Expert Group Conferencing about the Family Group Conferencing

Report of a study tour of Hungarian professionals to the Netherlands (22-25 Sept. 2007)

The Family, Child, Youth Association (Hungary) is running an AGIS-funded project ‘Multidimensional Restorative Justice For All’ (2006/AGIS/171). The main objectives of the project are: 

· working towards adapting restorative justice through mediation, conferencing or other methods, with special regards to fields of juvenile delinquency, domestic violence, and bullying; 

· studying the attitudes towards restorative philosophy and theory; 

· gathering and disseminating European best practices; 
· building network and cooperation between researchers, trainers, policy makers, judges, prosecutors, police, probation officers, teachers, and counsellors; 

· giving opportunity to get an insight into the practice of certain techniques of mediation of countries where RJ has been successfully implemented; 

· producing a multimedia training package and training programme through a pilot in Hungary and Romania; and 

· organising the final conference to present the two-years project’s outcomes.

Within the framework of this project a group of 13 professionals from Hungary and Romania took part in a study tour in Amsterdam. Participants represented the police, judiciary, social work, child care, policy-making, academic and the NGO sector. The main topic of the trip was the development and practice of restorative justice in the Netherlands, with special focus on the method of family group conferencing (FGC). The professional programme was coordinated by Rob van Pagée, head of the organisation, ‘Eigen Kracht - National Centre for Restorative Action’. 

During the 3 days-tour interesting presentations were given by the FGC project initiators about the underlying theory behind the conferencing approach. It was followed by an overview about the first developments, challenges, strategies in implementing FGC into the Dutch child-, youth-, social-, health care, education and justice system. The participants could hear about the very promising evaluative research results of the FGC project proving that this approach does not only reduce the costs of the state services, but also provides highly satisfactory and long-term responses to problems of young people and their families. Further presentations were about the every-day practice and the method used in different cases. To see how the process works and what people think about this method, a highly informative Dutch film was showed about real cases and real people participated in the FGC programme. The next presentations included an exhaustive overview by Hans Janssen from the Ministry of Justice about the Dutch strategy against domestic violence (‘Private Violence – Public Issue’), followed by a thought-provoking lecture about the main challenges of implementing restorative justice into the criminal justice system by Professor John Blad from the University of Rotterdam. The presentations generated lively discussions amongst the Hungarian, Romanian and Dutch participants. 

The group’s main conclusions included the importance of pilot projects in demonstrating the effectiveness of the conferencing method. Experiences from such best practices are crucial in working towards a national legislative and institutional system. However, legislation is not sufficient; awareness amongst the professionals and policy makers is also essential in the implementation process. Furthermore, the grass-root, practice-based and decentralised approaches were highlighted as effective ways in implementing the restorative approach into the social, education, justice and care system. 

Above all, it was agreed that multi-agency cooperation is the key to any visible reform. During this study tour all the participants emphasised in which ways they are planning to contribute to further developments in Hungary and in Romania. Hence, as the tour showed, partnership between these professionals is not a future, it is the present….

Borbala Fellegi

http://www.fellegi.hu
For more information about this AGIS project, 

please contact Zsuzsa Szabó at zssz527@gmail.com

