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Balanced and
Restorative Justice
Project Update:

Restorative justice volunteers tell their story
by David Karp

On September 8-9, 2000, the BARJ Project invited volunteers from restorative justice pro-
grams around the country to gather in Burlington, Vermont for a workshop entitled: “Citizen

Justice: A National Forum on Community Justice Volunteers in Restorative Responses To Crime”.

What happens when you gather fifty restorative justice
volunteers from around the country to share their work,
triumphs and struggles? They speak from the heart. They
ponder out loud the meaning of terms widely used in this
movement:

* Reconciliation  « Love * Understanding
* Empowerment e Patience * Service

¢ Generosity ¢ Listening ¢ Empathy

* Role-Modeling  « Community * Healing

* Accountability < Recognition < Opportunity

e Trust * Respect ¢ Support

» Compassion « Commitment = Inclusion

These are not the words we expect to hear from those
involved in criminal justice work. Conspicuously absent
was the standard conservative terminology of criminal jus-
tice: punishment, retribution, control, and war on crime.
Nor did we hear the standard liberal terminology: rehabili-
tation, treatment, and individual rights. The terms listed
above suggest an alternative approach to resolving crime
problems. An approach with new language and new vision.
Also absent in this forum was the cynicism and hopeless-
ness so often expressed by the drones of assembly line court-
rooms and prison warehouses. This approach seems to take
personal relationships seriously, accepting inefficiencies that
might exist when time is taken to address each individual’s
needs in the justice process and treating each stakeholder
with respect and dignity.

Finally, what was absent was the divisiveness of adver-
sarial justice, the standard bifurcations of innocence vs. guilt;
us vs. them; good vs. evil; white vs. black. This group meet-
ing was characterized by hope, dedication, and vision, and
by a desire to seek common ground between victims, of-
fenders, and diverse communities. This conference, funded

by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Office of

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, and the Bal-
anced and Restorative Justice Project at Florida Atlantic
University, was the first national conference for restorative
justice volunteers.
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Why They Volunteer

These national volunteers were drawn to their work
for a variety of reasons. Many were crime victims who had
not been well-served by our contemporary justice system.
They participate in restorative justice initiatives as a form
of self-healing, and feel compelled to change the system so
that it may better serve others in the future. Some work
with troubled youth, and have found restorative practices
to be a powerful means to teach them about social respon-
sibility. Some are motivated by their own commitment to
community, and see restorative justice as one way to make
their community a better place to live. Some were drawn
to restorative justice because its message is consistent with
their religious faith. Some were drawn to volunteer because
their communities are disadvantaged by poverty or preju-
dice or the challenges of assimilation and restorative justice
offers their community a way to become better integrated
in the larger society.

In one session, break-out groups were asked to draw a
picture that describes their motivation to participate. One
group draw a devastating portrait of contemporary justice.
The picture was of an offender, standing alone, holding a
gun, yet ambivalent about his destructive behavior. Thus,
his other hand reaches back toward the community in a
gesture of need, desperation, and dependency. But, instead
of aid, what is given to him by the community is a ball and
chain. It is this woefully inadequate response that this group
is dedicated to change.

While these volunteers are motivated by their commit-
ment to community, many of them pointed out the ben-
efits they receive from their volunteering. They spoke of
spiritual growth, self empowerment, life-long learning,
deeper personal connections, and community identity.

What Volunteers Add

One of the central questions posed to this forum was to
articulate what volunteers can contribute to the justice pro-
cess that is unique. Are they really needed, or can the jus-
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tice system simply be maintained by the professionals. Here
are three compelling reasons offered.

1 Volunteers are members of a local community often in
day-to-day interaction with victims, offenders, and neigh-
bors affected by particular crime problems. At the local
level, volunteers can provide on-going support and su-
pervision and oversight for the stakeholders in the pro-
cess adding continuity to an otherwise ephemeral justice
process.

2 Volunteers can offer a flexibility and creativity to the
decision-making process that enable restoration of real
problems and concerns to occur. Part of this has to do
with the time volunteers take to identify what really
happened, and part of this comes from the power that
volunteers have in bridging the gap between the worlds
of victims and offenders.

3 Volunteers role model good citizenship for offenders.
Their participation is a demonstration of a community
of care, of social responsibility, and of the meamingful
expression of community membership. In the same vein,
volunteering in restorative justice is empowering for the
volunteering by offering a volunteer experience that
builds personal relationships and reinforces moral be-
liefs.

The Markers of Success

Achieving justice for victims, offenders, and communi-
ties is an enormous challenge. This group was not naive
about the difficulties, and in their work, often experience
set-backs. They recognize that even when they create a just
process, success may not always follow. One volunteer put
it this way: “All the crime may not be gone tomorrow, but
we sure love how we handled it today.” Yet these volun-
teers know success when they see it. They know it when
the community has participated broadly and deeply, espe-
cially when the decision-making included offenders and vic-
tims. They know it when the harm of the crime has been
identified, when offenders understand that harm, and con-
crete strategies of repair have been pursued. They know it
when they feel safer in their communities. They know it
when the community has responded to the crime in a timely
manner, unencumbered by bureaucracy. They know it
when new relationships have been built/in the community.
One volunteer called this spiritual bond of community,
“koinania.”

