About Protection From Abuse Orders

The Protection From Abuse Act allows victims of abuse to seek relief through the courts pro se (on their own) without having an attorney file the papers for them. 

What is a Protection From Abuse Order (PFA)?

It is a civil (non-criminal) Order that can protect a victim from being abused, harassed, threatened, or stalked. A civil procedure will not result in a criminal record for the Defendant.

What is considered “abuse” under the Protection from Abuse Law?

Physical abuse including: hitting, slapping, punching, pushing, kicking, biting, throwing heavy objects, and threats of bodily injury. 

Sexual abuse including rape, spousal rape, sexual assault 

Assault with a weapon, not limited to a gun or knife 

Fear of serious bodily injury 

False imprisonment or restraint (kept somewhere against your will for a period of time with no safe way to escape) 

Physical or sexual abuse of minor children 

Who can get a Protection from Abuse Order?

Spouses, or persons living together as spouses, whether they live together now or did in the past, including gay and lesbian relationships 

Parents, children and other persons related by blood or marriage including persons who share biological parenthood 

Current or former sexual or intimate partners 

What if I am a man who has been abused by a woman?

You are protected by the Protection From Abuse Act if you have been physically abused, harassed, stalked or your life has been threatened.

How will a PFA protect me?

The Judge may order the Defendant (the person who committed the abuse)...

to refrain from abusing, harassing, threatening and stalking you 

to leave the residence and award you exclusive possession of your residence for the duration of the Order 

to have no contact with you in person, by phone, fax, mail or e-mail 

to have no contact with your children if they have been physically abused or threatened with abuse, and/or an incompetent adult for whom you are a guardian 

to not harass your relatives 

The Judge may also...

grant you temporary custody of the minor children 

order the Defendant to pay financial support to you and the children if he/she has a duty to support 

order the Defendant to give to the police or sheriffs any weapons that were used or threatened to be used 

order the Defendant to reimburse out-of-pocket expenses you had as a result of the abuse 

order the Defendant not to purchase or acquire any other weapons for the duration of the order. 

How does someone obtain a PFA?

  Step 1:  Complete the Petition for a PFA and file it at the Prothonotary's office at the county courthouse.  It is helpful to bring police reports and/or medical reports if you have them. You do not need to have reported the abuse to a police department or to have received medical attention in order to file for a PFA.  

  Step 2 The Petition will be sent to the Judge for his/her review and signature. You will be given a time that you should call the Prothonotary's office to see if the Judge approved your Petition for hearing. 

  Step 3 The person you are filing against (the Defendant) must receive a copy of your Petition and Notice for hearing. Once the Judge approves a Petition for hearing, the courthouse will forward the Petition to the sheriff who will attempt to serve the Defendant with the notification of hearing. 

Are there additional protections under the law?

Temporary Order - If there is an immediate and present danger, a Petitioner may fill out the part of the Petition which asks the Court for a Temporary Order. The Court will decide whether or not to enter a Temporary Order based on the information included in your Petition.  A Temporary Order is not necessary to qualify for a Final Order. A Temporary Order provides protection between the time a Petition is filed and the time of the Final Order hearing.

Emergency Order - The District Justice may only issue this Order when there is a true emergency and the Court of Common Pleas is closed. The police can assist in contacting the District Justice on-call. If an Emergency Order is granted, an additional hearing in the Court of Common Pleas will be scheduled. The Petition is required to attend. If an Emergency Order is not granted, a Petition may still be filed through the normal process to request a Temporary Order and a Final Order through the Court of Common Pleas.

How long does it take to get a PFA?

According to the Protection from Abuse Act, a hearing of a Petition must take place within ten days of filing.  The Plaintiff must attend the hearing. Failure to attend the hearing may result in dismissal of the Petition and may affect future Petitions. The Judge may also impose court costs on the Plaintiff for failing to be present…. 

if the Defendant has not yet been served, the hearing may be continued for a week or two until service is completed. 

if the Defendant has been served, both parties need to appear. 

if the Defendant has been served and does not appear at court, the Petitioner may be granted the PFA by default. 

If the Judge grants a Protection from Abuse Order, it is effective immediately. You will take it with you and deliver it to the police department in your community. You will also receive copies to be distributed where needed. 

If the Defendant is ordered to leave the home, a mutually agreed upon time for removal of his/her personal items will be set, and the police should be present to insure safety.

How long does a PFA last? Can I get it renewed?

Protection From Abuse Orders can last for a maximum of 18 months. Occasionally, a Judge will grant an Order of less than 18 months.   PFAs are not renewable. If further abuse occurs after the Order expires, a Petitioner must come in to file for another Order.

Who does the Order protect?

The Order protects the Petitioner/Plaintiff. It can protect family members if there is a threat of harassment by the Defendant. It can also protect minor children if there has been abuse or threats of abuse to them by the Defendant.

How much does all of this cost?

There is no charge to the Petitioner for any part of the process of filing for Protection from Abuse.

