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Chair Thomas, Vice Chair Swearingen, Ranking Member Synenberg, and members of the
House Judiciary Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to provide proponent testimony on SB 174.

My name is Jess Patz. | am a survivor of domestic violence, a mother, a wife, and today a
professional speaker and advocate who shares my story to help others find safety, healing
and hope amidst the darkness.

Leaving my abusive marriage was not the end of my story, it was merely the beginning of a
new kind of survival. While | believed | was protecting myself and my children by leaving, |
quickly learned that the courtroom would become an extension of that harm we fought
desperately to escape.

I remember the first time the physical abuse trickled down to my children during a
supervised visit they had with their biological father. A visit that was only supervised due to
an active protection order that was put in place after he strangled me in front of our
children. He was found guilty of this heinous act but was only convicted of disorderly
conduct, not domestic violence as originally charged, since we were not currently residing
in the same home.

After returning home from the supervised visit with her brother, supervised by their
biological father’s family member mind you, my daughter had the clear beginnings of a
black eye. My innocent, sweet, and scared four-year-old daughter looked up at me with
tears in her eyes and said, “daddy hit me in the face.” To my shock the family member did
not dispute this claim. Simply shrugged their shoulders, agreed, and recommended | apply
some ice. | immediately contacted my attorney, sought medical attention to ensure she
was okay, had the incident properly documented, and a children services investigation was
opened.

Following this investigation, Children Services found the allegations to be substantiated. In
part because her biological father openly admitted to hitting her in the face, and because
the physical evidence directly supported what she claimed to have happened. Instead of
child abuse charges being recommended or parenting time adjusted, he was praised for
being “honest and willing to cooperate with their investigation.” He lost no parenting time
and was simply ordered to complete four anger management classes.
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In family court it was my experience, that the system often prioritized fairness between
parents over safety for children. There was an expectation to co-parent, even in situations
where there had been clear patterns of abuse. For instance, immediately following the
above-mentioned abuse, | withheld my children from their next visit with their biological
father pending the results of the children services investigation. | believed | had a clear
reason to fear for both of my children’s safety at this time. | was held in contempt of court.
The focus seemed to be on maintaining access, rather than fully understanding the impact
of that environment on a child’s well-being and long-term health.

Unsurprisingly, the abuse did not end with this moment. It only set the tone for the next
decade of our lives.

What happened during that investigation sent a message however, one that no child should
have to ever carry. My daughter learned, at just four years old, before she could properly tie
her shoes, that speaking up and telling the truth did not necessarily lead to protection from
the “adults.” And at the same time, my abuser learned something just as dangerous... that
the court system itself was now his greatest weapon to continue his abusive control while
using the children as his pawns.

What followed were years of ongoing court battles, repeated filings, new attorneys, and a
system that, at times, seemed unable to fully recognize the pattern of harm we were living
through.

Even when that same daughter, sat in front of a Magistrate over a year later sharing what
was continuing to happen inside of her biological father’s home. This specific hearing was
taking place due to concerns brought forth by my children’s private school. The teachers,
director and school therapist had serious concerns about their well-being and were
prepared to testify about these concerns. By this point he had been granted unsupervised
visits, and even over nights, because the goal after all was to keep both parents involved as
much as possible.

My daughter was asked to testify on her own inside that large, cold, scary courtroom.
Understandably without either parents present, just the GAL, attorneys, and Magistrate.
But to a small girl sitting there in her favorite sketcher twinkle toe light up shoes, it felt an
awful lot like four against one. Still, she held her head high. Unphased. She bravely recalled
stories of not just fearing for her own safety, but also her little brothers and her
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stepmothers. She specifically recalled seeing bruising on her stepmother’s neck that my
daughter felt looked like my neck did after she witnessed her biological father strangle me.
She explained to the Magistrate what she had been told happened to her stepmother’s
neck, but pushed back exclaiming “I know that’s not true, and | know lying is bad.”
Ultimately, we were told that because my young daughter couldn’t put these events into an
accurate or appropriate timeline, she, and | quote “could not be considered a credible
withess.” Could not be considered a credible witness to her own abuse...

It had become very clear; we weren’t just navigating custody court; we were surviving a
system that was not only allowing, but almost facilitating the abuse to continue.

Ultimately, the only real intervention did not come from the family court system like it
should have. It came a decade later, when my now ex-husband nearly took the life of his
second wife during an incredibly violent act of domestic violence, strangling her with a belt
instead of his hands, and was sentenced to 20 years in prison.

The warning signs were there. My children saw them. | saw them. And yet the system did
not act on them.

It should not take someone almost dying for a system to recognize the level of danger that
already existed... existed right under their noses.

My children deserved to be protected long before that moment. And like so many other
families, we were left navigating a system that did not, and in many ways, could not
effectively do so due to the ways the laws are currently written.

This is why SB 174 matters.

What | experienced was not a single failure, it was an ignored pattern. A pattern of abuse
that was not fully recognized, not fully understood, and at times, not given the weight it
deserved in decisions that directly impacted the safety of my children. SB 174 strengthens
the requirement that courts consider the full history of domestic violence, not just isolated
incidents or criminal convictions. It recognizes that abuse is often a pattern, one that
continues even after separation.

It also makes clear that parenting time should not be maximized at the expense of safety.
Because what | personally experienced over the last twenty-two years, was a system that
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continued to prioritize access, even when there were indicators of harm right in front of
their faces.

This bill acknowledges something that many survivors know all too well, that the court
process itself can be used as a tool of continued control. The repeated filings, ongoing legal
battles, the emotional and financial strain, these are not just part of the process, they
become part of the abuse. The post-separation abuse. SB 174 gives courts clearer
guidelines and stronger tools to recognize these patterns and respond in a way that
prioritizes safety, stability, and the well-being of children.

One of the challenges with our current system is that it often seems to require survivors
and children to present a “perfect” case of abuse, one that is clearly documented,
consistently reported, and easily proven. But the reality is that nothing about abuse is easy,
no matter the form. It does not present itself this way and never will. It is often complex,
ongoing, sneaky, and difficult to fully capture through documentation alone.

Children may not be able to articulate their experiences in a way that meets any of the legal
standards. Not to mention that often times when children come forward with
“undocumented” allegations, it’s flipped around onto the protective parent, and re-framed
as though they are coaching their children to say these things.

We need to remember that the absence of clear proof does not mean the absence of
danger. It many cases, that’s where the greatest risk exits.

SB174 moves us closer to a system that recognizes patterns, context, and lived
experiences, not just what can be neatly packaged and proven. Will it fix everything? No.
But it is a meaningful step forward towards a system that better understands the realities of
abuse and prioritizes the safety and well-being of children.

The system should not require perfection in order to provide protection.
| urge you to support and pass Senate Bill 174.
Our children’s futures depend on it.

Thank you for your time and consideration.



