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restorative justice practices in different agencies of the criminal justice system in the united kingdom
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Purpose of the visit

The main purpose this 3-week-long study trip was to have a more detailed picture about the different practices and schemes of restorative justice in various criminal justice-related agencies. 

The visit had three main objectives. Firstly, I aimed to identify some of the commonalities and diversities of the various restorative justice-related methods that are applied in the different organisations operating within the framework of the education, social welfare and criminal justice systems. Secondly, I intended to gain a deeper insight into practitioners’ personal experiences as well as into their motivations and concerns related to the application of the restorative approach. Finally, by visiting the daily work of some organisations, I aimed to map some good practices and pitfalls concerning the multi-agency approach in dealing with crime. 

Description of the work carried out during the visit

The overall purpose of my activities was to collect some experiences, ideas and innovations that might be useful in the implementation process of restorative justice in Hungary that is still in an early stage of the implementation process. 
The primary focus of the research trip was on seeing the everyday work of organisations that apply restorative justice practices. During the 3 weeks I visited the following agencies:

· Youth Offending Team in Wandsworth, London

· Besselsleigh Secondary School,  Abingdon

· Thames Valley Police, Abingdon

· Thames Valley Statutory Adult Restoration Service, Bicester

· Youth Offending Team, Oxford

· Southwark Mediation Center, London

· Essex Family Group Conference Project, Braintree

Via the organisations listed above I could gain a more detailed picture about the ways in which mediation and the restorative approach can be applied in  

· educational settings

· neighbourhood context (mainly housing, hate-crime and social welfare issues)

· the child- and family protection system

· responding to youth crime 

· the work of the police 

· the work of the probation service.
The main method used was the so-called shadowing technique by which I joined certain practitioners for several working days and followed them throughout their daily activities. It allowed me to observe some conferences they conducted, numerous preparatory, follow-up and other meetings with their clients (victims, offenders, community and family members), their exchanges with other agencies and colleagues as well as the process of administration related to their work. In each organisation I had a contact person with whom I did all the preparation of my visit and who supported me in arranging all the appointments on the spot.

As my secondary method, I conducted semi-structured interviews with professional and volunteer staff members of the visited agencies. The average 90 minutes long interviews are about personal reflections of the interviewees on their life stories leading to their current job; their main motivations, concerns about their work; their perceptions about their clients and the public at large concerning the acceptance of the restorative approach; and finally, about concrete cases that they consider as particularly important in their professional experience either in a positive or in a negative way. Altogether I conducted 14 interviews following the structure detailed above.

My third method was participant observation that I used to gain more insight into the process of the professional exchange. I could observe numerous in-service staff meetings and inter-agency consultations. It allowed me to see in more details the ways in which different professions and organisations do exchange in an interdisciplinary way and cooperate in finding the most effective responses to their clients’ difficulties. 
Staff members of the visited organisation also provided me with many literature and documentation about their work. By reading these documents I could gain a more thorough picture about the broader methodological, legislative and systemic context of their activity. 
Additionally, I had the chance to attend a conference called ‘London Mediator’s Day’ organised by the Southwark Mediation Centre for professional and volunteer mediators. Its workshops were highly useful in getting more information about the practical and methodological issues of mediation. 

I also participated in a training organised for the Thames Valley Police Force in Oxford.  Its focus was on the legal and procedural requirements of those types of interventions that provide the possibility to apply restorative justice in the criminal justice procedure on the level of police.  
Description of the main results obtained

The primary outcome of the study trip is the information gained from the observations and the interviews. These experiences are greatly important for Hungary that has just recently started to implement restorative justice into its criminal justice system. However, particular issues related to the practice of restorative justice, such as the necessary communication skills; training formats; the recruitment of the required staff members; professional standards; the ways of administration and evaluation etc. as well as the forms of multi-agency cooperation are relatively new challenges in the Hungarian criminal justice reform process. 
Consequently, in order to establish effective legal and institutional frameworks for providing mediation service in criminal cases, such experiences and exchange with other countries can be of great importance. I consider the detailed practical insights into the daily mechanisms of agencies as well as into professionals’ reflections to their activities as main results of this trip. 
My experiences with the agencies clearly proved that restorative justice can be applied effectively in various forms by different types of service providers. All projects face certain challenges, but their in-depth evaluation is also highly useful while introducing this approach in Hungary. It has to be emphasised that I have perceived a high level of innovation, methodological flexibility and enthusiasm of professionals during this trip and these experiences will definitely help me in assisting the further stages of the Hungarian implementation process. 
In short, the main outcome of this trip was a more solid and personal confirmation about the applicability of restorative justice. I consider it as an essential element to successfully lobby for restorative justice in a country where there is still much scepticism about any alternatives to punishment. 
Future collaboration with host institution 

No specific further activities were outlined. However, there is agreement with the supervisor of the current STSM, Dr. Martin Wright to seek for possibilities for future collaboration, especially in the field of international exchange in restorative justice. Not only the current COST Action A21 but also the European Forum for Restorative Justice – of which both of us are members – is a suitable organisational background for maintaining this cooperation in the future. 

Projected publications/articles resulting or to result from the STSM 

On 8 May 2006 I gave a presentation about the study trip and some of the conclusions at a doctoral seminar of the ELTE University Faculty of Social Sciences.
In the future I intend to include the summary of my experiences as a case study in my PhD dissertation that focuses on “implementing restorative justice in the Hungarian institutional system dealing with child- and juvenile offenders” (to be written in English).

Furthermore, I will write shorter articles for Hungarian and international journals in the field of criminology, social work and sociology.

I hope to have the possibilities to summarise my experiences at further conferences as well as during consultations with Hungarian policymakers working on the implementation of restorative justice. 

In the abovementioned summaries I will put strong emphasis on integrating my experiences in the UK into a broader context. Namely, further evaluation of the study trip will also include some of my previous theoretical research findings; my experiences with Central and Eastern European countries and my observations concerning restorative justice in the Belgian context.
Confirmation by the host institute of the successful execution of the mission
Attached as a separate email.
Other comments

I would like to thank to the COST programme for the financial support of this trip. As a young researcher in the field of restorative justice I personally found this way of support a highly useful and effective way to contribute to the research exchange in this field.

Furthermore, I would like to express my gratitude to all those people who helped me in this research with the arrangements, for sharing their professional views and last but not least for their unforgettably warm hospitality. Let me particularly thank the help of
· Dr. Martin Wright for supervising me in this STSM

· Briony Curran, Guy Masters and the staff of the Wandsworth Youth Offending Team

· Christine Dale and the staff of the Essex Family Group Conference Project

· Dave Walker, Elena Noel and their colleagues at the Southwark Mediation Centre

· Geoff Emerson at the Thames Valley Statutory Adult Restoration Service

· Inspector Jan Penny at the Thames Valley Police

· John Bouldon at Besselsleigh Secondary School.
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