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Dear Sir/Madam

A Protocol for Community-based Restorative Justice (CBRJ) Schemes: Consultation and Equality Impact Assessment

NSPCC was pleased to participate in the consultation in respect of the draft guidelines earlier this year and welcomes the opportunity to review the revised protocol and relevant equality impact assessment.

NSPCC is the lead voluntary child protection agency in Northern Ireland and is unique among charities with statutory powers by virtue of Royal Charter and the Children (NI) Order 1995. The Society employs 130 staff in Northern Ireland across a wide range of projects and services: investigation, assessment and therapeutic work, family support services, sexually harmful behaviour by young people, young witness support services, interactive and schools’ counselling services, child protection in sport and child protection with the business community.  Earlier this year Childline merged with NSPCC.

NSPCC also provides training, research and policy development work and is represented on all child protection fora and bodies as well as a being a member of the Northern Ireland Sex Offender Strategic Management Committee, the Victims Vulnerable and Intimidated Witness Group and host of Stop It Now! We have had some involvement with restorative justice issues through our membership of the Restorative Justice Forum.

NSPCC remains of the view that the revised protocol is still a commendable attempt to progress matters under Recommendation 168 of the Review in the Criminal Justice System in Northern Ireland.  We welcome the development of such a framework for relations between the criminal justice system and the community-based schemes and the changes to the first draft guidelines are both necessary and appropriate.  We particularly welcome the clarity in relation to unsuitability criteria for those involved in CBRJ schemes and the machinery for decision making in this regard.
In our earlier response (Annex) we strongly endorsed the use of POCVA machinery (section 17 of the revised protocol). However, the protocol is still seriously lacking in relation to safeguarding arrangements for children. All community-based restorative justice schemes must have child protection policies which must include clear reporting arrangements and training for staff and volunteers.  
Community based schemes should not only make explicit reference to duties under domestic human rights and equality legislation and the UN ‘Basic Principles on the use of Restorative Justice Programmes in Criminal Matters’, but should demonstrate a capacity to meet the standards of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  All schemes should sign up to and comply with the Area Child Protection Committees’ Regional Policy and Procedures.  All staff and volunteers should be familiar with and have access to this document.  Safeguarding must be part of the training in such schemes and safeguarding arrangements and practice must be part of the inspection regime proposed in the protocol.  Clear safeguarding policies, training and supervision within the schemes should dovetail with similar issues in relation to vulnerable adults.

We look forward to hearing the outcome of this consultation and would welcome an early meeting with you to discuss these issues further.  Perhaps you would contact Jackie Donnelly my PA on 02890 355758 who will make arrangements. Please contact me if we can be of any further assistance.

Yours faithfully,

Martin Crummey 

Director (Acting)
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24 February 2006

Dear Sir/Madam

Consultation on draft guidelines for community-based restorative justice schemes

Thank you for you letter dated 5 December 2005 to Ian Elliott inviting our comments in relation to the above consultation.

NSPCC is the lead voluntary child protection agency in Northern Ireland and is unique among charities with statutory powers by virtue of Royal Charter and the Children (NI) Order 1995. The Society employs 130 staff in Northern Ireland across a wide range of projects and services: investigation, assessment and therapeutic work, family support services, sexually harmful behaviour, young witness support services, interactive and schools’ counselling services, child protection in sport and child protection with the business community. 

NSPCC also provides training, research and policy development work and is represented on all child protection fora and bodies as well as a being a member of the Northern Ireland Sex Offender Strategic Management Committee, the Victims Vulnerable and Intimidated Witness Group and host of Stop It Now! We have some involvement with restorative justice issues through our membership of the Restorative Justice Forum.

The draft guidelines are a commendable attempt to progress matters under Recommendation 168 of the Review in the Criminal Justice System in Northern Ireland.  We welcome the development of such a framework for relations between the criminal justice system and the community-based schemes.

We endorse the use of POCVA machinery outlined in section 18 of the draft guidelines and agree that no one with a conviction for offences against children or vulnerable adults should be working in these schemes.  There is a need to go further than this in terms of safeguarding children.  All community-based restorative justice schemes should have child protection policies which should include clear reporting arrangements and training for staff and volunteers.  Community based schemes should not only make explicit reference to duties under domestic human rights and equality legislation, but should demonstrate a capacity to meet the standards of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The issue of convictions other than those against children and vulnerable adults is more problematic.  As the guidelines have identified current criminal or paramilitary activity should bar someone from working in a scheme.  Violent offences and those involving deception will inevitably call into question the suitability of an individual to work in such positions of trust.  There will remain a balance to be struck between rehabilitation of offenders and maintaining public confidence in community based schemes.  Colleagues in the Probation Board and NIACRO clearly have substantial experience in utilising ex-offenders in programmes and their guidance on criteria for selection/rejection will be crucial.  Training can also be used to underwrite any potential concerns by being part of the selection process, rather than applicants simply being accepted to practice after an interview.

We look forward to hearing the outcome of this consultation and please contact me if we can be of any further assistance.
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Yours sincerely
Martin Crummey

Acting Director  
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