
SURVIVORS

JONI ERNST
REFUSES
TO PROTECT
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 



If Senator Ernst continues to refuse to 
support VAWA as passed by the House 
and supported by Senators from both 
sides of the aisle, I can only conclude that 
she is in denial of the terror these crimes 
inflict even though she has been subjected 
to it in her own life. These crimes strike 
horrific fear in women and children who are 
targeted.”

Senator Ernst’s failure to do everything she 
can to stop this insidious violence gives 
enormous power and control to abusers 
– men who say they love the women they 
abuse and often threaten with death.

Senator Ernst must listen to survivors and 
those who work for their safety. She can 
distinguish herself by doing all she can to 
stop violence against women.

Marti Anderson, State Representative, Des Moines



HISTORY OF THE VIOLENCE 
AGAINST WOMEN ACT (VAWA)

Congress first passed the Violence Against Women Act as part 
of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994. 
The protections and provisions afforded by the 1994 legislation 
were subsequently expanded and improved in 2000, 2005, and 
2013. VAWA has been strengthened and expanded, as needs have 
changed and lapses in the subsequent bills have been identified. 
Most recently, VAWA lapsed in 2018 and a bipartisan bill to 
reauthorize was passed in the House in April of this year. 

VAWA has significant gaps that allow an individual with a 
history or domestic violence or stalking to legally purchase and 
possess firearms. Current federal law bans individuals convicted 
of a misdemeanor crime of domestic violence or subject to 
a domestic violence-related order of protection from gun 
possession, this law does not apply when the abuse occurred in 
the context of a dating relationship. 

In addition, the restriction on gun ownership stemming from the 
issuance of an order of protection does not apply to temporary 
orders of protection issued at the beginning of a legal process 
when a survivor first attempts to obtain protection—a period of 
time that is often the most dangerous. Finally, current federal 
law does not apply to individuals convicted of misdemeanor 
stalking offenses. This so called “boyfriend loophole” is 
one of the most significant changes to be addressed in the 
reauthorization of Violence Against Women Act.1

1 Congressional Research Service: The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA): Historical Overview, Funding, 
and Reauthorization”



CURRENT ATTEMPTS TO 
REAUTHORIZE VAWA

On November 13th, Senator Dianne Feinstein introduced S.2843, 
the Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2019. 
S.2843 is the companion to H.R.1585, which passed the House 
of Representatives in April with bipartisan support. H.R.1585 
was drafted with the support of advocates and survivors and 
is based on needs identified through extensive outreach to the 
field. 
 
On November 21st , Senator Joni Ernst introduced her own version 
of the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) reauthorization bill.  
Ernst’s bill is backed by ten Republican lawmakers and   fails to 
meet the identified needs of victims, survivors, and advocates. 
Unlike S.2843, no input from advocates and survivors was 
sought in crafting the bill. Ernst’s bill is a step backward from 
modernization to VAWA in the House bill.



• Excludes vital enhancements to protect 
LGBTQ survivors and actively rolls back 
existing LGBTQ nondiscrimination protections

• Prioritizes adjudicated abusers’ access to 
guns over the lives, safety, and rights of 
survivors by leaving out lifesaving, common 
sense provisions to recognize that the same 
gun laws that apply to spousal abusers 
should also apply to dating abusers

• Does not close the boyfriend loophole 
by prohibiting convicted misdemeanor 
stalkers from gun possession nor are people 
subject to a temporary DV restraining order 
prohibited from gun possession

• Takes a step backwards in addressing the 
needs of Native survivors

• Maintains barriers to safety and justice for 
marginalized communities

• Precludes future opportunities to improve 
VAWA by reauthorizing it for ten years 
instead of the normal five years

SENATOR JONI ERNST’S BILL2

2 National Coalition Against Domestic Violence: ACTION ALERT: Call Your Senators and Ask Them to Support S. 2843 
and NOT Senator Ernst’s VAWA Reauthorization Bill



KEY FINDINGS REGARDING 
SENATOR ERNST’S LEGISLATION 

TO REAUTHORIZE VAWA

Violence Against Native American Women
Native women face a dangerous amount of violence, and the 
legislation introduced by Senator Ernst would leave them with 
fewer protections from abusers. Ernst’s bill would weaken tribal 
courts and infringe on tribal sovereignty, according to the 
National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center (NIWRC).3

Protections for LGBTQ Individuals
Ernst’s bill rolls back existing VAWA employment non-
discrimination protections for LGBTQ individuals that help ensure 
federal civil rights protections apply to individuals regardless of 
sexual orientation or gender identity.4

Closing the ‘boyfriend loophole’
The National Rifle Association (NRA) has applied political 
pressure on lawmakers to oppose the reauthorization of VAWA5 

if it includes provisions to keep firearms out of the hands of 
domestic abusers, as the House version does. Senator Ernst’s 
version of the legislation would not close the ‘boyfriend loophole, 
it would allow convicted misdemeanor stalkers to continue 
gun possession, and it would not prohibit people subject to 
a temporary domestic violence  restraining order from gun 
possession. Gun violence and domestic violence are closely tied, 
across the country and in Iowa, where there have been more 
than 60 incidents of domestic violence involving a gun since the 
spring of 2014.

3,4 Huffington Post: Senate Republicans Unveil Violence Against Women Act That Hurts Tribes
5 Huffington Post: The NRA Comes Out Against The Violence Against Women Act



CONCLUSION

Both in 2010 and 2013, two bills were introduced for VAWA 
reauthorization. Through bi-partisan work, a robust VAWA bill was 
reauthorized and made provisions to include protections based 
on sexual orientation and violence against women on native 
lands. 

Once again, our elected officials must work to modernize 
and improve VAWA and S.2843 is the bill that aligns with the 
advocacy of survivors. Senator Ernst’s bill most closely aligns 
with the desires of special interests such as the National Rifle 
Association (NRA) rather than the protections needed for 
victims and survivors. 
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