trust and avoids re-traumatization.  
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Defining Terms 

Types of Abuse  
 

(a) Sexual Assault 

Sexual assault (SA) is an umbrella term encompassing various nonconsensual sexual 

acts, ranging from rape to sexual battery. The core elements of any sexual assault 

offense include the survivor’s non-consent and the perpetrator’s intentional contact 

with the survivor. 

❖ So, what is consent?  

California follows an “affirmative consent” model. This means consent must be a 

positive, voluntary and ongoing agreement to engage in a specific sexual act and can 

be withdrawn at any time. Consent must be “freely given,” meaning that it cannot 

be obtained through threats, duress, fraud or by coercion1. For example:  A person 

whose judgment is impaired by drugs or alcohol cannot legally consent. 

(b) Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence (DV), and in the context of romantic relationships, intimate 

partner violence (IPV), refers to abuse committed against a person who is a spouse, 

former spouse, or in a current or former romantic or intimate relat5ionship, or 

cohabitant or former cohabitant with the offender.  

❖ So, what is considered abuse?  

In California's criminal justice system, abuse is generally defined more narrowly 

than in the civil system, focusing on conduct resulting in bodily injury or the threat 

of bodily injury2. However, courts, prosecutors, victim advocates, and researchers 

increasingly recognize that abuse can take many forms, including psychological, 

emotional, financial, isolation, stalking, and harassment. Although these behaviors 

may not always constitute standalone criminal offenses, they provide important 

context for understanding patterns of power and control that characterize abusive 

relationships. A broader understanding of abuse is consistent with a trauma-informed 

approach to survivor care. 

 

(c) Human Trafficking 
 
Human trafficking (HT) is a serious felony under both Federal law and California law. 

Generally, HT involves exploiting another person or people for purposes of labor or 

commercial sex through coercion, force or fraud. 

 
1 Cal. Penal Code § 261.6 
2 Cal. Penal Code § 13700 
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Under federal law, human trafficking includes recruiting, harboring, transporting, 

providing, obtaining, or maintaining a person for the purpose of commercial sex acts 

through force, fraud, or coercion3. Under California law, human trafficking includes 

depriving or violating another person's liberty to obtain forced labor, services, or 

other forms of exploitation4. 

The distinction between prostitution-related offenses (an exchange of sex for money) 

and sex trafficking therefore lies in the coercive nature of the latter offense. 

However, that line is not always obvious in practice, as in many cases, traffickers do 

not use physical restraints, and victims may appear to participate voluntarily, or 

even protect their traffickers, making prosecution difficult. 

❖ So, what is coercion? 

The Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) recognizes coercion takes on many 

forms, including “schemes causing a person to believe they will suffer harm if they 

do not perform an act.”5 Many traffickers resort to psychological pressure, financial 

dependence, manipulation or fear to control their victims. Under the TVPA, if the 

legal elements of trafficking are present, victims cannot be prosecuted for the 

commercial sex acts they were compelled to perform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 18 U.S.C. § 1591 
4 Cal. Penal Code § 236.1 
5 22 U.S.C. §§ 7101 
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To Report or Not to Report 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reporting a crime to the police is a personal decision that can only be made by the 

survivor of a crime, and identity factors such as race, nationality or socioeconomic 

status may play a role in one’s decision to engage with the criminal justice system.  

Why survivors may wish to report: 

o To stop violence and prevent future harm 

o To protect children and family members 

o To seek justice, healing and accountability 

o To leave a trail behind for future survivors  

Why others may not report: 

o Fears about immigration status being exposed to federal agents 

o Mistrust of law enforcement due to discrimination or over-policing 

o Pessimism about the criminal justice system and doubt that justice will be 

achieved 

o A desire to protect the offender from incarceration 

o Fear of retaliation or escalation if the offender is released 

o Concerns about re-traumatization  

o Shame and fear that allegations will not be believed  
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Engaging with the Criminal Justice System 

Filing a Police Report 
Law Enforcement 

Who? 

In Los Angeles, criminal investigations are either handled by the Los Angeles Police 

Department (LAPD) or by the Los Angeles Sherriff’s Department (LASD), depending on 

where the crime occurred.  

❖ If the crime occurred within the city of Los Angeles, the LAPD is responsible 

for the investigation. 

 

❖ If the crime occurred outside of the city of Los Angeles, but within Los 

Angeles County, then the LASD investigates. 

Where? 

Survivors of abuse may experience violence over a period of months or years and 

sometimes across state lines.  

When reporting to law enforcement, survivors should generally make the report to 

the law enforcement agency nearest to the location of the most recent incident. 

