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Changes on horizon for VORP as movement
toward Restorative Justice continues

by Ron Claassen

Some significant changes are hap-
pening at VORP. If you have concerns
about any of these changes we invite
you to discuss them with us. In order to
provide a context | will start with some
background.

VORP worked with its first case in 1983
and has grown slowly and steadily.
VORP mediators now work with approxi-
mately 600 cases per year. VORP has
been entirely

possible funding forincreasing VORP ser-
vices.

The new referral point is very significant
in that the court is deciding to share its
power in this way with the community.
Phil Erdman from the probation depart-
ment and | worked on the concept. Phil
convened a meeting of Judge Hoff, Su-
perior Court—Presiding Juvenile Judge;
Worthington Vogel, Lead District Attor-
ney—Juvenile Division, Cynthia Calvert,
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VORP frains
volunteer me-
diators to assist
willing victims, of-
fenders, and
their support
people to recog-
nize the injustice,
search for ways
to repair the
damage as
much as pos-
sible, and de-
cide on ways to
prevent it from
happening
again. Agree-
ments are writ-
ten and signed,
and account-
ability is ar-
ranged. Mostin-
clude a follow-
up meeting to
make adjust-
ments as
needed or, more
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Our story this month is from Sean
Peifer, a student at Fresno Pacific Uni-
versity.

I had waited along time to reach this
point. On this night | would embark on
my first VORP mediation meeting. | had
worked on two cases previously. In my
first case, the offender was ready to
meet and take responsibility, but the vic-
tim was nowhere to be found. In my
second case, | met with both the of-
fender and the victim, but it was de-
cided by both parties that things had
already been made right between
them.

In this case, the individual meetings
had already been completed by Julius.
| wasinvited to lead the victim-offender
meeting. | wentto the VORP office and
Julius briefed me on the case. Juliusin-
cluded that he figured | was capable
to lead the meeting because of my
fraining. | wasn’t quite so sure at this

with March 10,
1997, as the
starting date.

The new refer-
ral point and a
slightly modified
Process is Now in
its initial stages.
Ten juvenile non-
violent property
felonies per
month will be re-
ferred by agree-
ment of the dis-
frict attorney
and public de-
fender. VORP
will convene a
Restorative Jus-
fice Conference
comprised of of-
fender and ex-
tended family,
victim and sup-
port people,
school and faith
community rep-

likely, to cel-
ebrate keeping

See 'Gas station...” on page 2

resentatives, po-
lice and proba-
fion representa-

the agreement.

A typical VORP case is a juvenile of-
fender, a property offense, and a private
individual, school, or business victim. The
case is generally referred to VORP by the
juvenile probation department as part of
an informal probation.

However, VORP also works with adult
offenders and more serious juvenile
cases referred at a variety of places in
the judicial process and some self refer-
rals.

There are two significant changes in
process: (1) a new, additional referral
point with substantially increased legal
and community significance, and (2)

tives, and others
as deemed helpful by victim or offender.
The task of the Restorative Justice Con-
ference will be to recognize the injustice
and decide by consensus on a plan to
restore the damage as much as possible
and to create a safer and better future
for everyone. If the group comes to an
agreement, that agreement will be sub-
mitted to the court and will serve as an
alternative to the adjudication and dis-
position hearings. If the group does not
arrive at an agreement, the case will be
returned to the court.

The agreement will include an ac-
countability/encouragement/support

plan designed and carried out by an ac-
countability group. VORP will follow up
with the accountability group and re-
convene the Restorative Justice Confer-
ence if the plan is not working and/or to
celebrate its success.

A similar legislated process in New
Zealand, in which all juvenile cases first
enter a similar process before going to
court, has reduced the number of court
cases by 80 percent and the number of
juvenile incarceration facilities from 23 to
three.

While the referral plan has started, the
funding changes are still just possibilities.
VORP is being asked to provide more
services, and in recognition that this will
add costs, VORP has been invited to join
with several agencies in applying for
funds from a variety of sources. We are
also discussing the possibility of contract-
ing on a fee for service basis for cases.

Our board of directors has decided to
go ahead and make some applications
and see what develops. We do so only
after considerable thought and prayer.
Our greatest concernis that we continue
to be accountable to you individuals
and churches in the community who
support VORP and have made VORP
possible. We know that you support
VORP because of your vision for recon-
ciliation and restoration. While we intend
to seek some matching funds to assist
VORP in offering more services, we are
viewing this as a way to multiply your
donations.

We believe this is a very significant
decision that must be done carefully
because we believe that there is a ten-
dency to become more like the funding
source and we want to continue to
move in the direction of being more and
more focused on restoration and recon-
ciliation. That is why our need for your
vision and your donations is greater now
than ever. Please continue to watch and
let us know how we are doing.

