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A young woman cow-
ers in the passenger 
seat of a banged-up 

Cadillac, blood oozing from 
scratches carved in her face. 

She weeps as a North 
Charleston police officer es-
corts her boyfriend in hand-
cuffs from a nearby bun-
galow. Barefoot, with jeans 
sagging off his slender frame, 
the boyfriend glowers when 
asked how his girlfriend was 
injured.

“we fighting,” he answers 
with a shrug.

Police charge the boyfriend 
with criminal domestic vio-
lence, but he doesn’t spend 
long behind bars. he posts 
bail within hours and is re-
leased. Then, the charge goes 
away entirely after his girl-
friend has second thoughts 
about testifying. 

It’s a familiar tale across 
South Carolina. Cases against 
domestic abusers fall apart on 
a regular basis, allowing them to escape punishment 
and continue to mistreat the women in their lives — at 
times, with deadly results. examples are easy to find.

Nathaniel Beeks, a 47-year-old greenville County 
man, was arrested seven times for criminal domestic 
violence before he strangled his girlfriend to death 
in April 2011. Derrick Anderson, 34, of greenwood, 
had six arrests for domestic violence and eight more 
for assault before he throttled the life from his ex-
girlfriend in 2007.

A number of factors contribute to this problem, from 
overcrowded court dockets and under-trained police to 
victims too scared to testify against the men who beat 
them. Couple these issues with a domestic violence law 
that treats first-time offenders about the same as shop-
lifters and litterbugs, and it’s easy to see why abusers 
go free time and again.

After a 2001 study revealed that more than half of 
South Carolina’s most serious domestic violence cas-
es never went to trial, then-Attorney general Charlie 
Condon ordered prosecutors across the state to pursue 
convictions even when victims refused to cooperate. 
That policy has continued under each of Condon’s two 
successors. They’ve also sent in outside attorneys to 
help prosecute domestic violence in struggling counties 
with few resources.

yet 13 years later, state 
court statistics show simi-
lar results: Since July 2012, 
more than 40 percent of the 
8,884 domestic violence cas-
es handled in general Ses-
sions courts were dismissed 
for one reason or another, 
according to a Post and Cou-
rier analysis.

The state doesn’t track the 
outcome of charges in mag-
istrate and municipal courts, 
though they handle the lion’s 
share of domestic violence 
cases. one state commission 
sampling found that more 
than half of the 5,329 domes-
tic violence cases that landed 
in magistrate courts between 
July 2012 and June 2013 were 
ultimately dismissed. 

A Post and Courier analy-
sis of local court data found 
similar patterns. About six 
in 10 domestic violence cases 
that ended up in Charleston 
and North Charleston mu-

nicipal courts between 2009 and 2013 were dismissed 
or dropped by prosecutors. In suburban Mount Pleas-
ant, the figure was around 38 percent.

Cold feet
Prosecutors say a percentage of these cases were 

thrown out — about 9 percent in Charleston, for 
example — when the abuser successfully completed a 
court-ordered counseling program for batterers. The 
numbers also don’t reflect when a suspect agreed to 
plead guilty to a charge other than domestic violence, 
such as simple assault. 

But prosecutors acknowledge that a sizable number 
of cases simply go away for lack of evidence or because 
the victims back out of testifying. 

“our biggest issue is the lack of cooperation from vic-
tims,” 9th Circuit Solicitor Scarlett wilson said.

Though frustrating, she understands that reticence, as 
do the police investigating these cases. North Charles-
ton Detective Chris ross, a 36-year veteran, said bat-
tered women often return to their abusers and seek 
to have charges dropped, either out of love, necessity 
or fear.

“A lot of them are terrified,” he said. “They are afraid 
they will face additional retribution, which is a legiti-
mate concern.”

Why abusers often escape punishment
Cases fall apart amid fear of retribution, lack of evidence, lax law, swamped courts
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North Charleston police officer Adrian Besancon 
takes a man into custody in early June after his 
live-in girlfriend accused him of assaulting her. The 
charge was later dismissed after the woman opted 
not to testify against him. A sampling of state courts 
found that more than half of the 5,300 misdemeanor 
domestic violence cases studied between 2012 and 
2013 were eventually dropped before trial.
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Charleston County Magistrate Brian rawl said the 
horror of the whole situation is that these women of-
ten have been brutalized for years. Studies show that 
victims often are assaulted seven times or more before 
reporting. Some never do.

