Juvenile offenders and their victims
decide how fo right wrongs together

By JANE THOMPSON-SMITH
Of The Free Prass

When Stuart Woods took over as
chief of the new Richland Township
police department in February,
1999, he had a plan for dealing with
first time juvenile offenders in the
CDmUﬂIL}'.

Instead of sending vouths caught
commining offenses such as reail
theft, vandalism, bullying, and
assault straight into the juvenile
court system, & réestorative justice
alternative would be made avail-
able.

Since the spring, Community

Accountability Cireles have been
implemented through justCom-
munity Inc.. the coordinating
agency for Healthy—Community-
Healthy Youth of the Quakertown
ared.,

Here’s how CACs work.

ers in the same place at the same
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affected by a harmful act gel a say
in what happens pext. Usually vic-
tims aren't allowed to see or talk o
[the people that commired the
offense against them]. This is a
pracess that repairs hamm to peo-
ple.”

But Rush said CACs are not held
without the consent of the victim.

The police department, or the “This is a viclim-centered
Bucks County approach,” he
juvenile court = i said.
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same fime.”
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victim, the per-
son that com-
mitted the
offensive act,
and supporters
[usually family
members] from
both sides sit in

offenses, and
come L0 an agréement over how 10
correct the situation.

Lee Rush, executive director of
jusiCommunity, has been the facili-
tator for the circles, or conferences,
since April.

“This program works so well
because it puts victims and offend-

acircle with no
tables between them. The facilitator
sits at one end of the circle and
reads from a script that originated
in Australia and was written by a
pohiceman in 1994, The script
hegins with open-ended guestions
that encourage participants to
express how they were affected by
the offense,

Questions asked of the person
who committed the act would
include, “What were you thinking
when the offense was committed?”
and “Who do you think has been
affected by the acuon?”

"The people causing the harm get
o reflect on who they think was
affected” Rush said. "It can be
emotional.”

The victim is then asked ques-
tHons hike what his reaction was at

the time of the incident, and how hes »

feels about the incident. Mext, the
script  allows  participants 1o
exchange ideas, and develop a plan
for nighting the wrongdoing.

“As the facilitator, [ ask what {the

Real justice
hits the area

participants] think should happen,”
Rush said. “Then we hammer it out
until everyone comes 1o an agree-
ment.”

Onee an agreement is reached,
refreshments are shared.

“We break bread together,” Rush
said. “It's very important.”

Rush, who has had 10 CAC cases
since April, said the process can
take up to two hours, which is cne
reason why the criminal justice sys-
tern doesn't cary it out.

Rush said CACs stay away from
juvenile delinguency labels, and
separate the deed from the doer
They also build community,
because neighbors and wilnesses
might be invited to participale, that
otherwise wouldn't be involved
begause of fear of retribution.

An example of CACs ar work
involves two youths, age 13 and 14
years, who played with matches and
accidentally set fire 10 a wooded
area. The two first-time offenders,

charged with risking a catastrophe,
a misdemeancr, could have entered
the juvenile court system. Instead,
while supported by their families,
firefighters explained to them what
they had to go through to fight the
fire, and someone who lived near
the fire site told them her two year
old misses the sounds of the owls in
the woods that burned.

The boys agreed to plant replace-
ment trees in the area.

A two day Community Ac-
countability Circles training ses-
sion, hosted by Rush and Woods,
was attended by 14 people on Nov.
16 at the Richland Township build-
ing.

Rush said such sessions will
¢nable community members Lo
learn how to facilinae circles.




