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 Nationwide Coalition Files Lawsuit Challenging Blocked 
Funding for Domestic and Sexual Assault Organizations

 Attorney General Bonta Files Amicus Brief in Support 
of Lawsuit Challenging DOJ’s Restrictions on 
Domestic Violence Funds

The National Women’s Law Center 
(NWLC) fi led a lawsuit (Rhode Island 
Coalition Against Domestic Violence v. 
Bondi) on behalf of 17 state domestic 
violence and sexual assault organiza-
tions, seeking immediate relief to 
stop the Trump-Vance administration 
from imposing unlawful restrictions 
on grants issued by the Department 
of Justice’s Offi ce on Violence Against 
Women (OVW).

The new restrictions imposed on 
grant funding for domestic and sexual 
violence services make it impossible 
for many of the service providers to 
operate programs effectively, threat-
ening to eliminate services that victims 
of violence rely on in neighborhoods 
throughout the country. 

“The president lied in his promise 
to protect women, and is now threaten-
ing to block funding for our clients who 
actually protect women every day—so we 
are taking this administration to court,” 
said Gaylynn Burroughs, vice president 
of education and workplace justice at 
NWLC, one of fi ve organizations repre-
senting the plaintiff coalition.

“Our clients offer safety and sup-
port for survivors, with services like 
case management, counseling, hous-
ing assistance, legal help, medical 

care, and more. Holding back their 
funding in the name of a racist, xeno-
phobic, transphobic agenda is unac-
ceptable, and we will fi ght for our 
clients to secure the funding they 
deserve, that keeps women, their fam-
ilies, and our communities safe.”

The Trump administration is 
demanding that, in order to receive 
funding, organizations must certify 
they won’t engage in “out-of-scope” 
activities, including programs cen-
tered on “gender ideology” or “illegal 
DEI” activities that “do not advance 
the policy of equal dignity and 
respect” or promote “the violation of 
federal immigration law.” The admin-
istration is also zeroing in on activi-
ties that “frame domestic violence or 
sexual assault as systemic social justice 
issues rather than criminal offenses.”

These certifi cations defy the very 
purpose and promise of VAWA, which 
was originally passed by Congress in 
1994 to address gender-based vio-
lence. The act is reauthorized every 
10 years with new and improved pro-
grams that respond to the systems that 
perpetuate violence against women.

In addition to NWLC, Democracy 
Forward, Jacobson Lawyers Group, 
Lynette Labinger for the ACLU of 

Rhode Island, and DeLuca, Weizen-
baum, and Barry & Revens, Ltd. for the 
Lawyers’ Committee for Rhode Island 
are representing the plaintiffs in the 
lawsuit. The group of state domestic 
violence and sexual assault coalition 
includes: the Rhode Island Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence, Califor-
nia Partnership to End Domestic Vio-
lence, Colorado Coalition Against 
Sexual Assault, DC Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence, End Domestic 
Abuse Wisconsin: the Wisconsin Coali-
tion Against Domestic Violence, Idaho 
Coalition Against Sexual and Domes-
tic Violence, Iowa Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence, Jane Doe Inc. (The 
Massachusetts Coalition Against Sexual 
Assault and Domestic Violence), Kansas 
Coalition Against Sexual and Domestic 
Violence, Montana Coalition Against 
Domestic and Sexual Violence, North 
Carolina Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence, Oregon Coalition Against 
Domestic and Sexual Violence, Penn-
sylvania Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence, ValorUS, Violence Free Min-
nesota, Virginia Sexual and Domestic 
Violence Action Alliance, and the Wis-
consin Coalition Against Sexual Assault. 

Source: Press Release, National Wom-
en’s Law Center, June 16, 2025. 

California Attorney General Rob 
Bonta today joined a multistate coali-
tion in submitting an amicus brief in 
Rhode Island Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence v. Bondi, supporting plaintiffs 
challenging conditions placed on Vio-
lence Against Women Act (VAWA) 
grants by the U.S. Department of Justice 
(U.S. DOJ). In their brief, the attorneys 
general argue that the federal govern-
ment is illegally adding new rules to 
domestic violence and sexual assault 
grants that go against the Constitution 
and threaten vital services for victims.

“Violence Against Women Act grants 
provide a critical safety net for survivors 

of domestic violence and sexual assault 
across California,” said Attorney Gen-
eral Bonta. “The Trump Administra-
tion’s politically driven restrictions on 
accessing these grants are not only 
unlawful, but they also put lives at risk. 
Survivors deserve support free from dis-
crimination and interference, not con-
fusing mandates that jeopardize their 
access to help when they need it most.” 

VAWA grants help provide safe shel-
ters, counseling, legal aid, and other 
critical support, aiming to serve all eli-
gible victims, regardless of their back-
ground. However, U.S. DOJ is now 
attempting to add confusing new rules 

to these grants, telling organizations 
they cannot use funds to “promote 
gender identity” or “DEI programs,” 
even while maintaining that organiza-
tions must continue to serve all victims 
and follow anti-discrimination laws. 
This puts the groups that help victims 
and survivors in an impossible bind 
and potentially leaves countless victims 
without the help they desperately need.

The plaintiffs, a coalition of domes-
tic violence and sexual assault service 
providers, argue that these conditions 
exceed U.S. DOJ’s statutory authority, 
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authority over VAWA grants, the 
OVW’s determination of grant condi-
tions is not immune from review and 
in fact must adhere to the statutory 
requirements established by the leg-
islature in the VAWA, including anti-
discrimination requirements. 

