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Restorative Justice: Where are we now and where

are we going?

Getting Real

By Christa Pierpont, Director of
the Restorative Community
Foundation in Charlottesville,
Virginia.
Www.restorativecommunity.org

With the March 3 release of
One in 31: The Long Reach
of American Corrections in
the wake of our current eco-
nomic woes, many of those
who work in our commu-
nity’s trenches are relishing
the bittersweet moment as we
utter, “I told you so”. Thirty
years of struggling to control
the impacts of rapid social
migration, challenges to fam-
ily structures, and the media’s
overriding influence, our na-
tion has supported increas-
ingly invasive punishments or
wildly permissive privileges
and excuses. And it should
come as no surprise that the
punishments have been dis-
proportionately visited upon
our most challenged popula-
tions.

As we look at the potential
inherent in restorative justice
to bring people to their senses
in actively responsible
ways—will this be done
while also taking the time to
address the structural harms
we’ve incurred through un-
precedented levels of social
exclusion? Social exclusions
that begin at pre-school, fol-
low up through failure to
graduate from school with
marketable skills, into our
courts and prisons, then ag-
gravated by the continual
lack of support for re-entry
strategies that bring people
back into the community pre-

pared to support themselves
and others in meaningful
ways. While across town in
an up-scale neighborhood
another person undermines
their colleagues’ ability to
support themselves and their
family but is not held to ac-
count because they can afford
to get away with it. Our cur-
rent investment in justice
leaves many of us cynical and
frustrated. We are weary of
adding new layers of un-
funded mandates and increas-
ing penalties to increase our
neighbor’s chances of having
their daily lives better pro-
tected. A recent statement at
our state’s General Assembly
session brought waves of self
-conscious laughter when one
representative commented
that they were not aware that
there were any misdemeanors
left but they were all now
classified as felonies.

We must take the time to ask
ourselves why a great nation
can find itself in the position
of having one out of every
thirty-one adults in some
form of court ordered super-
vision (which predictably
fails to improve the lives
most everyone involved).
We need to find more so-
cially responsible means to
help us see that justice is
served. It is going to take
community organizing and
dedicated funding to work in
neighborhoods along side
community policing efforts to
address the preservation of
social order. It is going to
take humility and vision to
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try to set aside long held
prejudices and get on with the
business of the day. To this
end, here are three models for
us to consider working from:

1. RJ City www.rjcity.org
2. Martin Wright’s Justice
for Victims and Offenders

http://www.watersidepress.co.uk/
acatalog/info_9781906534318.html

3. Baltimore’s Community

Conferencing Center
www.communityconferencing.org

Believing that restorative
justice is a more responsible
way to correct corrections, it
is imperative that we not to
undersell what it is going to
take to bring about the
needed paradigm shift. Re-
storative justice is not a white
-wash over the places where
our system consistently fails.
It is not about getting a grant
to put in place a court associ-
ated diversion program only
to have to struggle every
three years to find sustainable
funding. It is a dynamic and
responsible change to how
we are doing business which
will begin to address the fun-
damental responsibilities we
have for one another’s wel-
fare.

It is going to take the avail-
ability of infrastructure de-
velopment funding over
time and the commitment of
community leaders to listen
carefully to their constituents
(even those who are reluctant
to speak honestly for fear of
further shaming or retalia-
tion). A systematic analysis
must be done to evaluate
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where the strongest support
and need is in the community
to better secure community
justice. Best practices need
to be established for those
particular community service
sectors along with a coordi-
nated memo of understand-
ing between service sectors.
If community planners do not
sit down across service sector
lines we will continue to feed
the crazy-making silo policies
while also giving our critics
more than enough room to
discredit our efforts. And
decisions will need to be
made to share funding with
both governmental service
providers and non-
government or non-profit
service providers who work
closely with citizens who
have little confidence in or
trust of state operated sys-
tems. Because social change
can be daunting in the face of
so much popular cynicism
and hopelessness, it is going
to be imperative that those
who take on the challenge be
given the resources to create
the media and message of
their journey so that they can
be more intentional about

inspiring others to do the
same.

We know from Sherman and
Strang’s review of research
that restorative justice can
improve community members
'overall satisfaction that jus-
tice as been served.

We are also aware that when
full school restorative prac-
tices are implemented to ad-
dress the need to educate
youth in both academics and
social/emotional learning
work better over time to ful-
fill our responsibilities to the
future.

There is a significant body of
research on the efficacy of
restorative justice and restora-
tive practices such that it
raises questions why more is
not being done to bring these
approaches into standard op-
erational policy.

Yet, it has been our experi-
ence that the first problem
seems to be one of educating
the public and policy makers
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about what restorative justice
is and the second obstacle is
providing operational models
where people could go and
see for themselves that the
process works. We have
learned that the power of giv-
ing people something they
can actually see in operation
magnifies its credibility in the
eyes of a public that is awash
with too much information.
And restorative justice re-
quires the skills of people
who can develop truly repre-
sentative sound-bites of infor-
mation in order to champion
its sound reasoning. Market-
ing restorative justice and
restorative practices is going
to take a dedicated commit-
ment from both privately
funded organizations and the
government--as well as solid
success stories coming from
model demonstration pro-
grams.

This means strengthening
current leadership efforts in
the field while making sure
that each state has several
organized boards working to
network with those who are
‘friendly’ to restorative jus-
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tice.