Another referred to the need we have to be citizens
making decisions about community life. Thus democracy
society is enhanced and strengthened. They know it when
the media, politicians, and criminal justice professionals
accurately describe their work and public awareness of it
grows. They know it when victims and offenders can give
voice to their needs, and express how restorative justice has
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helped them heal or grow. They know it when offenders
and victims have been embraced by the community and
not stigmatized and outcast. They know it when the ranks
of volunteers grow and when they volunteer roles change,
evolve, and diversify. They know it when, in the words of
one participant, “the sun shines brighter in the sky.”

Collaboration with Government

Volunteers are faced with the problem of having no
organizational structure that provides resources and author-
ity. They depend on their association with community
groups and government agencies. How can they enjoy an
equal partnership with those who have traditionally con-
trolled criminal justice practices? These volunteers recom-
mended that first and foremost, the community must clarify
and articulate a coherent vision of community justice. They
must work together to define who they are, and seek to
include marginalized members of the community. They
must be willing and able to provide leadership and take re-
sponsibility for their part in the justice process.

Then they must invite key players from both sides to
come together in a circle for ongoing meetings and open
dialogue. Such meetings should occur in neutral settings,
emphasize egalitarian relationships, and respect for the vari-
ous roles that all play. This collaborative work invests all
parties in the proposal for change and enables them to care-
tully delineate roles and responsibilities. It also helps iden-
tify what resources are needed and where they can be ob-
tained. Excellent training in restorative practices are essen-
tial for delivering a quality process, and community and
Justice system participants should be trained together. Then
new programs must be promoted through public education
campaigns and accurate media coverage.

Building the Future

After the dialogue and debate, this group was ener-
gized to implement new ideas and reinforce their practices.
Many lessons were taken to heart. Practitioners, policy-
makers, bureaucrats, systems people, need to be invited into
the community—to meet with victims and offenders, to
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participate is restorative processes, to speak with the locals
and learn about their needs and conCefjs. Local programs
need to host social events that bring all parties together—
they might also work together on community service days.

Local programs need to have good resources and train-
ing in the recruitment of volunteers and victims. They need
to know how to develop local resources for offenders—for
community service, for competency development, for so-
cial support. They need to know how t# acquire funds for
their programs.

Restorative processes need to focus on building and
maintaining support for those in need. Offenders, for ex-
ample, need to be offered sufficient supervision and encour-

agement—a nearly continuous process until they have ful--} -

filled the conditions of their restorative contracts. They need
mentoring. And then their accomplishments should be cel-
ebrated to facilitate their full reintegration back into the
community. Their successes, and all the successes of restor-
ative justice programming, should be publicized so that the
public can learn about justice occurring in their communi-
ties and feel reassured that restorative justice is‘a viable
- lternative to traditional justice.

The volunteers learned a lot in this forum, but clearly
wantéd,more. They wanted to keep in touch with one an-
. otherthrough the creation of a listsery. They wanted to
learn more about restorative Jusnce through readings and
trainings. They want to meet again, and with others, in
" annual national conferences for volunteers. They want to
reflect on how their own participation is empowering and
uplifting, and draw on this in their recruitment of others to
join the cause. Clearly, this is just the beginning. Margaret
Mead once wrote, “Never doubt that a small group of
thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. In-
deed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” Meeting with this
group certainly dispelled mine. ®

David Karp is an assistant professor of sociology &t Skidmore College in
Saratoga Springs, New York, where he teaches courses in criminology,
deviance, and social issues. He conducts research on community-oriented
responses to crime. Currently, he is engaged in a qualitative research study
examining Vemont's community reparative probation boards. He is the author

of Community Justice: An Emerging Field and The|Community Justice Ideal
(with Todd Clear).
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To have your event listed, send information to:
Kaleidoscope, 718 Peranna Place, Charlotte, NC 28211
or e-mail - evelynhrj@carolina.rr.com
Introduction to Restorative Justice - March 19-23;
An event of the Restorative Justice Academy at the
Community Justice Institute, Florida Atlantic Uni-
versity. See article on page 4 for more information.

Summer Peacebuilding Institute - May 7-June 29;
Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, VA.
Offers 17 intensive 5 to 10-day courses for profes-
sional trainif-or credit. Concentrations include:
Restorative Justice, Mediation and Facilitation, Con-
flict Transformation and Peacebuilding and much
more. For information call 540-432-4490; email <ct
program@emu.edu > ; website: www.emu.edu/ctp.

16th National Conference on Preventing Crime in
the Black Community - May 30-June2; Tampa
Marriott Waterside Hotel, Tampa, FL. A collabo-
rative effort to address issues relating to the dispro-
portionate number of African-Americans who be-
come involved in the criminal justice system. It will
showcase successful programs and promote a posi-
tive exchange of ideas on the subject. For informa-
tion visit: http://victims.firn.edu/conference.
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