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"I am no longer afraid at home or on the street. Thank you from the bottom of 

my heart" 

These are the words of Maria Santos, talking to police officers from the ‘Special 

Department of Attention to Women and Intra-Family Violence of the Dominican 

National Police Force’. 

Maria is 24 years old. About a year ago she was savagely attacked by her partner 

who struck her fourteen times with a machete. She was severely wounded and 

terrified that he would return to finish the job, especially since she had the 

courage to make a formal report of this brutal crime to the special unit. 

Maria has recovered well, though is badly scarred, and is slowly regaining her 

confidence and self- esteem.  Second Lieutenant Wardi Altagracia Lebrón Cruz 

and Sergeant Major Lucía Jiménez Aybar, both attached to the special unit, have 

a lot to do with this, pushing the investigation hard. The perpetrator fled, 

changed his identity and went underground, but was captured and is now in 

prison. The health service worked on the physical wounds, and the special unit 

helped to organise therapy and ensure justice. 

These are formidable women, enormously experienced, committed police 

officers, tough and tender. Both expressed their deep satisfaction with the 

training organised by PROFAMILIA, an NGO supported by the EU, in human 

rights, gender awareness and practical techniques of dealing with women who 

are victims of violence. 

Second Lieutenant Wardi Lebrón Cruz has no illusions; she knows that such 

violence is part of Dominican ‘macho’ culture and that the fight is on many 

levels. But she is clear that her own vision and awareness has changed and her 

practice as a police officer has improved, particularly in what she calls the 

"approach" to victims. Wardi is well aware that all too often women victims are 

treated as the guilty party in a sexist culture. 

Sergeant Major Lucía Jiménez Aybar was also impressive in her understanding of 

the need to reduce violence inside the police force. Lucía understands the need 

to unlearn deeply embedded models of violent and sexist behaviour throughout 

society and in the police force. She insisted on the need to target men, and even 

more especially boys, in order to break down culturally rooted attitudes and 

deconstruct the myths of a macho masculine gender identity. 
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Both women have become 'facilitators' of training workshops with fellow police 

officers and key community figures such as teachers, reaching 1,500 people a 

month. 

Wardi and Lucía claim to be ‘contagious’ and to be changing the practices of their 

colleagues in other units. These are realistic professionals, rooted in and aware of 

the culture they live in. Wardi has been in the force for 18 years and Lucía 15. 

Both have 10 years experience in units dealing with women victims of violence, 

and both know the problem is big, pervasive and hard to eradicate, but they are 

refreshingly optimistic. They expect to win the battle in the long term and make 

a systemic contribution to improved police practice and decrease violence against 

women. 

This programme has crossed boundaries and ignored taboos. The decision to 

work with the police force, which is, generally speaking an authoritarian, sharply 

hierarchical organisation steeped in machismo and almost military in its structure 

and culture, was inspired.  They are not 'natural' partners. The fact that the 

police opened themselves up to this partnership and this uncompromising 

training is also a very positive sign. In fact, much of the material on human and 

specifically gender rights developed for the course has been included in the 

general police training procedures. Gender awareness in police training is being 

mainstreamed. 

These radical changes mean that women like Maria Santos can feel more secure 

and be no longer afraid at home or on the street. 
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