Once the report is made, investigators can review the survivor’s full history of abuse, 

including earlier incidents that may have occurred in other locations, and coordinate 

with other agencies as necessary.  

Reporting the most recent incident does not prevent a survivor from disclosing prior 

acts of abuse; rather, it provides a clear starting point for law enforcement to assess 

the situation and take appropriate action. 

For emergencies, you may call 911. For non-emergencies, a report can be made 

directly at a law enforcement station. The following link can be used to find the 

police station most appropriate to report a crime depending on where the crime 

occurred:  

❖ LAPD: Find Your Local Police Station - LAPD Online 

❖ LASD: Stations | Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department 

 

Can I file online? 

Sexual Assault, Domestic Violence and HT reports generally cannot be filed through 

the online reporting systems used by LAPD or LASD. These crimes typically require an 

officer or investigator to take the report in person or by telephone. TIP: Make a note 

of the name of the officer or investigator taking your report and the date it was 

made.  

https://www.lapdonline.org/find-your-local-police-station/
https://lasd.org/stations/
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Reporting Considerations by Case Type 
 

❖ Sexual Assault (SA) 

Survivors of SA are not required to file a police report to receive a free and 

anonymous forensic medical exam called SART, (commonly referred to as a “rape 

kit”). Under the Violence Against Women Act6, hospitals and clinics must offer this 

exam regardless of whether you report to the police, and, if possible, it should be 

completed within five days of the assault to preserve time-sensitive evidence. If you 

are not ready to report, evidence can still be collected and held in case you decide 

to do so later. Ask for your kit number at the hospital, as you will need it for results 

later. 

You can obtain your SART results online at www.kitstatus.doj.ca.gov by entering the 

name of the investigating law enforcement agency and your kit number. 

If you no longer have the kit number, you can receive your results using a police 

report number by getting in contact with the Victim Services Unit (VSU) by calling 

877-433-9069. 

Note that in California, healthcare providers are mandated court reporters for SA, 

meaning that if they suspect a crime has occurred, they have a legal duty to report it 

to the police, and may do so on your behalf. They must inform you of this duty 

before taking any action. 

❖ Domestic Violence (DV) 

Officers responding to a 911 call or DV scene can issue an Emergency Protective 

Order (EPO) before charges are even filed. An EPO provides short-term protection 

(three to five days) by prohibiting the aggressor from contacting or approaching the 

survivor until the matter can be reviewed by the court. When filing your police 

report, or if law enforcement is directly responding to an incident, ask them about 

an EPO.  

❖ Human Trafficking (HT) 

LAPD and LASD both have dedicated HT units, and cases are often investigated 

jointly with federal task forces, like the FBI and Homeland Security Investigations. 

Reports made to one agency may be shared with other investigative partners, so you 

do not have to decide whether your situation is a state or federal matter before 

reporting; reporting to your local police station is enough. If you do not wish to 

engage directly with law enforcement, you can contact the National Human 

Trafficking Hotline at 888-373-7888 to obtain support. 

  

 

 
6 Violence Against Women Act of 1994, as amended. 42 U.S.C., Chapter 136, Subchapter III, § 13925 

http://www.kitstatus.doj.ca.gov/
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Survivor’s Rights 

Marsy’s Law 
Marsy Nicholas was a senior college student at UC Santa Barbara who was stalked and 

killed by her ex-boyfriend in 1983. Only days after her death, Marsy’s mother 

encountered her killer in a grocery store. Her family had not been informed of his 

release on bail. This traumatic experience led them to campaign for victim’s rights 

protections, and in 2008, California passed Marsy’s Law, a constitutional amendment 

to protect a victim’s rights to justice and due process.  

Also known as the Crime Victim’s Bill of Rights, Marsy’s Law makes survivor safety a 

primary consideration when setting bail or parole terms and guarantees notification 

to victims and their families about all key developments throughout the criminal 

justice process7. 

 

❖ Survivors are entitled to these constitutional rights throughout the entire 

criminal justice process. While Marsy’s Law establishes 17 distinct rights, 

some are automatically granted to survivors, whereas others must be 

asserted.  

 

 
7 Cal. Const. art. I, § 28(b) 
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You may use the template below to assert your Marsy’s Rights by mail or 

email with the law enforcement officer or District Attorney’s office handling your 

case:  
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Requesting Your Police Report 
Under the Victims’ Bill of Rights8 and Family Code 62289, survivors of SA, DV and HT 

have a legal right to receive a free copy of their initial incident report (sometimes 

referred to as the victim’s statement).  

❖ It’s important to obtain this report because it may be needed when applying 

for victim services and can assist you in tracking the progress of your case or 

in catching any mistakes or omissions that should be corrected. 