Reconciliation and restoration, the vi-
sion, are not changing. Your financial
contributions will continue to provide the
basis, and perhaps the total support for
the program (the supplemental options
are sfill just possibilities). And, these are
important changes we wanted to share
with you. We also want to assure you
that volunteer mediators will continue to
work with the 50 to 60 cases per month,
like the one in this month’s story, that you
have made possible. Reconciliation and
restoration is significant regardless of the
process used or the source of the refer-
rals. Please pray for our volunteer me-
diators, board of directors, and staff as
we all make the necessary adjustments
while staying focused on the vision.




Gas station parking lot illuminated by victim-offender reconciliation

Continued from page 1

point. | had done separate
victim and offender meetings,
but had no experience in the
final mediation. | wondered
if | was prepared for what
might be a long and difficult
meeting.

Julius, who is far more ex-
perienced in the art of medi-
ating, claimed that the final
mediation was often the easi-
est of all the meetings. It
seemed to me as if it would
be the most difficult. Afterall,
this was the time when victim
and offender would meet.
The feelings could resurface
and fists could fly.

As we drove to the meet-
ing place, Julius, in his calm
way posed a question | had
not thought about. He asked,
“What if the meeting takes
place in a room with no table
or not enough chairs?” We
discussed it and agreed on a
strategy. We finally arrived at
the scene of the actual
crime—a gas station.

We pulled into the parking
lot and parked about the
same time some people got
out of the car next to us. Julius
introduced me to the of-
fender and his mother and
girlfriend. He seemed like a
real nice guy.

As we walked toward the
station, the owner/victim
walked over to us and | was
intfroduced to him. He was a
nice guy too. | wondered,
how and why did this all hap-
pen? Here we were, at the
scene of the originalincident,
getting ready to discuss it.

We walked inside the build-
ing. My first thought was, "It
doesn’t look like there’s a

place to hold a meeting in
here. Julius asked if there was
aroom where we could meet
and sure enough there was
none. This didn’t look good.
Not only were we tableless
and chairless, we were
roomless. Surely the meeting
could not go on.

Julius suggested meeting
outside. | hadn’t quite pre-
pared for this. We were go-
ing to attempt to have a
VORP meeting in the dark.

The meeting started as we
introduced ourselves, trying to
make our voices heard over
the nearby traffic. | went over
the ground rules, which in-
cluded allowing me to lead
the meeting, but before |
could get around to the next
step, the offender started tell-
ing the story. | went into a
panic. | thought, “This is not
how it happened on the
video they showed us.” The
offender was telling the victim
about the many fluorescent
lights and other things he
broke that night, that he was
drunk, and about how sorry
he was. But | was thinking,
"Oh great, now | have lost
control.”

| remembered that they
had agreed to let me lead, so
| took them up on the offer.
They agreed and we pro-
ceeded with the meeting.
They seemed to respect the
order, yet | wondered if for-
malities were important here?
They knew what they came
here to do and they wanted
to do it as quickly and as
hassle-free as possible.

Both parties were very co-
operative. When it came
time for restitution, the of-
fender started pulling out

money. They had quickly
agreed on an amount. |
thought at first that he was
eager to part with his money.
No, | realized, he was eager
to make things right! The vic-
tim was happy too, but not
just because of the money.
He was glad that somebody
would have the guts to con-
fess their wrongdoing, pay for
the damage, and promise
not to do it again. The victim
said more than once, "It
makes me feel very good that
you are willing to come back,
take responsibly, and pay for
the domage.”

The VORP mediation
magic was happening! Only
it wasn’t magic. It was that
thing inside all of us that de-
sires shalom. It was alive in this
dark parking lot. Above the
noise of the fraffic passing by,
it was screaming to be
heard—rthis overwhelming
desire for peace. And | was
there, a mere mediator, a
party who was not touched
by the offense, yet | could not
help but be touched by this
reconciliation.

As Julius and | started back
to the VORP office, he
brought up the situation—it
felt like anarchy to me—
which occurred at the begin-
ning of the meeting. He
pointed out that human be-
ings seem to naturally work
the way VORP does; to admit
wrongdoing, to offer restitu-
tion, and to repent. That was
exactly what the offender
was doing. VORP works be-
cause people are really seek-
ing reconciliation.

| saw reconciliation hap-
pen. | withessed a relationship
being healed in the same lo-
cation where a crime oc-

curred and the relationship
was severed. | withessed sha-
lom asitimpacted the lives of
a few people who were hun-
gering forit. | withessed a light
of hope and peace shining in
the darkness of a parking lot.

Thanks Sean!
Blessed are the Peacemakers!

Volunteer VORP
Mec]ia’rors Heeclec”

VORP mediators learn
and practice peacemak-
ing skills they can use in the
home, workplace, and con-
gregation.

The next VORP mediator
frainings are scheduled on
April 18 & 19; and May 29,
June 5 & 12,

For details, call Julius or
Victoria at 291-1120.

VODD Qelies
On You!

VORP can only grow if fi-
nancial support grows. If
you aren’t actively support-
ing VORP, we pray that this
will be the month you start,

By sending $20 a month,
you will make a big differ-
ence to victims, offenders,
and a community in need
of restoration and reconcili-
ation.

This is a great opportu-
nity. Please send your first
check today!
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