The 29-year veteran judge recalled the case of an 
84-year-old woman who accused her husband of beat-
ing her. rawl asked the woman how long she’d been 
abused. She replied “our entire 60-year marriage. I have 
bone cancer now and I can’t have him beat on me.”

Pressing on
S.C. Attorney general Alan wilson pushes prosecu-

tors to move forward with domestic abuse cases even 
when victims feel too embarrassed or afraid to coop-
erate. he tells victims: “This is not your cross to bear. 
This is my burden. ... he has committed a crime against 
the state.”  

Still, it’s an uphill climb. 
A “victim-less” prosecution can succeed if an of-

ficer witnesses the assault or can find fingerprints, 
a recording or some other evidence to tie the abuser 
to the crime. But domestic violence generally takes 
place within the home and out of sight, with no wit-
nesses but the abuser and his victim. To make a case 
stick, it usually comes down to the woman testifying 
against her man. 

The dilemma is plain to see in one friday morning 
court session in Charleston. A case is dropped after the 
suspect shows up holding the hand of the girlfriend 
he’s accused of beating. She tells the prosecutor she 
just wants the case to go away. Another man soon steps 
forward with his phone in hand to proffer a text mes-
sage from the mother of his child. She also has had 
a change of heart about going forward with charges. 

A third man, who has out-of-state convictions for 
beating women, has his case continued after the girl-
friend he is accused of assaulting doesn’t show up for 
court. when asked where she is, he just scowls and 
shrugs.

Scant resources
Keep in mind that Charleston is one of the better-

equipped cities in the state, with its own designated 
domestic violence court and a special victims unit with 
five investigators and three victim advocates. That’s 
larger than the entire force for 127 police agencies 
across the state.

In many smaller departments, domestic violence cas-
es are just part of the regular mix for officers. In cities 
and towns that can’t afford prosecutors, these officers 
are tasked with presenting the case in court as well. 

The state’s Criminal Justice Academy in Columbia 
has boosted training in recent years for front-line of-
ficers in the legal and behavioral aspects of domestic 
violence. Instructors even use role-playing to help ca-
dets understand how batterers intimidate, isolate and 
manipulate their victims.

even with this increased focus on the topic, problems 
remain. 

A year-long study of Charleston County domestic 
violence incidents, published in 2010, found gaps in 
documenting key evidence on incident reports.

officers were left to their own discretion to note when 
a victim had been strangled — a major indicator of 
escalating violence. when noted, more than 60 percent 
of officers used the wrong terminology to describe what 
happened, potentially hampering prosecutions.

Most of the reports failed to document any past vio-
lence against the victim or previous charges against the 
abuser. Police also seldom lodged additional charges 
against offenders who exposed children to violence. 
only seven of the 315 incidents where children were 
present resulted in an additional charge of child en-
dangerment, the study found.

“The person taking the physical blows isn’t the 
only victim,” wilson, the solicitor, said. “There 
are also the children, and we see the effects of  
that.”

Zero tolerance: It’s not an anger issue — it’s a crime

L eXINgToN — Cpl. Steve gamble watched from 
a second-floor window in the old county court-
house as people charged with criminal domes-

tic violence arrived to attend hearings on their cases.
The lexington County sheriff ’s deputy waited to 

see who might show up with a wife, girlfriend or 
ex-lover they had been ordered to stay away from.  
It didn’t take long.

A man soon walked in with the woman he’d been 
accused of assaulting. Big mistake. he’d been barred 
from contacting her as a condition of bail.

when gamble confronted him at the front door, the 
man told the deputy he and the woman just happened 

to arrive at the same time. It didn’t work, and the man 
soon admitted she drove him to the courthouse.

later that morning, gamble detailed this story for 
the judge, who was not amused. The judge pronounced 
the man guilty of contempt and ordered him jailed for 
20 days.

As the bailiffs handcuffed the stunned man and led 
him from the courtroom, he turned to the judge and 
pleaded, “your honor! Please! Please!”

That got him nowhere.
Nicole howland, lexington County’s criminal do-

mestic abuse prosecutor, said zero tolerance for abusers 
who violate the terms of their bonds is just one of the 

lexington County unit strives to break the cycle of violence 


