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Introduction

Several years ago, my three-year-old son came running into the house with a large red welt under his eye. “Kyle kicked me,” he sobbed.

As a parent, my first reaction was to head out the back door to find the boy, a six-year-old, who had hurt my son. Instead I got ice for Jordan’s eye and held him until he stopped crying. I read him a book and then he got off my lap and went to play with his toys. About 15 minutes later he came back and asked to go outside to play. I told him he could, but he looked at me and said, “I can’t. He might hurt me again.”

Since we had lived in the neighborhood only a short time, I did not know which was Kyle’s house, but I knew the general area. I took Jordan by the hand and told him we were going to talk to Kyle about what had happened. I told Jordan I would be there to keep him safe. The third door I knocked on was opened by a young woman I recognized as Kyle’s mother. I explained to her that the boys had been playing together and Jordan, who was obviously injured, had come in crying. I asked if we could talk to Kyle about what had happened.

Kyle appeared at the top of the stairs with a look of fright on his face as he saw us in the doorway. I asked him to tell me what had happened. He explained that they were playing cops and robbers, and that he was chasing Jordan when Jordan fell. He said he tried to grab Jordan and that he kicked him but didn’t mean to hurt him. He ran away because he was scared he would get into trouble. Kyle’s mom scolded him for not helping Jordan when he realized that Jordan was hurt. She also asked if he had anything else to say.

Kyle looked at Jordan and said, “It looks like your eye really hurts. I’m sorry.”

There was silence and his mom said, “Is there anything else you want to say?” Again he looked at Jordan and said, “Will you still be my friend?”

Jordan looked at me and then at Kyle and said, “Will you hurt me again?”

“No,” Kyle replied.

Jordan said, “Okay.”

I continued to talk to Kyle’s mom for a few minutes, and then Jordan and I headed back across the driveway. As we got to our house, Jordan looked up at me and said, “Mom, my eye doesn’t hurt anymore.”

• • •

My son is now grown, but this story demonstrates the power of Victim Offender Conferencing (VOC), not only in situations involving crime but also in everyday life. VOC is a dialogue process for bringing together people who have harmed and have been harmed to hear each other’s stories and to explore ways to repair those harms.

About this book

This book provides an overview of VOC, a process being used in many communities to bring victims and offenders of crime into dialogue with one another. VOC is one of a number of approaches or models that fall within the overall framework of restorative justice.1

This is not a how-to book on practicing VOC but an overview of the processes that have been developed over the past three decades. It focuses primarily on the North American experience, although forms of VOC are used in other parts of the world.

Restorative justice as a field of theory and practice dates back to the early 1970s. However, some indigenous communities have a much longer history of using restorative justice processes for handling crime. Judge Joseph Flies-Away, a member of the Hualapai Nation, sees this approach as a return to the ways of indigenous people that have been lost through colonization. He points out that when a Hualapai person commits a criminal act, people say, “He acts like he has no relatives.” Judge Flies-Away writes, “The purpose of law is to bring the person back into the fold, to heal him. People do the worst things when they have no ties to people. Tribal court systems are a tool to make people connected again.”2

“The purpose of law is to bring the person back into the fold, to heal him. People do the worst things when they have no ties to people.”

In many ways, restorative justice and approaches such as VOC are Western ways of implementing what many indigenous and traditional cultures have been practicing for generations.

The processes in this Little Book were developed primarily within the context of the Western legal system to address some of its deficiencies. Specifically, victim offender dialogues were designed to hold offenders accountable to the person they harmed and to give victims a voice and an opportunity to have their needs met. VOC acknowledges that crime creates a relationship and a connection between the victim and offender. The basic approach of VOC holds possibilities beyond the legal system, and is proving useful to other settings that address wrongdoing, such as schools.

This book, then, provides an introduction to VOC and is useful for those interested in developing a VOC program, facilitating dialogues, or participating in an encounter process that this book describes.


1.

What is VOC?

Ihad a switchblade and my accomplice had a sharp kitchen knife that we used to slash 24 car tires. We slashed car seats and destroyed a car radiator. We threw rocks through large plate glass windows in homes and the front window at the local beer store. We pulled a boat into the tree and punctured and overturned it. We damaged a gazebo, a flashing light at an intersection, and broke a cross from a display case at a local church. We used beer bottles to smash car windows and windshields, threw a table into a fishpond, and destroyed a fence. In all, 22 properties were damaged in about a two-hour span. When we finally had enough of this craziness, we headed back to the apartment and passed out.3

• • •

These are the words of Russ Kelly, one of the two offenders in the so-called “Elmira Case” in Ontario, Canada, in 1974. Although restorative justice has many roots, the field as a whole is often traced to this initial case.

Mark Yantzi, a probation officer and a volunteer with Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), and a second MCC worker, Dave Worth, were frustrated by the ways offenders were cycling through the system without taking responsibility for what they had done to their victims and the community. They suggested to the judge that the two offenders in this case go back and meet the people they had harmed. After some hesitation, the judge sentenced the offenders to do this. Kelly continues his story:

• • •

Meeting our victims was one of the hardest things I had ever done in my entire life. Accompanied by Mark Yantzi and Dave Worth, we walked up to the victims’ front doors to apologize, hear what the victims had to say, determine the amount of restitution, ask for forgiveness, and assure the victims that they were not targeted. It was a random act of vandalism.

Some victims offered forgiveness while others wanted to give us a good whipping. Nonetheless, we survived meeting the victims of our crime spree and returned a couple of months later with certified checks to restore the amount of out-of-pocket expenses not covered by insurance.

• • •

Today Russ Kelly is a staff member at Community Justice Initiatives of Waterloo, Ontario, and is a promoter of restorative justice philosophy.

The current Western restorative justice movement began by bringing victims and offenders together in a facilitated process that was originally called “victim offender reconciliation programs” or VORP. While this name is now used less frequently (the issue of terminology is addressed on pages 12-13), the basic approach is still the most common application of restorative justice, at least in North America.

The VOC process brings victims and offenders of crime together in a face-to-face meeting prepared and led by a trained facilitator, often a community volunteer, to talk about the impact and consequences of the crime. Other family members, friends, and community members also may be involved. This meeting is conducted in a safe and structured setting and gives victims a chance to tell their story, express their feelings, seek answers to questions that the legal process has been unable to provide and, in most cases, discuss restitution options.
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