The Restorative Justice Coalition is truly a joint effort of many people.  It holds regular weekly meetings and other special events such as annual symposiums in the federal “joint” of William Head Institution in Metchosin.  The Coalition is driven by inmate members and outside volunteer members.  The Coalition held its first weekly meeting on July 9, 1998 and the symposium to be held on November 19, 2011 will be the fourteenth.





People from the outside wishing to become a member of the Coalition must go through the volunteer application and security clearance process.  Arrangements can be made for a one-time visit for outside people so that they can see if this might be something they would like to join.  Coming to this symposium falls under the latter process.





The purpose of the Coalition is to promote restorative justice dialogue that leads to better understanding, healing, and hope.  Although the focus may tend to be around people already convicted of serious crimes and serving prison and life sentences, there is also much dialogue about restorative justice opportunities prior to this stage and also with respect to youth.  Often it is much easier to talk about the theories of restorative justice than it is to find practical examples of it in action that are working successfully over a significant period of time.  The practice of restorative justice takes many people who understand and are willing to take to the path.





The Coalition is inclusive of anyone wishing to attend, including people in the police, criminal justice, and correctional systems.  The circle process is used and each meeting has a member facilitator who has learned the role by experiencing several meetings.  The Coalition has one main unwritten rule for its meetings and activities that is, “Always show respect for others in your presence and for yourself, even in the face of disrespect.”  If time is the test, then this rule works because it has been in use for over 8 years with but two incidents of serious disrespect.  In each case this disrespect was followed by apologies and significant respect by the following meeting such that these incidents and what transpired were teaching and learning moments for all members of the Coalition in attendance.





Although the Coalition may have been the first group of its kind to come into existence anywhere in the world, that it still is unique in many respects, that it has many accomplishments, and that its people have many ideas still to be explored and developed; the Coalition has no time or desire to rest on its laurels.  One particular challenge that has been recognized and discussed, but not yet developed, is that of replicating the Coalition on the outside for people who have gone from the Coalition and their home at William Head to the outside community of Greater Victoria and all the while retaining the vitality of the Coalition.  It seems that the “paybacks” of restorative justice occur after much effort over prolonged periods of time and with some journeys over uncharted territories that may have fragile grounds.





Within the last few years the United Nations has adopted a resolution sponsored in part by Canada that provides for the use of restorative justice practices in dealing with criminal law matters.  Closer to home, the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) on its website with respect to Restorative Justice Week 2006 has the following words:





Restorative justice endeavours to build a healthier and safer society through the restoration of communities.  It addresses the real needs of those impacted by harmful behaviour and empowers community groups.  Ultimately, it encourages a commitment to the humanization of justice that allows victims to continue the healing process and offenders to take ownership for the consequences of their actions.  Finally, restorative justice demands that the root causes of harmful behaviour be addressed, including the inequities grounded in racism, poverty, child abuse, and substandard living environments.





For more background information from an outside volunteer member, contact:





David Hough, founding and active member


(250) 479-2774


houghdd@telus.net