You (or your legal representative) must request the report from the law enforcement 

agency where the report was made. You may email, call, or bring your request with 

you in person to the appropriate police station. Note that they will require proof of 

ID before they can send you a copy of the report. TIP: In many cases, law 

enforcement agents are more responsive in person than by email. 

Once you have obtained your report, make a note of your case number and/or 

incident report number, and take a photo or scan your report. This will help you 

track your case as it progresses through the criminal justice system.  

*If you do not receive a copy of your report within the mandated 48 hour period after 

making a request, follow-up with law enforcement by phone. 

 

 
8 Cal. Const., art. I, § 28(b) 
9 Cal. Family Code 6228 (a), (b) 
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You may use the following template to make your request: 
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The Investigation 

Evidence 
Once your police report has been made, law enforcement will investigate the 

allegations by gathering evidence and interviewing witnesses. You can support this 

process by preserving any evidence related to the incident(s) you are reporting.  

❖ Evidence can include photographs, screenshots of text messages, videos, 

surveillance footage, social media communications, medical records, 

receipts and much more. 

Recording Others 

California is a “two-party consent state”, meaning it is generally illegal to record a 

private conversation without the consent of everyone involved. This applies to in-

person conversations, phone calls, and video conferences10. However, there are 

certain exceptions when recording is related to the commission of a violent crime: 

o If an abuser makes or acts on threats, a survivor may record them without 

consent for the purpose of obtaining evidence, including in support of a 

restraining order request11.  

Cooperating with Investigators 

Many survivors find it re-traumatizing to repeatedly discuss painful experiences or 

revisit aspects of the abuse with investigators. Marsy’s law grants survivors of crime a 

constitutional right to request a support person during interviews with law 

enforcement, and to refuse interviews or depositions altogether.12  

If you decide to cooperate, prioritizing your mental health can help you navigate an 

investigation while maintaining your own well-being. 

❖ California Victim Compensation Board (CalVCB) 

Survivors of violent crime in California who cooperate with police can get mental 

health services paid for by CalVCB. Most survivors can get up to 40 fully reimbursed 

counseling sessions (or more, depending on circumstances) with a licensed therapist, 

psychiatrist, or psychologist. You may access these services during or after an 

investigation, so long as you have applied for reimbursement within 7 years of the 

crime.  

To apply, visit the CalVCB website and click on Apply for Compensation: 

CalVCB Online 

 
10 Cal. Penal Code 632 
11 Cal. Penal Code 633.5 & 633.6 
12 Constitution article I, § 28, section (b) 

https://online.victims.ca.gov/
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Probable Cause 
For law enforcement to make an arrest (with or without a warrant), for a judge to 

issue a search warrant, or for prosecutors to file criminal charges i.e., for the case to 

move beyond the investigative stage, officers must show probable cause.  

❖ So, what is probable cause? 

Probable cause means the facts and circumstances would lead a reasonable person to 

believe that a crime has been committed and that the suspect committed it. It is 

more than a mere suspicion, but less than certainty beyond a reasonable doubt.  

For example, if a police officer smells marijuana during a traffic stop and observes 

behavior suggesting the driver is under the influence, the officer may have probable 

cause to search the vehicle. Similarly, an officer responding to a 911 call may 

develop probable cause to arrest a suspect if they see visible injuries, signs of a 

struggle, or broken furniture indicating that an assault may have taken place.  

It’s important to understand that, with little or no evidence, an investigation may 

not continue past the initial investigative stage if law enforcement officers cannot 

develop probable cause. This does not mean officers do not believe you, only that 

they cannot legally proceed with certain steps if sufficient evidence isn’t available. 

 

Following Up  
Detectives are not obligated to provide updates about an investigation or notify you 

when an investigation has been closed, completed, or submitted to a prosecutor for 

review. It is important to follow up periodically and: 

o Provide any additional evidence you have gathered since filing the report. 

o Update investigators on whether the abuse has continued and provide 

details of any incidents that have occurred since the report was filed. New 

incidents should be documented and added to the case record. 

o Correct any errors or provide clarifications regarding information previously 

reported. 

o Ask about the status of the investigation every few weeks. 

 

Timeline 

The review process can be lengthy. After an investigation has been concluded, the 

next step is for law enforcement to submit the case to a prosecuting agency, and it 

can take anywhere from months to years for a prosecutor to review it and 

determine whether charges will be filed.  
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The Criminal Case 

Civil v. Criminal Court 
Before exploring the different stages of a criminal case, it is important to understand 

how criminal cases differ from civil court actions, in which survivors themselves may 

bring claims directly against the person who harmed them. 

