Collaboration Key in Kankakee
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Once a month they gather in Kankakee County and talk about sexual assault. They talk about ways victims can be better served by hospitals and law enforcement and the local rape crisis center. They talk about ways all the agencies in town can better work together. They talk about the issue of sexual violence. 

The discussions and the outcomes from those discussions have helped sexual assault victims receive better services. They have helped make the Kankakee County Sexual Assault Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT) a model program.  

“The problems are brought to the table and the problems are worked out right there,” said Chief Jo Mulcahy of the Kankakee County Sheriff’s Department. “We’ve gotten everybody on board so it works better all around. … It’s just been excellent.”
The MDT consists of the Kankakee County Sheriff’s Department, Kankakee City Police, Bourbonnais Police Department, Bradley Police Department, Herscher Police Department, Manteno Police Department, Illinois State Police, Kankakee County State’s Attorney’s Office adult and juvenile divisions, Provena St. Mary’s Hospital, Riverside Medical Center, The Kankakee County Probation Department, the Child Network, Olivet Nazarene University and the Kankakee County Center Against Sexual Assault. 
The project was initiated in Sept. 2004 through a three-year grant from the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority. The grant was continued in 2007. The communication and trust between group members has grown tremendously through the years. 


“It’s nothing for me to call a detective or KC-CASA worker or State’s Attorney worker. It’s understood that can be done,” said Pat Donath, Clinical Coordinator at Provena St. Mary’s Hospital.


The communication is crucial to the program’s success of increasing the reports of sexual assault and moving those cases through legal system. 
“People learn to know us, trust us, have become friends with us,” KC-CASA advocate and project coordinator Cheryl Chamberlain said. “It’s an easier transition because we’ve built the relationships over the years. There is always that one person in every office that we have developed a relationship with that you can go to and they will go above and beyond.”

The number of reports of sexual assault rose from 111 in 2003 to 146 in 2005, the first year of the MTD. There were 145 reports in 2006, before dropping to 111 in 2007.

“I think people are more confident with reporting because of what we are doing,” Bourbonnais Police Department Detective Lt. Greg Kunce. “It makes it a better process for the victims.”

The data collection is an important facet of the project, especially for the police departments and State’s Attorney’s offices. The data collection system tracks cases through the system enabling law enforcement to see the outcomes of individual cases and the group can discuss ways to improve the system with real-time case specific discussion. The data also shows the judges’ rulings for each case, enabling the State’s Attorney’s office to better prepare for trial. 

The process has helped prosecution of sexual assault cases because the group provides a better foundation for victim assistance than other types of cases. In 2006, 35-percent of the reports led to charges being filed by the State’s Attorney’s office. Also, the percentage of cases dismissed once they entered the system has fallen from 22-percent in 2004 to eight-percent in 2006.

“I’ve seen it in the other kinds of cases, say burglary cases, and you see the victims lose interest,” said Kankakee County Assistant State’s Attorney Brenda Claudio said. “…When you have a group of people that victims feel they are being supported that are willing to stay for the long haul.”

The group often discusses the cases in the system and the strengths and weaknesses of each case. The trust and knowledge of each other’s efforts has helped ease the pain of cases that didn’t have the outcome desired by the group.

“They now understand why certain cases were not charged,” Claudio said. “… They acknowledge it and understand it instead of just being mad at us.”

The improved communication didn’t happen easily. The participants needed patience in building the project. It’s a lesson other programs must heed when beginning a collaborative effort with difficult questions.  

 “You have to start somewhere, not give up and realize it’s going to take time to do this,” Chamberlain said. “If you get one person on your side, you’ve gained from that.”

The MTD’s goal from the start was to heighten sensitivity to victims of sexual violence and improve evidence collection, initial response victim interviews and victim referrals. Among the first outcomes was increased training of police officers by KC-CASA staff.
“The trainings have been great. (The police officers) know what to expect, who to call, who to talk to. That is so important,” said Mulcahy, who has been with the police for more than 30 years. “They are understanding more. … It’s not a sexual crime. It’s a power crime.

“It’s just been excellent. I know what it was like back then and they know what it was like before. (The MTD) has been great.”

The MTD’s funding allowed KC-CASA to add two advocates and a project coordinator. The State’s Attorney’s Office added an additional prosecutor to aid in expediting prosecution of sex offenders and violations of probation or violations of sex offender registration. KC-CASA’s leadership in the project has been invaluable.
“KC-Casa has been the catalyst behind this. Without them it wouldn’t have been as good,” Kunce said. 

The group also spent a year working to improve the forensic evidence collection process at the local hospitals, culminating in the purchasing of specialized forensic photography equipment for photo documentation.

“It took several months to make sure we had all our ducks in a row. We couldn’t have done it without the team,” Donath said. 
The group has been dogged in its efforts to improve the system’s responses and case outcomes. Project goals are reached quickly in some areas while others take up to a year of discussion and research. That the agencies remain at the table is the crucial element in any decision.
“Sometimes we can sit down at the table and solve something in five minutes. It depends on how detailed it is and what we are doing. Sometimes it’s a year,” Kunce said. “Everybody has input. Nobody turns a deaf ear.”


Currently, the group is working to improve the public’s knowledge about sexual violence to enhance the jury pool and working with judges to improve the instructions given to juries.

“This is an issue that’s out there, but there is not an easy solution,” Chamberlain said. “But it’s not something we just complain about and forget about. We’re working on it.”

Funding for the MTD has been ongoing. However, even if funding wasn’t obtained the strides the group has made the past four years would not end.

“If I lost my job and the two advocates lost their job, I still think things would happen,” Chamberlain said. “I can’t see the people who have been doing the work all this time leaving the effort.”

That knowledge will continue to benefit the county and sexual assault victims. 
“The knowledge we have acquired through the years is wonderful and I hope we won’t ever lose that. We keep bringing in new people,” Mulcahy said.