Next, the Court addressed the mer-
its of the Coalitions’ claims using the 
narrow scope of review under the APA: 
whether the OVW examined the “rel-
evant data” and provided “a satisfactory 
explanation” for its decision based on a 
rational connection between the facts 
and the decision. This standard requires 
only a showing that the OVW action 
was both “reasonable and reasonably 
explained.” Acknowledging the limited 
record before it, the Court described 
the OVW’s decision-making process as 
“wholly under-reasoned and arbitrary.” 
The declaration submitted by the OVW 
Acting Director promising to be reason-
able in its application of the new condi-
tions did not change this conclusion, as 
the declaration simply deferred to exec-
utive orders without any explanation 
or data to justify its decision. Further, 
the OVW did not consider the nega-
tive repercussions of its decision on the 
Coalitions and the “vulnerable popula-
tions” they serve. As the OVW failed to 
meet the basic “reasoned explanation 
requirement of administrative law,” the 
Coalitions were able to demonstrate a 
likelihood of success on the merits of at 
least one claim under the APA.

As to the second prong of the test, the 
Court found that the Coalitions dem-
onstrated a likelihood of “irreparable 
injury” in the absence of an injunction. 
Specifi cally, the Coalitions were given 
an impossible choice: either apply for 
and accept funding conditions at odds 
with the requirements of VAWA and 
with their core missions (potentially 

risking loss of grant funding and legal 
liability for violating the grant condi-
tions) or relinquish the opportunity 
for grant funds that would assist in 
carrying out critical services. Selecting 
either option would lead to irreparable 
harm to the organizations. Referring 
to the Acting Director’s promises to 
be “reasonable” in its implementation 
of the challenged conditions as “cold 
comfort” under the current adminis-
tration, the Court invoked the words of 
former President Ronald Regan: “The 
nine most terrifying words in the Eng-
lish language are: I’m from the Govern-
ment, and I’m here to help.” 

As for the fi nal two factors, the Court 
found that the balance of equities 
favored the Coalitions and was also in 
the public interest. As already noted, 
faced with the uncertainty of the new 
grant conditions, the Coalitions faced 
two equally untenable risks of either 
violating the grant conditions or forego-
ing necessary funding to provide “life-
saving services” for sexual assault and 
domestic violence victims. In contrast, 
granting the injunction would not harm 
the OVW, which would simply return to 
the status quo before it added the chal-
lenged conditions. The Court found 
“unconvincing” the OVW’s counterar-
guments that it could not easily recover 
funds once they were disbursed and 
that the public interest lay in respecting 
the Executive Branch’s authority. The 
injunction would not require disburse-
ment of any funds, and on the point 
of respect, Judge Smith countered: 
“…[S]peaking of respect, the public has 
an interest in the Executive respecting 
the Legislature’s spending decisions.” 

Having found that the Coalition 
satisfi ed the four-prong test, the Court 
imposed the remedy authorized under 
the APA, i.e., temporarily staying the 
challenged conditions for all Fiscal Year 
2025 VAWA grants. Thus, the Rhode 

Island federal district issued a prelimi-
nary order blocking the Trump-Vance 
administration from enforcing many of 
the new unlawful restrictions on grants 
from the U.S. Department of Justice’s 
Offi ce on Violence Against Women. 
The court’s order was “granted in 
part/denied in part”—the judge did 
not strike down the entire grant pro-
gram or every policy change, but he 
did order DOJ/OVW to stop using or 
enforcing the key new restrictions that 
were at the heart of the plaintiffs’ com-
plaint. OVW must process FY25 grants 
under the prior framework. 

Days later, a different District of 
Rhode Island judge granted a parallel 
preliminary injunction against similar 
anti-DEI/“gender ideology” restrictions 
issued by HHS/HUD, explicitly adopt-
ing RICADV’s reasoning. Rhode Island 
Coalition Against Domestic Violence v. 
Kennedy, No. 1:25-cv-00342-MRD-PAS; 
2025 WL 2899764 (D.R.I. Oct. 10, 2025).

According to commentary by the 
ACLU (on the Rhode Island ACLU 
Blog): “The ruling is a major relief for 
survivors of domestic violence and sex-
ual assault and the state coalitions—
including the Rhode Island Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence—and ser-
vice providers and community organi-
zations that support them. The court’s 
decision halts dangerous new require-
ments that made it impossible for 
many grantees to operate legally or 
effectively. These restrictions threat-
ened to cut off life-saving resources to 
survivors, especially those from mar-
ginalized communities.” However, the 
injunction may not be the fi nal word 
on this issue, as the parties continue 
to litigate the underlying lawsuit. 

*Pallavi Dhawan is Associate Editor, DVR, and 
Director of Policy for Domestic Violence and Vulner-
able Victims , Los Angeles City Attorney’s Office. The 
opinions in this article are her own. 

are arbitrary and capricious, and vio-
late constitutional rights, including 
the First and Fifth Amendments and 
the Spending Clause.

In their amicus brief, the attor-
neys general support the plaintiffs, 
arguing that preliminary injunctive 
relief reinstating this funding while 
litigation continues is in the public 
interest because:

• Enforcing conditions on VAWA-
funded services for California resi-
dents would cause severe harm, 
particularly in addressing domestic 
violence and sexual assault.

• VAWA funds are vital for training 
law enforcement, improving victim 
services for underserved popula-
tions, and assisting victims with 
immigration matters. 

In submitting the amicus brief, 
Attorney General Bonta joins the 

attorneys general of Rhode Island, 
Colorado, the District of Columbia, 
Arizona, Connecticut, Delaware, 
Hawaii, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, 
Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New 
York, Oregon, Vermont, Washington, 
and Wisconsin.

Source: Press Release, State of Cali-
fornia Department of Justice, Office of the 
Attorney General, July 11, 2025. 
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