A criminal case is brought by the government, i.e., “the People of the State of 

California”, against the accused, rather than by the survivor. The parties are 

referred to as the Prosecution (the government) and the Defendant (the accused). 

A victim of a crime is therefore not a party to a criminal case, and survivors who wish 

to bring civil claims against their abusers must generally do so separately. 

Still, survivors of SA, DV and HT often interact with both court systems at once. A 

survivor of DV might seek a protective order and a divorce in civil court, while their 

abuser is charged in criminal court, for example. Or, a survivor of SA might seek 

financial compensation in civil court, while the offender is criminally charged.  

The sections below focus solely on the criminal justice process. To learn more about 

filing an action in civil court, survivors should consult a legal aid organization or 

attorney. 
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Statute of Limitations 
A statute of limitations is the time frame during which a prosecutor can file criminal 

charges from the date of a crime. Some crimes do not have limitation periods, and 

the timeframes generally vary by claim, crime, and state. 

❖ In recent years, several states have updated their statute of limitations for 

certain sex crimes to reflect the growing recognition that trauma, 

particularly in cases of childhood abuse, often delays disclosure.  

SA: prosecutors generally have up to 10 years to file criminal charges for felony SA 

offenses filed after Jan 01, 2025. Particularly serious cases and cases of childhood 

sexual abuse may have longer deadlines or no statute of limitations13.  

DV: For most misdemeanor DV offenses (like minor, first-time offenses), prosecutors 

generally have 1 year to file charges from the date of the offense14. For DV felonies, 

prosecutors may have anywhere from 3 to 7 years to file charges, depending on the 

nature of the offense and when it is discovered15. 

HT: under federal law, sex trafficking has no statute of limitations16. California also 

allows trafficking victims to bring civil actions within seven years of being freed or 

escaping the trafficking situation17. 

 

The Prosecution: City Attorney, District Attorney? 
Once law enforcement completes an investigation, the case may be submitted to a 

prosecutor’s office for a filing decision. In Los Angeles County, which prosecutor’s 

office handles the case depends on the severity of the charge and where the crime 

occurred. 

❖ Los Angeles County District Attorney (DA): Prosecutes all felony cases 

countywide, regardless of where the crime occurred, as well as 

misdemeanors in unincorporated areas and in 78 of the county’s 88 cities. 

 

❖ City Attorney: Ten cities in LA County, including Los Angeles, have their 

own city prosecutor’s office that handles misdemeanor cases occurring 

within that city’s limits. The LA City Attorney’s Office, for example, 

prosecutes misdemeanor DV, assault, and battery cases that happen within 

the city.  

 
13 Cal. Penal Code § 801.1(b) 
14 Cal. Penal Code § 802(a) 
15 Cal. Penal Code § 803.7 
16 18 U.S.C. § 1591 
17 Cal. Civil Code § 52.5(c)  
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Charges 

When They are Not Filed 
The filing of charges opens the formal criminal case. However, not all investigations 

lead to criminal charges. The prosecutor’s office (DA or City Attorney) may decline 

to file charges after reviewing the evidence if they do not believe it is strong enough 

to prove that the accused is guilty of the crime “beyond a reasonable doubt.”  

This can be a difficult and disappointing outcome for survivors, particularly after 

investing significant emotional energy in reporting and participating in the 

investigation.  

❖ It is important to remember that a decision not to file charges does not 

mean the prosecutor believes the abuse did not occur. Rather, it reflects 

the prosecutor's assessment of whether they can satisfy the high burden of 

proof required in a criminal case.  

TIP: If charges are not filed and you want to know more about that decision, you can 

ask to speak to the filing prosecutor to understand their rationale, and where they 

thought evidence was missing. 

Regardless of whether charges are ultimately filed, your decision to come forward 

helps to document the abuse, supports future investigations, and contributes to 

community safety. 

If Charges Are Filed 
If prosecutors believe the available evidence would allow them to prove the accused 

is guilty beyond a reasonable doubt, they may file criminal charges. All criminal 

cases in L.A. County are filed at the Superior Court of L.A. County (which operates 

through multiple courthouses across the county). 

There are generally two types of criminal charges filed in California: 

o Misdemeanors: Moderately serious, misdemeanors can be punishable by up 

to one year in jail, probation, or other consequences.  

 

o Felonies: The most serious category of crime. Felonies can be punishable by 

severe prison sentences, substantial fines, probation, or other 

consequences.  

