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The Homicide Family Support Group
Helping Victims’ Families

and Prosecutors

By BEN DAvID

SPEAKING FOR THE DEAD 1S an awesome
responsibility. For prosecutors handling a murder case,
giving victims a voice in the courtroom can be espe-
cially daunting. Not only must we flesh out the
humanity of a person we have never met, but much of
our time, both leading up to the trial and during it, can
be consumed by counseling family members of the
deceased. For these relatives, an added layer of anger,
fear, and uncertainty is mixed into the equation as they
wonder who will be held responsible, what will hap-
pen in court, and whether their wishes will be consid-
ered.

In Wilmington, North Carolina, where I serve as
district attorney, a group of ordinary citizens meets
once a month to help victims’ families through their
grief when a death occurs. Having been in existence
for over a decade, the Homicide Family Support
Group (HFSG) helps the prosecutors and victim wit-
ness assistants who handle these cases almost as much
as it benefits the family members.

The HFSG 1s made up entirely of victims’ relatives

who have experienced the tragic loss of loved ones

taken through acts of violence, ranging from driving
while impaired offenses to first degree capital murder
cases. Family members counsel each other through
their grief and, in the process, learn about the road
ahead as the case winds its way through the bizarre and
unfamiliar territory of the criminal justice system.

The group meets one evening a month away from
the courthouse. Everyone must sign a confidentiality
pledge to enter the room. Media is strictly forbidden.
Pizza is served and child care 1s provided. No profes-
sional counselors are present and participants are cau-
tioned that the HESG 1is not intended to replace the
counseling that many require from psychologists, psy-
chiatrists, pastors or other professionals. The only pro-
fessionals in the room are a senior prosecutor and a
victim witness legal assistant who answer general ques-
tions about the court process but stay away from the
business of counseling.

Family members provide the healing, going around
the room telling the others what has brought them to
the group. There is no script for the meeting and

everyone is told that there 1s no right way to feel. For

Ben David is the district attorney in the Fifth District, Wilmington, North Carolina.

24 OcToBER / NOVEMBER / DECEMBER 2010



returning members, many simply talk about the good
and bad things that have happened in their lives over
the preceding month. Members are told not to discuss
the facts of a specific case, other than to give a brief
description of the date of loss and manner of death. If
they have specific questions or want to provide new
information about their loved one’s case, they are told
to schedule a time during the business day to meet

with the detective and prosecutor who are assigned to

handle it.
UPHOLDING VIicTIMS’ RIGHTS

In North Carolina, like in many states, homicide vic-
tims’ families have a Constitutional right to meet with
the prosecutors handling the case, to be present at crit-
ical stages of the proceeding, and to speak to the judge
at the time of sentencing or plea. The HFSG gives
families a meaningful and constant connection to the
District Attorney’s Office for the time the case is
pending—which, as we all know, can seem excruciat-
ingly long. Frustration with the system can be
addressed and sometimes allayed by others who have
been there before. By the time new family members
come to court, they know about the process and, fre-
quently, a detailed letter or impact statement has been

written.

EDUCATING VIcTIMS’> FAMILIES
ABOUT THE PROCESS

Family members typically have lots of questions:

* What are the steps in the process (first appearance
through trial);

* Why do some cases plead and others go to trial;

* Is the death penalty an option or is probation even

possible?

For many of these questions, the moderating prose-
cutor may be able to provide an answer. Other times,
this same prosecutor will report the family members’
concerns to the prosecutor handling the case the next
day.

Family members also educate each other. New

members hear words of warning from the veterans,
like not talking to the press until the case is over. Some
have also shared their experience of discussing the case
with “an investigator from the county,” only to be
cross-examined later about the statement they gave to
the investigator from the Public Defender’s Office.

BECOMING EDUCATED By
THE VICTIMS’ FAMILIES

As the fog lifts in the days after a funeral, some victims’
relatives have meaningful information to provide that

may aid in the investigation, head off a defense, or pro-

The HFSG is frequently the place
where my office realizes that inves-
tigators need to conduct follow-up

interviews and investigations.

W

vide more insight into the humanity of a victim who
we will never meet. The HFSG is frequently the place
where my office realizes that investigators need to
conduct follow-up interviews and investigations. We
also learn something about life. For instance, I have
long learned not to use a word like “closure” when

discussing their grief—some wounds never heal.

ASSISTANCE DURING
COURT PROCEEDINGS

Members of the HFSG attend court proceedings to
lend each other support. Imagine the impact this
group has on a judge and jury. Without saying a word,

this sea of people, diverse in every respect, united by
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grief over the loss of the victim, conveys the magni-
tude of the loss to everyone in the courtroom. Some
defense attorneys have made motions to bar the HFSG
from the trial. These motions have never been grant-
ed.

The support that members give each other frees up
very busy prosecutors and victim witness legal assis-
tants to focus on the hearing or trial. In lengthy cases,
or when a family is coming in from out of town for a
loved one’s trial, members provide home cooked meals

to the family.

LiIFE GOES ON—CONTINUING
THE CONNECTION

After the trial or plea is over, many family members
still feel empty since no amount of punishment can
bring their loved ones back. These relatives have now
gone through the court process, making their partici-
pation in the HFSG more valuable than ever. Veterans
educate newer members about the grief they experi-
enced along the way and help demystify the process by
talking firsthand about their journey through the sys-
tem.

Over the years, many members report that their
grief changes. Imagine when a mother of a child who
was murdered last week hears from a mother who lost
a child eight years ago that it took her four years to
smile and really laugh again. That is hope given by
someone who has been there. HFSG members get
incredibly close with each other and frequently check
in with one another. Members attend the biggest
events of each others’ lives, whether it is the birth of a
child, a wedding, or another funeral. Not surprisingly,
many lifelong friendships have been forged among the
members of the HFSG.

A BRIDGE OF TRUST TO
THE NEXT FAMILIES

When a death occurs in our community, members of
my office and members of the HFSG know that there
is a family in shock that will soon be coming to the

courthouse. The initial meeting with this new family is

made with members of law enforcement and then
with members of the District Attorney’s Office. At this
meeting, we tell them about the HFSG. We ask them
if it is okay for a current member to call them, typi-
cally a family who has experienced loss in a similar
way. When a member of the HFSG calls a new family
to assure them that the prosecutor who handled their
case was caring and professional, the trust that is built
goes a long way for the victim’s family and for the
District Attorney’s Office.

A PuBLIC WAY TO CELEBRATE LIFE

There is one event that the HFSG makes open to the
public. Every May, the families come together to
remember their loved ones in a memorial service that
celebrates life and calls for peace. A slide show broad-
casts images of the victims during good times. Music
is played and flowers are brought forward as the name
of each victim is announced. Members of my office,
along with law enforcement officers and other com-
munity leaders, come to this collective “second funer-
al” for these victims. No one has more legitimacy in
the community in showing the face of senseless loss
through violence or impaired driving than the relatives
who make up the HFSG.

The message is clear: People must learn from these
senseless tragedies if these crimes are to stop. As a con-
stant reminder of the lives that have been taken, these
same pictures of victims are on permanent display in
the lobby of the District Attorney’s Office in the pub-
lic waiting area. These images provide perhaps the
most persistent reminder of why we do what we do:
Giving voice to victims who are now absent but who

are not forgotten.
STARTING A HFSG IN YOUR JURISDICTION

Starting a HESG in your jurisdiction is easy and the
benefits are immeasurable. If you would like to learn
more about our group, visit MyDistrictAttorney.com
and click on the court programs icon to get contact

information for the HFSG coordinator.
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