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November 12, 2013 

 

 

 

Dear Senator: 

 

On behalf of a diverse group of faith, civil rights, victim rights, women’s rights, social justice, veterans, 

professional health and service providers who work with and support survivors of sexual violence, and 

service members’ organizations, we write to urge your support of Senator Kirsten Gillibrand’s (D-NY) 

Military Justice Improvement Act (S 967) when it is offered as an amendment to the 2014 National 

Defense Authorization Act. 

 

We honor and support our military and the 2.9 million brave individuals in uniform who serve our 

country around the globe. Appallingly, many of these service members endure sexual assault, often at 

the hands of fellow members of the armed forces. The Department of Defense estimates that 26,000 

incidents of unwanted sexual contact occurred in the military in 2012, a 37 percent increase from the 

2010 estimates. The trauma of rape and sexual assault can intensify in a close-knit system like the 

military, where crimes may be shamefully ignored by those in authority. After all, everyone involved 

often knows everyone else, and victims must rely on the same network for day-to-day survival that also 

denies or denigrates their allegations, often retaliates against them, and fails to bring the perpetrators - 

fellow service members - to justice. 

 

The Military Justice Improvement Act supports those who serve in our armed services and would 

strengthen the military justice system for both survivors and the accused. The bill puts the decision of 

whether cases involving serious crimes will go to court-martial in the hands of independent, high-ranking 

military prosecutors rather than in the purview of military commanders. This will create an independent, 

objective, and non-biased system of military justice.  

 

Currently, survivors fear an impossible choice: allow an attack to go unreported or suffer the 

considerable risk to career and reputation by being deemed a “troublemaker.” The adjudication 

structure leads to persistent underreporting, because too often survivors feel re-victimized by the 

process. In FY12, just 11 percent of the estimated cases of unwanted sexual contact were reported. 

Sixty-two percent of women who did report experienced some form of retaliation, and 47 percent of 

those who did not report named a fear of retaliation as the reason they did not report. When survivors 

do come forward, they must have confidence that the judicial system will hold those responsible 

accountable. An impartial prosecutor, making decisions based on the facts of the case, will embolden 

survivors to report.  

 

Military leaders have testified the exact same way for over two decades – “trust us, we can fix this.” In 

that time there have been no significant changes; rather, we have seen persistent scandals: Tailhook 

(1991), Aberdeen Proving Grounds (1996), Air Force Academy (2003), and Lackland (2012) are 

examples. It’s time to do something that survivors have said will make a difference. Senator Gillibrand’s 

amendment proposes changes that are structural, substantial, and that transcend the hollowness of 20 

years of “zero tolerance.” 
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It’s time to support our service members - to value diversity and reward those who act against assault - 

in order to enhance our military readiness, where mutual trust and respect is key to survival. Senator 

Gillibrand’s Military Justice Improvement Act is the right place to start.  

 

Sincerely, 
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American Humanist Association 

Baha’is of the United States 

Catalyst 

Community Action Partnership 

Equal Rights Advocates 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

Federally Employed Women 

Feminist Majority 

Futures Without Violence 

General Federation of Women’s Clubs 

GetEqual 

Girls, Inc.  

Hadassah, The Women's Zionist Organization of America, Inc. 

Hindu American Seva Communities 

Institute for Science and Human Values, Inc. 

Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America 

Jewish Women International 

Joyful Heart Foundation 

Legal Momentum 

National Capital Union Retirees 

National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence 

National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 

National Congress of Black Women, Inc. 

National Council of Churches 

National Council on Independent Living 

National Council of Jewish Women 

National Council of Women’s Organizations 

National Domestic Violence Hotline 

National Organization for Women 

National Resource Center on Domestic Violence 

National Women’s Health Network 

National Women’s Law Center 

Ohio Women's Action Network 

OWL-The Voice of Midlife and Older Women 

Peaceful Families Project 

Presbyterian Women in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Inc. 

Protect Our Defenders 

Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice 

Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law 

Service Women’s Action Network 

SPART*A, an LGBT Military Organization 

The National Congress of American Indians 

The University of Miami School of Law Human Rights Clinic 

Unitarian Universalist Association 
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United Church of Christ, Justice and Witness Ministries 

V-Day 

WeWillSpeakOut.US 

Woman's National Democratic Club 

Women’s Research & Education Institute 

YWCA USA 

 

 


