Thinking Outside the Box: Obtaining VOCA Funding
to Serve Victims of Elder Abuse
Lori A. Stiegel
Introduction
his article will discuss the lessons learned about
obtaining Victims of Crime Act (VOCA) funding by a
few legal services 1 and long term care ombudsman
programs that have obtained such funding for providing
services to victims of elder abuse. This article will not provide
the reader with a litany of what these programs are doing for
their clients who are elder abuse victims; that infonnation
should be obvious from the list of services that VOCA will
fund. Instead, this article will help you understand what these
programs learned ''the hard way" about seeking funds from
VOCA.
A number oflegal services programs have received VOCA
funding to serve victims of domestic violence, but we (through
a variety of means) could only identify two that have obtained
funding to assist elder abuse victims. We were also able to
identify one local Long Term Care Ombudsman Program that
has received VOCA funding for this purpose. There may be
other legal services and ombudsman programs with VOCA
funding. There definitely are other programs, such as Area
Agencies on Aging and other conununity programs, that have
received VOCA grants to serve older victims of abuse and
exploitation, but they will not be addressed in this article.
The Victims of Crime Act and Crime Victims Fund
The Crime Victims Fund was established by the Victims of
Crime Act (VOCA) of 1984, 42 U.S.C. 10601 et seq. The
Crime Victims Fund collects millions of dollars each year from
criminal fines, penalty fees and forfeited bail bonds in federal
cases, and special assessments collected by U.S. Attorneys'
Offices, U.S. Courts, and the Bureau of Prisons. Tax dollars are
not used to support the Fund. In 1998, the Fund collected $305
million for distribution to programs serving crime victims.
VOCA specifies the disbursement of the Crime Victims
Fund. The first $10 million of the amount collected is
earmarked to improve the investigation and prosecution of
cases of child abuse. The remaining funds are distributed as
follows: (1) 48.5% to State2 crime victim compensation
programs, (2) 48.5% to State crime victim assistance programs,
and (3) the remaining 3% to the Office for Victims of Crime of
the Department of Justice for support of demonstration
projects, training, and other assistance to expand and improve
services for crime victims. This article focuses on the second
category, the funding provided to State crime victim assistance
programs.
Each State, the District of Columbia, the U.S. Virgin
Islands, and Puerto Rico receives a base funding level of
$500,000; the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, and American
Samoa each receive a base of $200,000. Additional funding is
distributed according to a population-based formula. Each
jurisdiction has a VOCA State Compensation & Victim
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Assistance Administrator (VOCA Administrator) who is
responsible for managing and distributing the State funds. You
can obtain contact infonnation about your State VOCA
Administrator from the Department of Justice Office for
Victims of Crime (OVC) through the following means:
Internet:

http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ovc/factshts/comp&ass.
htm (OVC's web site has a wealth of infonnation.
This URL will take you directly to the hard-tofind list of VOCA administrators, which provides
their phone numbers and, in some cases, e-mail
addresses and web sites.)
Phone:
202-307-5983
Snail mail: 810 7th Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20531
OVC Resource Center:
800-627-6872
OVC Resource Center Web Site: http://www.ncjrs.org

States' Use of VOCA Funds for Victim Assistance
Programs
In order to receive VOCA funds from the federal
government, a State must certify that it will give priority in
funding to victim assistance programs aiding victims of sexual
assault, domestic violence, or child abuse, and that funds shall
be made available for grantS to programs serving underserved
populations. The Department of Justice includes older persons
in its categories of underserved populations. VOCA defines
"victim assistance" to include: crisis intervention services,
counseling, emergency transportation to court, short-term child
care services, temporary housing and security measures,
criminal justice system advocacy, and the payment of
reasonable unreimbursed costs for forensic medical
examinations. The reports made by each State to the Office for
Victims of Crime elaborate on the types of services funded by
VOCA. These reports include the following categories: crisis
counseling, follow-up contact, therapy, group treatment, crisis
hotline counseling, shelterlsafehouse, infonnation and referral
(in-person), criminal justice support/advocacy, emergency
financial assistance, emergency legal ~dvocacy, assistance in
filing victim compensation claims, personal advocacy,
telephone contacts infonnation and referral, and other.
VOCA monies may only be used to fund direct services to
crime victims. Each State, based upon VOCA guidelines and
the needs of crime victims, determines to what agencies and for
what purposes it shall make grants. Most States use a
competitive process to make VOCA grants. Programs eligible
to receive VOCA grants for victim assistance include those
that:

(1) are operated by a public agency, nonprofit organization, or
combination thereof;
(2) can demonstrate a record of providing effective services
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and/or of receiving fmancial support from sources
other than the Crime Victims Fund;
(3) utilize volunteers to provide victim services unless
there are compelling reasons to waive that
requirement;
(4) promote within the community coordinated public and
private efforts to serve crime victims; and
(5) assist victims in seeking crime victim compensation
benefits.
OVC's web site offers information on VOCA
distributions for previous federal fiscal years for each
State. This data will be quite helpful for persons interested
in competing for VOCA funding. A state-by-state listing of
direct service programs can be found at http://www.ojp.
usdoj.gov/ovc/help/state.htm. State-by-state statistics and
narratives about victims served by VOCA-funded
programs can be accessed at http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ovc/
fund/state.htm. This information should also be available
from OVC directly or from the OVC Resource Center (see
contact information listed above).

victims of elder abuse are not being met by existing
programs and how the proposed program is uniquely suited
to serve those victims.
2.

Grant writers need to demonstrate that their program has a
history of providing effective services and/or receiving
support from other funders. As discussed previously, this is
one of the five criteria for eligibility for VOCA funding.
All of the program representatives who spoke with us for
this article expressed their belief that a key factor in
obtaining VOCA funding was the fact that their proposed
program was part of or linked to a highly-regarded, wellconnected community organization. Your program's
visibility and credibility in the community it serves will be
critical to VOCA administrators.

3.

Grant writers need to "be in the right place at the right
time." Each person with whom we spoke reported that
"good timing" or a confluence of factors helped explain
why their program got its grant. In addition to submitting
well-written grant proposals that reflected the two lessons
discussed above, those factors included applying for
funding in a year when there was a lot of money in the
Crime Victims Fund or when older persons were added to
the categories of underserved populations. They also
included being located in an underfunded section of the
state when the VOCA program decided it was time to
devote more funding to that section. Although some of
those opportunities may no longer present themselves, this
article's conclusion will discuss some others that may
prove relevant.

4.

The use of volunteers to provide victim services is one of
the criteria for funding eligibility. Two of the three
programs interviewed reported their belief that their use of
volunteers to deliver services was a key factor in their
receipt of the VOCA grant. This lesson relates back to the
first one; if it is inappropriate or impossible to use
volunteers to deliver the proposed services to elder abuse
victims, grant writers need to clearly explain the reasoning
behind that decision.

5.

Another criteria for eligibility for VOCA funding is that
the program promotes within the community coordinated
public and private efforts to serve crime victims. Once
again, this requirement may pose some difficulty to grant
writers and necessitate a detailed explanation to VOCA
administrators. For myriad reasons, in most communities
the level of the criminal justice system's response to
victims of elder abuse is not as developed as it is to victims
of other crimes. The activities associated with promoting a
coordinated community response to elder abuse victims
may differ substantially from the activities associated with
promoting that goal for other groups of victims. Grant
writers may need to explain the many reasons why cases of
elder abuse are not usually prosecuted. At the same time,
they will need to discuss what other steps their program
will take to encourage prosecution of those cases and to

Five Lessons Learned by Legal Services and
Long Term care Ombudsman Programs That
Have Received VOCA Funding
As discussed above, we spoke to staff from two legal
services programs and a local long term care ombudsman
program that receive VOCA funding. 3 The staff of these
programs basically said the same things regarding their
success in competing for VOCA funds. Their comments
can be grouped into the following five lessons.

1.

Grant writers need to help VOCA administrators
''think outside the box." At the same time, grant
writers need to help VOCA administrators understand
that the services they propose to provide fit within the
overall goals and requirements of the VOCA. These
are not contradictory demands! Grant writers must not
assume that VOCA administrators understand the
problem of elder abuse, the needs of victims of elder
abuse, or the services that legal services or
ombudsman programs can offer to assist those
victims. 4 VOCA administrators are used to funding
initiatives such as victim/witness assistance programs
housed in a law enforcement setting or a prosecutor's
office, domestic violence programs, and child abuse
programs; they rarely fund any type of program
housed in a legal services program, especially one
devoted to older victims, or a long term care
ombudsman program Thus, grant writers should
explain how they intend to provide direct services to
older crime victims who have been abused, neglected,
or exploited. Using the categories of services listed in
the OVC reports (see above), grant writers should
indicate how the services they will provide fit into
those categories. Grant writers also need to help the
VOCA administrators understand that the needs of

BIFOCAL

10

Volume 19, Number 4

ENDNOTES

enhance the level of coordination between community
programs that serve elder abuse victims and the
components of the criminal justice system.