Last year, Sandra Pavelka
O’Brien published a national
assessment of restorative ju-
venile justice legislation and
policy. And while states are
more likely to be open to con-
sidering restorative justice
policies in addressing juvenile
wrong-doing, advocates need
not limit themselves to doing
just that work while not con-
tinuing to find support for its
uses in the adult population.

Summary: Decades of over
reliance on exclusionary pub-
lic policies when addressing
social harms has created in-
creasingly unstable communi-
ties that act like a self-
fulfilling drama of poverty
and hopelessness. Given cur-

Editorial

By Jason Ekk, co-chair, Restora-
tive and Criminal Justice Com-
mittee

I have been a restorative jus-
tice practitioner for four years
now and one of the issues that
I have found in this lifestyle/
line of work is there is an
inherent problem in the term
“restorative justice.” By using
the word restorative in front
of justice we are creating a
category of justice. What we
need is to change and move
people’s view of the term and
idea of justice to be that of
restorative justice.

This is not to say that we
should not call what we be-
lieve something different,
because the reality is that we
do believe something differ-
ent than what is usually de-
fined as justice. The reason

rent economic conditions, this
vortex of anti-social behav-
iors is likely to increase the
likelihood of greater harms as
people find fewer avenues for
getting their basic needs met.
Resentment over the disparity
between those who can get
their needs met and those who
can not will make securing
basic safety challenging.
Credible research and models
of community justice already
exist; as well as the positive
effects of whole school adop-
tions of restorative practices
to improve school climate and
reduce reliance on exclusion-
ary disciplinary policies.
What is lacking are the infra-
structure development funds
to allow already stretched
community resources to stra-
tegically develop how agen-

we have to call what we be-
lieve in restorative justice is
because we feel that the term
justice by itself has been used
to mean things that we do not
agree with: a prison system
that is out of control, a judi-
cial system that is marginaliz-
ing, inefficient and expensive,
and a way of looking at crime
that misses the needs of the
victim, offender and the com-
munity. Restorative justice is
what justice should be. Jus-
tice is not simply about find-
ing out what laws were bro-
ken and meting out punish-
ments but rather looking at
the needs that are created by
the crime and focusing on
fixing those needs. We want
to delineate between what is
called justice and what we
believe justice to be by add-
ing the term “restorative.”

cies and non-profits can coor-
dinate with one another to
better serve their community
through the coordinated adop-
tion of restorative justice’s
best practices. As this fund-
ing and leadership is available
to establish broad range mod-
els, there needs to be an inten-
tional effort to promote re-
storative justice from the ex-
periences of multi-cultural
voices who represent their
community’s interests and not
just the images of those who
have traditionally maintained
government sponsored con-
trols over others.
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This is important and neces-
sary but also creates a set of
problems.

Whenever I would get excited
about a new process or idea,
my boss, would ask me,
“Now, Jason, what do you
think the unintended conse-
quences of this could be?”
My ideas might be great (or
many times not) but there are
always unintended conse-
quences, some good and some
bad. The term restorative has
some very good and some bad
consequences. On the good
side, it marks a different way
of looking at justice. On the
bad side, it can be sidelined as
simply a program and not the
“real” justice.

I am suggesting that we
should not get too attached to
the term. Because, if we keep
calling it restorative justice it
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Restorative and Criminal Justice Section

The Restorative and Criminal Justice Section serves conflict resolution specialists who work
within the criminal justice system and/or those who work through the system to introduce re-
storative practices. The Section seeks to provide networking, resources, and information about
the field to its members and the community at large.

Please join us also on our yahoo grouphttp://groups.yahoo.com/group/
ACR_RJCJSection

We are on the web:
http://www.mediate.com/acrcriminaljustice/index.cfm

Editorial policy:

The views expressed in this newsletter are those of the various authors for the purpose of encouraging discussion.
Unless expressly noted, they do not reflect the formal policy, nor necessarily the views, of the Association for Con-
flict Resolution.

Legal disclaimer:

This publication (or website) is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject
matters covered. It is provided with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, account-
ing, or other professional service. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the service of a competent

professional person should be sought.
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will always be relegated to
a side program or outside
theory and not what the
norm is. Why? Because, to
the uninformed listener it is
not justice, it is a form or
type of justice.

That is why I am proposing
that in some situations we
should drop the term
“restorative” and practice
simply calling what we
believe “justice.” Use the
terms interchangeably. So,
when we are helping vic-
tims cope with trauma, me-
diate victim and offender,
do circles between rival
gangs we are not doing a

side program we are doing
justice! We are at the cen-
ter of what justice is and
not the fringe. So, when
the uninformed listener
hears that we are doing
justice, it will cause them to
pause, and, hopefully start
up a conversation on what
justice is.

The reality is that the re-
storative justice movement/
field is far from being
where it needs to be. We
will need to use the term
restorative to delineate from
other definitions of justice
for a while. But, let us not
shy away from calling what

we do justice and challeng-
ing those who say that it is
not.

We will know when we
have succeeded as a move-
ment/field when we can say
the word “justice” and the
random listener would as-
sume you are talking about
the various restorative prin-
ciples. Justice as restora-
tive justice will not be as-
sumed until someone be-
gins to assume it.

©:0:0:-90-



http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ACR_RJCJSection
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ACR_RJCJSection
http://www.mediate.com/acrcriminaljustice/index.cfm

