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Spotlight on Palm Beach County
Start by Believing

EVAWI is pleased to spotlight the great work on behalf of 
sexual assault survivors in Palm Beach County, Florida. 
With support from the State Attorney's Office, professionals 
throughout the county are adopting a Start by Believing
philosophy and promoting positive change in many creative 
ways.

Raising Awareness in the Community

Recognizing that widespread 
support for victims is an 
essential part of addressing 
crime, Palm Beach County 
adopted the Start by Believing 
campaign to change the way the 
community responds to sexual 
assault. In 2016, the Board of 
Commissioners sponsored a 
Proclamation declaring April as 
Sexual Assault Awareness 
Month and commencing the 
Start by Believing public 
awareness campaign. In doing 
so, they recognized the vital importance of pursuing the 
vision of a community free from sexual violence.

Strategic Plan for Start by Believing

The Palm Beach County Sexual Assault Response Team 
(SART) set about translating that vision into practical action 
steps. Palm Beach has a large SART with partners from 
various law enforcement jurisdictions, victim services, 
Sexual Assault Nurse Examiners (SANEs), the State 
Attorney's Office, and many other agencies. Together, they 
are working to make sure victims' voices are heard.

In 2018, the SART created a draft Strategic Plan
specifically focused on Start by Believing. It is the first one 
we are aware of at EVAWI! Goals for this plan include: 
developing and promoting policy recommendations that 
enact a Start by Believing philosophy, increasing 
community awareness about the campaign, and launching 
a training initiative to improve both personal and 
professional responses to sexual assault.
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The Start by Believing message is currently being 
delivered to county residents through advocacy work within 
the school system, participation and leadership of the 
SART, the Survivor Action Team (highlighted below), self-
defense workshops, and training for law enforcement and 
SANEs. The SART Campus Committee also brings county 
campuses together for a full day of training in a "Campus 
Round Up." The SART Strategic Plan includes initiatives to 
embed Start by Believing in all student and staff training 
programs at Keiser University and Florida Atlantic 
University, including "train-the-trainer" programs for student 
leaders and other staff.

With all these events and activities, it is clear that SART 
members throughout the county have embraced the Start 
by Believing philosophy. One could almost say that in Palm 
Beach County, Florida, they "SART" by Believing!

Law Enforcement Pledges

Sheriff Rick Bradshaw and 22 Chiefs of Police signed on to 
support the Start by Believing campaign in Palm Beach 
County. These pledges are a starting point for transforming 
personal and professional responses, making it more likely 
that sexual assaults will be reported, and victims will 
engage with the criminal justice system. To put these 
principles into action, law enforcement professionals 
across the county are now receiving enhanced training to 
ensure that victims are treated with dignity and respect, 
and that sexual assault crimes are investigated with 
diligence.

State Attorneys in the Palm Beach County Special Victims 
Unit have incorporated Start by Believing into the training 
they provide for law enforcement. In addition, 90 members 
of the Palm Beach County Sheriff's Office, in various 
divisions and assignments, have completed EVAWI's 
OnLine Training Institute (OLTI) modules on sexual assault 
response and investigation.

The Certified Rape Crisis Center also has a dedicated 
Start by Believing Wall displaying all signed pledges.

Powerhouse Advocacy

The County Victim Services Division has used several 
creative strategies to engage the community and promote 
messages consistent with the Start by Believing 
philosophy. The Survivor Action Team, a Victim Services 
SART committee, creates platforms to amplify survivors' 
voices and break the silence about sexual assault. CNN 
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Survivor Action Team members Mindi 
Fetterman, Founder of the Inner Truth Project, 

along with Hortensia Mahon, Julie Weil, Sharon 
Daugherty, Neicoya Franklin and Ashley Foster

included the Survivor Action Team in their recent 
documentary, Anatomy of a Rape.

PSA wins the Telly Bronze Award

In 2017, the 
Survivor Action 
Team's public 
service 
announcement
won a prestigious 
Telly award for 
excellence in video 
and television. In 
their frank and 
uplifting manner, 
the Survivor Action 
Team spoke 
directly to survivors 

who may be hesitating in coming forward. Putting a face on 
the presence of empowered local survivors, their intent is 
to break through other survivors' isolation and invite them 
into a safe place for sharing their truth with Team 
members.

Messages for the Community

By uniting around the Start by Believing message, the 
Palm Beach County SART is helping professionals and 
community members alike to create a culture of justice and 
healing for sexual assault victims. They have ambitious but 
specific plans to bring these messages to the forefront 
through use of traditional and social media, training 
opportunities, public presentations, and best practices for 
agencies.

Contact Information

For more information about the events and activities in 
Palm Beach County, Florida, please contact:

Nicole A. Bishop, MSW, Director of Justice and Victim 
Services, Palm Beach County Board of County 
Commissioners
(561) 355-1723
nbishop@pbcgov.org

Julie Weil, Founder, Not Just Me Foundation
julie@notjustmefoundation.org
http://www.notjustmefoundation.org
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End Violence Against Women International

Vision Statement:  We envision a world where gender-based violence is unacceptable; where perpetrators 
are held accountable, and victims receive the compassion, support, and justice they deserve.

Mission Statement:  We inspire and educate those who respond to gender-based violence, equipping 
them with the knowledge and tools they need to support victims and hold perpetrators accountable.  We 
promote victim-centered, multidisciplinary collaboration, which strengthens the response of the criminal 
justice system, other professionals, allies, and the general public -- making communities safer. 
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