Filing Considerations by Case Type 
o HT is categorically charged as a felony under both California and federal law 

and is therefore prosecuted by the DA’s office.  

o SA is almost always filed as a felony in California, and is therefore also 

typically prosecuted by the DA’s office.  

o DV offenses, however, are frequently charged as misdemeanors, especially 

for first time offenses, so many DV survivors interact with the City 

Attorney’s Office rather than the DA.  
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Keep in mind that a case can also move between offices: police may arrest someone 

on suspicion of a felony, but if the evidence only supports a misdemeanor, the case 

may be referred to the City Attorney instead. 

❖ If you are not sure which office is handling your case, ask the responding 

law enforcement officer or detective, or contact the Los Angeles DA’s Office 

and your City Attorney office using your case number. 

 

Once criminal charges have been filed, the criminal court case begins. Prosecutors 

may request a Criminal Protective Order (CPO) at this stage to help protect you from 

further abuse, harassment, intimidation, or contact during the criminal proceedings. 

You should keep a copy of the order on you at all times and contact the police 

immediately if a CPO no-contact order is violated. TIP: If you have children in 

common with the defendant who witnessed the abuse and you are concerned for 

their safety, make sure you ask the assigned prosecutor if the minor(s) can be added 

to your CPO.  
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Do I have to Go to Court? 

Pre-trial Hearings 
Once criminal charges have been filed, the arraignment is typically the first court 

appearance in the case. At the arraignment, the accused is formally informed of the 

charges, and the judge may address bail or release conditions. At subsequent pre-

trial hearings, lawyers may discuss legal issues, evidence, motions, and in some 

cases, witness testimony. 

❖ Survivors are not generally required to appear at pre-trial hearings, 

although many choose to do so.  

If you have asserted your Marsy’s Rights, discussed in an earlier section, you may 

receive notice of the arraignment and other significant court proceedings without 

having to attend them, as well as information and updates about the offender’s 

release from custody or incarceration. 

As of January 1, 202618, survivors have the right to take protected time off work to: 

o Obtain a restraining order or other court protections.  

o Participate in criminal and civil legal proceedings related to the abuse or 

violence.  

o Attend victim-related court hearings, including release, plea, sentencing, 

and post-conviction proceedings. 

Your employer cannot fire or otherwise retaliate against you for taking leave for 

these reasons. If your request is denied or you are treated negatively as a result of 

being a survivor, you may file a complaint with the Civil Rights Department19. 

Court Date: Step by Step 
1. Dress neatly: you do not need to dress formally, but it is best to avoid T-

shirts, jeans and casual dress.  

2. Security check-in: expect to pass through a security check point at the 

entrance of the courthouse. To avoid delays, leave prohibited items, such as 

pocketknives or glass containers, at home. 

3. Make your way to the courtroom (sometimes called department) and wait 

outside the court. When your case is ready to be heard, a clerk or bailiff 

(the court officer) will call the names of the parties involved.  

4. Leave food and drinks, except for water, outside the courtroom.  

 

 
18 Cal. Labor Code § 230 (b) 
19 Cal. Labor Code § 230 (c) 
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Court Accompaniment  
California law allows survivors to have up to two support persons with them in the 

courtroom while they testify20. This includes family members, friends, counselors or 

other trusted individuals. Additionally, survivors may request a court escort free of 

charge.  

For example: Los Angeles District Attorney Victim Services 

The L.A. District Attorney’s Office provides a range of services to victims of crime, 

including court accompaniment. There is no legal residency or citizenship 

requirement (they will not inquire about your immigration status) and advocates are 

specially trained to work with survivors of SA, DV and HT.  

To request a court escort, call (800) 380-3811. 

Testifying 
If you are asked to testify at a criminal trial or hearing, you should first review the 

statements you previously gave to law enforcement to prepare to answer questions 

about them, or to correct any mistakes or omissions that may have been made.  

➔ If English is not your first language, you may request an interpreter free of 

charge at the following link: Superior Court of Los Angeles County | Request 

a Court Interpreter ***(note that while Spanish interpreters are often available 

without notice, requests for other languages should be made well in advance) 

 

➔ Additional accommodations for survivors with disabilities may be requested 

in advance at: Superior Court of Los Angeles County | Accommodations for a 

Court Proceeding 

If you are called to testify:  

o You must always tell the truth.  

o You should only answer the questions being asked. For example, simply say 

“yes” or “no” if the question calls for it, without adding more information.  

o You should ask the judge or attorney to repeat questions if you do not 

understand them. 

o If an attorney objects to a question, you should wait for the judge to tell 

you to answer the question before speaking.  

o In addition to having two support persons present in the courtroom while 

you testify, one of the support persons may physically accompany you to the 

witness stand21. 

