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Esta Soler, who's been fighting against domestic violence for decades, was headed to a 20th-anniversary 
celebration of the federal Violence against Women Act when the video surfaced showing former 
Baltimore Raven Ray Rice assaulting his then-fiancée in Atlantic City. 
 
The video catalyzed an intense national debate, which anti-domestic violence activists hope will pave the 
way to new progress. 
 
San Francisco and the Bay 
Area have long been leaders 
in addressing this issue. The 
Blue Shield of California 
Foundation, the philanthropic 
arm of giant San Francisco-
based nonprofit Blue Shield of 
California, for example, has 
parceled out $62 million since 
2003 to anti-domestic 
violence 
organizations.             
 
In San Francisco alone, 
roughly 20 nonprofits focus on 
the area, including ones that 
specialize in Asian, Chinese 
and Vietnamese women, 
Hispanic women, Jewish 
women and lesbians. 
 
Soler, who founded the San 
Francisco-based nonprofit 
Futures Without Violence in 1980, says there's already been a steep 64 percent reduction in violence 
against adult women by their partners since the federal Violence against Women Act was passed in 1994, 
citing U.S. Department of Justice data. 
 
But after the Rice video hit the Internet Sept. 8, Soler said, "it was clear there was so much more work to 
be done." 
 
It's hard to find systematic data on the scope of the problem, but according to frequently cited clinical 
sources, almost one in four women in the United States report "experiencing violence by a current or 
former spouse or boyfriend" at some point in their lives. U.S. women experience roughly 2 million injuries 



a year caused by intimate partners, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
 
Men are also victims of violence at the hands of spouses or partners, although women are targeted 
roughly 85 percent of the time. Same-sex couples as well as heterosexual pairs are caught up in the 
pattern. 
 
Bay Area roots 
 
Futures Without Violence, formerly known as the Family Violence Prevention Fund, got its start as part of 
a nascent national effort to discover "what model programs and policies should be," Soler recalls. 
 
San Francisco was one of the first cities to institute so-called "vertical prosecution," an approach that 
attempts to keep domestic-violence cases with the same district attorney over the course of investigation 
and prosecution, "so you don't have to restate your story over and over, and the victim feels supported," 
Soler said. 
 
Some of the early training and studies of domestic violence took place at San Francisco General Hospital, 
initially in its ER and later elsewhere in the hospital. 
 
The Blue Shield of California Foundation has also played a significant role. Most of the $62 million it has 
contributed since 2003 has come in the last five years, including $7.6 million so far this year. 
 
This year and the four prior years, those grants total about one-third of its philanthropic budget, said Peter 
Long , the foundation's president and chief executive officer, who has made the effort a linchpin of the 
foundation's philanthropy. 
 
Long, who started there in July 2010, broadened the Blue Shield foundation's anti-domestic violence 
program and focused it on helping targeted nonprofits and women's shelters grow, build their capabilities, 
implement electronic communications systems and otherwise become better able to meet the needs of 
abused women and men. 
 
At a rate of about $10 million a year in funding, "we're by far the largest funder in California and one of the 
biggest in the nation," Long said, even though it only funds organizations in the Golden State. 
 
On the front lines 
 
One of the organizations that Blue Shield's foundation funds, La Casa de las Madres in San Francisco, is 
one of the oldest domestic violence shelters in the nation. It officially started in 1976, but started helping 
battered women even before that, said Executive Director Kathy Black. 
 
It now boasts a $2.6 million annual budget, 32 full and part-time workers, about 50 active volunteers "at 
any given time," and financial support from entities such as the Folger Levin law firm, the Viragh Family 
Foundation, the Avon Foundation for Women, and the Meta Fund, among others. 
 
It serves 19,000 women a year, answering telephone hotlines, providing emergency shelter in a 35-bed 
emergency site in a confidential location, and providing consulting, support, individual therapy and 
economic empowerment and stability services, as well as education and outreach at schools, businesses 
and community organizations. 
 
The biggest misconception that La Casa and other nonprofits face in confronting domestic violence is 
summed up in a commonly asked question about abused women (or men), Black says, which is "Why 
don't they just leave?" 
 
There are many answers, including fear, financial dependence and shattered self confidence, she said, 
but the primary one is a fundamental link that often survives. Even so, much progress has been made 



since the days when the topic simply wasn't discussed. 
 
Advocates are thrilled that recent incidents involving NFL and college athletes have put domestic violence 
in the media and social media spotlight. It's like 1994, "when OJ Simpson was arrested, the first time 
(domestic violence) moved from the back pages to the front page," said Soler. Now, "we have to step up 
and do more for young people in college campuses, and to start working with young people in middle 
school and high school." 
 
Her goals for the near-term future: Change the laws. Put a safety net in place. Change the norms. 
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