1. This article uses "legal services" and "legal services program"
generically to include Legal Aid programs, Legal Services
Corporation-funded programs, and Older Americans Act-funded legal
assi<;tance programs.
2. In VOCA, "State" is defined to include the District of Columbia
and u.S. territories.
3. The author thanks the following people for taking the time to
provide her with information about their programs' funding from and
experiences with VOCA: Pam Ford Wright, Advisory Attorney, and
Roger Wright, Coordinator, Adult Abuse Intervention Project, West
Tennessee Legal Services, Jackson, Tennessee; Karen Boyles, Atlanta
Long Tenn Care Ombudsman Program Manager, Atlanta Legal Aid
Society, Atlanta, Georgia; and Bill Broker, Managing Attorney,
Georgia Legal Services Program, Savannah, Georgia.
4. The ABA Commission on Legal Problems of the Elderly does have
a grant from the Office for Victims of Crime to develop, pilot test, and
disseminate a model curriculum on elder abuse for victim assistance
providers. Hopefully that project will ultimately result in victim
assistance providers having a better understanding of the needs· of
elder abuse victims.

Conclusion: The Timing is Right
The opportunity still exists for legal services and long term
care ombudsman programs serving victims of elder abuse to
"be in the right place at the right time" for obtaining VOCA
funding. That is because Attorney General Janet Reno is
committed to elevating the role of the Department of Justice in
addressing abuse and other fonns of crime victimization of
older persons. On March 30, 1998, the Department, through the
Office of Justice Programs Bureau of Justice Assistance,
convened a focus group on the topic of crime victimization of
older persons. The focus group participants developed
numerous recommendations; many of them addressed the needs
of elder abuse victims. Although the report of the focus group
proceedings has not yet been published, a draft of the report
was circulated to the bureaus and offices within the Office of
Justice Programs in order to help inform their planning for
fiscal year 1999.
On February 19, 1999, the Office for Victims of Crime will
convene a focus group to address the needs of victims of abuse
and fraud in long term care facilities. That focus group is just
one part of a broad Department of Justice initiative on
improving the quality of care provided in such facilities.
Moreover, the Office for Victims of Crime is extremely
interested in funding initiatives related to financial exploitation
of older persons. The five lessons discussed in this article can
help legal services and long term care ombudsman programs
take advantage of this opportunity and obtain VOCA funding to
develop or enhance their service to victims of elder abuse.

Lori A. Stugel is an Associate Director of the ABA
Commission on Legal Problems of the Elderly.
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More information about victim services for older persons can be obtained from a publication of the National
Center on Elder Abuse. "Victims' Rights and Services:
Assisting Elderly Crime Victims" is a new technical
assistance manual written by Lisa Nerenberg. It is
available for $15 (California residents must add 8.5%
sales tax to order) from the San Francisco Consortium
for Elder Abuse Prevention, Goldman Institute on Aging, Mount Zion Center on Aging, 3330 Geary Boulevard, 2nd Floor, San Francisco, CA 94118, (415) 7504188.
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ABA Creates an Elder Abuse Listserve
he ABA Commission on Legal Problems of the Elderly
has created and manages a listserve on elder abuse as
part of its role as a partner in the National Center on Elder Abuse (NCEA) funded by the u.S. Administration on Aging. This listserve provides practitioners, administrators, educators, health professionals, researchers, advocates, lawyers, law
enforcement officers, prosecutors, judges and policymakers
who are concerned about elder abuse with a forum for raising
questions, discussing issues, and sharing information and best
practices with each other. The goal of the listserve is to enhance: (1) efforts to prevent elder abuse, (2) the delivery of
adult protective services, and (3) the response of the justice system to victims of elder abuse.
The listserve is like a bulletin board or discussion group
that takes place on a computer. A subscriber posts (e-mails) a
question, announcement or discussion topic and that message is
then automatically distributed bye-mail to the other subscribers. Any subscriber who wants to reply can do so. Every sub-
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scriber sees all the posts unless the subscriber chooses to take a
discussion "off-list" and e-mail privately. The listserve is private; only subscribers can read and respond to what is posted.
For additional information on the Elderabuse Listserve
contact Lori A. Stiegel, Associate Staff Director, the ABA
Commission on Legal Problems of the Elderly, at (202) 6628692 or Istiegel@staff.abanet.org. A request to subscribe
should include information indicating that you belong to one of
the groups indicated above as the intended membership of the
listserve and explaining your interest in adult protective services/elder abuse.

Visit Us On The Web!
www.abanet.org/elderly
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