 
20 Cal. Penal Code 868.5 
21 Id. 

https://www.lacourt.ca.gov/pages/lp/language-access-services/cp/request-a-court-interpreter-2025
https://www.lacourt.ca.gov/pages/lp/language-access-services/cp/request-a-court-interpreter-2025
https://www.lacourt.ca.gov/pages/lp/americans-with-disabilities-act-ada/tp/request-an-accommodation/cp/accommodations-for-a-court-proceeding
https://www.lacourt.ca.gov/pages/lp/americans-with-disabilities-act-ada/tp/request-an-accommodation/cp/accommodations-for-a-court-proceeding
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Will the Case Go to Trial? 

Plea Agreements 
Around 98% of criminal cases in California are resolved before ever making it to trial. 

Because trials are costly and time-consuming, the vast majority of cases end instead 

in plea agreements. 

➔ So, what is a plea? 

A plea is the defendant’s formal response to a criminal charge, typically expressed as 

guilty, not guilty, or no contest.  

o Guilty: the accused admits to committing the crime. The case will usually 

proceed to sentencing without a trial. 

o Not guilty: The accused denies the charges. The case will typically continue 

until a resolution is reached. 

o No contest: The accused does not contest, or challenge, the charges. This is 

usually treated similarly to a guilty plea. 

A defendant may enter an initial plea at the arraignment (not guilty in most cases), 

however, through a review of the evidence, discussions and negotiations between the 

parties, many defendants change their pleas. Most cases in California are resolved in 

this way, through plea bargains, or agreements. 

In a plea agreement, the defendant may agree to plead guilty to one or more of the 

charges in exchange for a better outcome. If the court accepts this agreement, the 

accused will be convicted, and the case proceeds to sentencing.  

Trial 
If the case proceeds to trial, the prosecution must prove the charges beyond a 

reasonable doubt before there can be a conviction. A judge or jury will then enter a 

verdict. A not guilty verdict does not mean that the reported conduct did not occur 

or that the survivor was not believed by the court. It means that the prosecution 

could not prove the charges beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Sentencing  

Sentences and Other Court Remedies 
Unlike in civil court, where a party may sue another party without state involvement 

to seek monetary compensation, or other damages, the outcome in criminal court is 

a sentence imposed by a judge. The offender serves a sentence, which may include 

jail, prison, fines and community service. 

❖ What About the Survivor?  

While the offender will face criminal penalties if convicted, survivors may receive 

certain protective or financial remedies at the conclusion of a case. Like a sentence, 

the following may be ordered by the court based on all the information of the case. 
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o CPO: A criminal protective order (CPO), prohibiting the defendant from 

contacting, harassing, threatening, or coming near the survivor, may be 

issued by a judge once a criminal case is before the court, if not earlier, as 

soon as charges have been filed. CPOs can remain in effect while the case is 

pending and, in some cases, after conviction and the offender’s release. If 

issued a CPO, you should keep copies of the order on you at all times and 

call the police immediately if it is violated. 

 

o Compensation: If a survivor suffers physical or emotional injury, financial 

losses or other crime-related expenses, they may be entitled to 

compensation - financial assistance by CalVCB. Compensation is available to 

survivors of crime regardless of whether the offender is arrested or 

convicted, so long as survivors reasonably cooperate with law enforcement, 

and is provided through a compensation program established by the state of 

California. Survivors can apply for compensation through CalVCB Online. 

 

o Restitution: If the offender is convicted, the court may order restitution, 

requiring them to reimburse the survivor directly for certain losses resulting 

from the crime. Restitution may cover expenses such as medical treatment, 

counseling, lost wages or relocation costs. California law requires every 

offender convicted of a felony or misdemeanor to pay a restitution fine in 

addition to a mandatory restitution order. Survivors can check the status of 

their restitution through the Bureau of Victim Services’ Restitution 

Enhancement Program at (800-380-3811) 

Victim Impact Statement 
Under federal law, survivors of crime have a right to be reasonably heard at 

sentencing hearings22. Courts want to know the human impact that crimes have had 

on their victims beyond the facts presented during the case when deciding what 

sentence to impose. 

A Victim Impact Statement (VIS) serves exactly that purpose: to describe the 

emotional, physical, and financial impact you and others have suffered as a direct 

result of the crime.   

 

A VIS can be submitted orally, in writing, or both. On the next page is a template for 

a victim impact statement. 

 

 

 

 
22 18 U.S.C. 3771(a)(4) 

https://online.victims.ca.gov/
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Victim Impact Statement Sample Template 
 
 
[Court Name] 
[Case Number] 
People v. [Defendant’s Name] 
Victim: [Name or Initials] 
Date: [Insert Date] 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

My name is [Name or Initials], and I am the [relationship to defendant]. Before this abuse 

occurred, my life was [brief description]. I am submitting this statement to help the Court 

understand how the defendant’s actions have impacted my life. 

2. EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT 

Since the abuse, I have experienced significant emotional and psychological effects, including: 

[Symptoms]. These experiences have affected my daily life by [describe]. I used to feel 

[before], and now I often feel [now]. 

3. PHYSICAL IMPACT 

The abuse caused physical harm and ongoing effects, including: [Injuries], and [ongoing 

consequences]. These injuries have changed my life by [explain]. 
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4. IMPACT ON SAFETY AND SECURITY 

I continue to experience fear and safety concerns, including: [examples]. This fear affects my 

everyday life in the following ways: [describe]. 

5. FINANCIAL IMPACT 

The abuse has caused financial hardship, including: [medical bills], [lost wages], [relocation 

costs]. My approximate total financial loss has been: [estimate]. 

6. IMPACT ON CHILDREN (IF APPLICABLE) 

My children were affected in the following ways: [Effects]. The abuse has impacted my ability 

to parent by [describe]. 

7. REQUEST TO THE COURT 

I respectfully request the Court to consider: [No contact order], [Sentencing request], 

[Conditions for safety], [Restitution] 

8. CLOSING STATEMENT 

This crime has profoundly changed my life. I ask the Court to consider the full impact of the 

defendant’s actions when determining the sentence and conditions of supervision. 

Respectfully submitted, 

[Name or Initials] 
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Common Court Terms 
 

Throughout the criminal and civil process, you may encounter the following legal 

terms. This non-exhaustive list includes some of the most common terms used by 

courts and law enforcement. 

Plaintiff: The person or entity who files a complaint in a civil lawsuit.  

The “People,” or the Prosecution:  In criminal proceedings, the state brings a 

criminal case on behalf of society as “The People v. [Defendant].” The prosecution is 

the team of lawyers and officials representing “The People.”  

Defendant: The person or entity who is accused of an offense by a private party or 

entity in civil proceedings, and by the State in criminal proceedings. 

Petitioner: The person or entity filing a petition (i.e., a request) that the court take 

specific action (for example, a request for a restraining order). 

Respondent: The person or entity against whom the petition is filed, and who must 

respond to the petition. 

Motion: A written or verbal request asking the judge to make a ruling in a case.  

Continuance: A postponement of a scheduled hearing, trial or other court 

proceeding to a later date. Continuances may be requested for a variety of reasons 

and allow attorneys to prepare for upcoming appearances in front of a judge. 

Arraignment: A court proceeding at which an accused person is brought before a 

judge (usually for the first time), informed of the charges against them, and where a 

plea is entered for them. 

Plea: An accused person’s official response to the charges brought against them, 

(I.e., guilty, not guilty etc.)  

Conviction: A final determination that the defendant has committed the crime(s) 

charged against them, after trial.  

Warrant: A court order authorizing law enforcement to take specific actions that 

would otherwise infringe upon a person’s constitutional rights, like searching a 

home, or making an arrest. 

Bail: Money paid to secure a defendant’s release from custody while a case is 

pending. In that case, you would say that bail has been “posted.” 

Subpoena: A court order requiring someone to appear in court, or to provide 

documents to the court. 

Jurisdiction: A court’s legal authority to hear a case. Jurisdiction also refers to the 

geographical area within which the court has this authority.  
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Moving Beyond Pain: Resources 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Legal Assistance 

Survivor Justice Center 

The Survivor Justice Center (SJC), formerly the Los Angeles Center for Law and 

Justice, is a nonprofit organization dedicated to providing survivors with client 

centered services which are holistic, trauma-informed, culturally responsive and 

collaborative. The Center provides legal representation to survivors of domestic 

violence, sexual assault, and human trafficking in Los Angeles County. Our integrated 

model allows Attorneys and Community Advocates to work together to support 

survivors through both legal and personal challenges. 

 

❖ Contact information: 

Phone: (323) 980-3500 

Email: services@survivorjusticecenter.org 

Website: https://www.survivorjusticecenter.org/  

 

 

 

mailto:services@survivorjusticecenter.org
https://www.survivorjusticecenter.org/
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Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles 

The Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles (LAFLA) provides free legal services for low-

income individuals and families across Los Angeles County. LAFLA offers direct legal 

representation, self-help services, community education, and advocacy in areas 

including domestic violence, family law, housing, employment, immigration, public 

benefits, and consumer rights. 

 

❖ Contact information: 

 

Phone: (800) 399-4529 

Email: info@lafla.org 

Website: https://lafla.org/ 

 

2. Shelters 

Department of Public Social Services 

DPSS provides a directory to DV shelters across L.A. County, and many of them are 

accessible to survivors seeking housing with their children.  

 

❖ Contact Information: 

Phone: (800) 978-3600 

Website: Domestic Violence Shelters and Provider Resources 

 

1736 Family Crisis Center  

1736 FCC provides emergency shelter, transitional housing, and supportive services 

for survivors of domestic violence, human trafficking, and other crimes. Services 

include case management, counseling, legal advocacy, and housing support for 

survivors and their children.  

 

❖ Contact information: 

Phone: (323) 737-3900 

Email: info@1736fcc.org 

Website: https://www.1736fcc.org/ 

 

211 LA 

211 LA is a free, 24/7 resource and referral service that helps individuals locate 

emergency shelters, domestic violence shelters, transitional housing, and other 

housing resources throughout Los Angeles County. Resource Advisors can connect 

survivors directly to available programs and support services. 

 

❖ Contact information: 

Phone: 211 

Coalition to Abolish Slavery and Trafficking (CAST) 

https://dpss.lacounty.gov/en/jobs/gain/sss/domestic-violence/shelters.html
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CAST provides emergency shelter, transitional housing, and permanent housing 

assistance for survivors of human trafficking. The organization also offers legal 

services, crisis intervention, case management, and counseling to support survivors 

on their path toward stability and independence. 

 

❖ Contact information: 

Phone: (213) 365-1906 

Email: info@castla.org 

Website: https://www.castla.org/ 

 

3. Safety, Protection and Notification Services 

California VINE  

California VINE is a free and confidential service for survivors to access custody 

status, protective orders and criminal case information. On the website, survivors 

can search for someone in custody and register to receive notifications when that 

status changes. 

 

❖ Contact information: 

Phone: (877) 411-5588 

Website: California VINE - California 

 

Safe at Home 

Safe at Home is California's confidential address program administered by the 

California Secretary of State. The program helps survivors of domestic violence, 

sexual assault, stalking, human trafficking, and other qualifying crimes protect their 

home address by providing a substitute mailing address and mail-forwarding services. 

Safe at Home can be an important part of a survivor's overall safety plan by reducing 

the risk of being located through public records.  

 

❖ Contact Information: 

Phone: (877) 322-5227  

Email: SafeAtHome@sos.ca.gov  

Website: https://www.sos.ca.gov/registries/safe-home 

 

4. Mental Health, Advocacy and Education 

Casa de la Familia  

Casa de la Familia is a non-profit mental health organization that offers 

individual, group, family, and couples therapy, as well as support groups, 

case management, court advocacy and psychoeducation.  

 

❖ Contact Information: 

https://vinelink.vineapps.com/state/CA/ENGLISH
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Phone: 1-877-411-5588 

Website: https://casadelafamilia.org/new-clients 

 

Peace Over Violence 

Peace Over Violence is a nonprofit in Los Angeles dedicated to ending 

sexual, domestic, and interpersonal violence. They offer free support 

services including hotlines, counseling, education, prevention and advocacy. 

 

❖ Contact Information: 

Phone: (213) 955-9090 Ext. 502 

Hotline Central LA: (213) 626-3393 

Hotline South LA: (310) 392-8381 

Hotline West San Gabriel Valley: (626) 793-3385 

Website: https://www.peaceoverviolence.org/counseling5.  

 

5. Designated SART Centers & Hospitals 

Santa Monica-UCLA Medical Center (Rape Treatment Center): 1250 16th St, Santa 

Monica. 

Providence Little Company of Mary Medical Center: San Pedro & Redondo Beach 

locations. 

LAC+USC Medical Center: Eastern Los Angeles. 

Pomona Valley Medical Center: Pomona. 

San Gabriel Valley Medical Center: San Gabriel. 

Citrus Valley Medical Center (Queen of the Valley): West Covina. 

Antelope Valley Hospital: Lancaster. 

Long Beach Community Hospital: Long Beach. 

 

6. Emergency Hotlines 

In an emergency: call 911. 

o National Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: Call or Text 988 

o LA County Mental Health Helpline: 1(800)854-7771 or text "LA" to 741741 

o National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1(800)799-7233 or Text START to 

88788 

o National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1(800)656-4673 or Text HOPE to 66743 

o Human Trafficking Hotline: 1(888)373-7888 or Text: 233733 

o National Teen Dating Abuse Helpline: 1(866)311-9474 

o LA County Raids and Rapid Response Network: Hotline: 1(888)-624-4752 

 

https://casadelafamilia.org/new-clients
https://www.peaceoverviolence.org/counseling5

