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Principles of Restorative Justice...

(rime IS wrong!

by Ron Claassen
RJ Principles (Part 2)

Victims need to hear that what happened to
them was wrong, unfair, and undeserved. It is
wrong for someone to break into your house
and take your things. However, often the first
response a victim hears when telling their story
of victimization is, “Did you have proper locks
on your doors?” “Did you have the proper
lights on?” While these things are a good idea
to protect one’s home, the one who broke into
the home and took things that didn’t belong to
them was wrong. A first step in the restoration.
and healing process for both victim and of-
fender is to recognize this. '

In the July newsletter and in the next few {am

laying out 11 principles I think could guide us
{all who are working with or making decisions
on how to respond to crime) in the ditection of
Restorative Justice. I first presented them at the
National Conference on Peacemaking and Con-
flict Resolution (NCPCR) in Minneapolis in May.
1am interested in your fesponses.

Principle #2. Restorative Justice recog-
nizes.that crime (violation of persons and
relationships) is wrong and should not
occur and also recognizes that after it
does, there are dangers and opportunities.

The danger is that the community, victim(s),
and/or offender emerge from the response
further alienated, more damaged, disrespected,
disempowered, feeling less safe and less coop-

erative with society. The opportunity is that the

injustice is recognized, the equity is restored
(restitution and grace), and the future is clari-

fied:so participants arc safer, more respectful,.

and’ more empowered and cooperative with
each other and society.

Recognizing the wrong in the criminal act, how
it violates individuals and society, is an impor-
tant starting point in the healing and restoration
process for victim and offender. In New Zea-

land the language being used is “integrative-

shame.” While it is important to recognize the
wrong, it is also very important how that is
done. If it stigmatizes and isolates the offender
so they become less cooperative with society, it
is counterproductive: But if the response leads
to new learning and changing behavior for the
future, it is very helpful to the restoration of
both victim and offender.

VORP is one structure that works with offenders
who choose to recognize the wrong and make
things as right as possible. Because VORP exists
in Fresno, last year more than 450 offenders
and victims were encouraged and invited to
consider responding to the violation experience

i a cooperative way, and more than half came

to constructive and restorative agreements.

Ex-embezzler builds
equity at local bank

by Jesse Corwin

[Our VORP siory this month is from Jesse Corwin. Jesse is working with VORP as a
volunteer through the Mennonite Voluntary Service program. Jesse is a graduate of
Conrad Grebel College and the University of Waterloo (Canada). Jesse is our case
manager, meaning he provides the needed coordination and liaison work between the
referral source and the volunteer VORP mediaior. In addition, be works on a few cases
himself Jesse’s willingness to serve in this way is a wonderful and significant gift to our
community. Names and some details bave been changed fo protect identities. — RC]

Shortly after I started working with VORP, Jeff Thomaserson called and said that he had
been involved with our program about a year ago but things hadn’t worked out. Jeff said
that he just got aut of jail (after one year) and wanted to pay back his victim, Iwas
astounded and excited at the same time.

Case notes indicated that Jeff had been referred to the Adult VORP program in 1994,
charged with embezzement of a large sum of money. He had Cished several people’s
insurance checks at a bank over several months. Once the bank realized what was
happening, Jeff was arrested. Jeff had been willing to meet with the bank and make:
amends. The bank, however, wanted to wait and see what happened at Jeff’s sentencing.
Jeff was sentenced to jail. : '

Jeff is married and has two small children. His wife was very supportive and met with us to
talk about VORP and possible next steps. Jeff talked about some of the difficult
circumstances he was experiencing at the time he was embezzling the money, but said
repeatedly that his actions were not justified, he didn’t intend for this to sound like
excuses. He was focused on taking responsibility for his future actions and on hopefully
reconciling with the people he'd hurt. Jeff said he wanted to pay back the money he had
taken, even though his finances were strained. '

I then called Rose Teddyvelt at the bank and she agreed to meet with me. She said that
everyone remembered Jeff very well. At the bank, Rose showed me Jeff's file. It was bigger
than the Encyclopedia Britannica. The amount taken was in the tens of thousands of
dollars. 1was surprised to find out how Jeff's actions affected so many people. First of alf,
the insured people only received their money after significant delays and hassle. The
insurance company told them that the money had been distributed and the checks
cashed. Bventually, once the truth about the money was discoveted, the checks were
reissued after 2 lot of consternation on both sides. The bank finally had to put up the
funds for the checks because the bank shouldn’t have cashed the checks in the first place.
So they simply had to absorb the loss. Rose said the loss of these funds cost the bank
some sort of rating that would have given bonuses to all the employees. In addition,
several employees had to be disciplined. Insurance fraud is not a victimless crime. Real
people were hurt.

In addition to the financial issues, relationships were damaged and trust destroyed. Jeff
was able to cash the checks because he had established a personal rapport with several
bank employees, The tellers hadn’t taken some standard security precautions because
they trusted Jeff. Once they realized that Jeff was embezzling, they felt mampulated
deceived, and betrayed.

After talking with Rose, she agreed to participate in a VORP pracess, but with some
reservations. She wondered how Jeff could afford to repay such a large amount of money,

-and she was skeptical about his motivation. Why would he want to do this if he had

already gone to jail and “done his time™?. Nevertheless, Rose agreed to meet with jeff at
the VORP office.

When the time for the meeting came, Rose called our office and said she'was unable to
leave work and asked if we could come to the bank. Jeff was already waiting in my office
and agreed to go, even though he really preferred meeting at our office. Hedid not want
to run into all the people he knew and had hurt at the bank. When we got to the bank,
Jeff was quite nervous: The 10-minute wait in the lobby seemed ilke an eternity to Jeff.

We.met in the break room. Jeff began by saying that he was wrong; that he had no excuse

" for-what he did, and that he wanted to try to repair the damage he had done. Rose then

(Ses ‘Offender uses VORP...," page 2}



After ‘paying his debt to society’

Offender uses VORP
fo repay his victims

(Continued from page 1)

spoke. She focused mostly on the content
of the offense, but she did communicate that
many people were affected and hurt by feff's
actions: insurance clients, the insurance

company, the bank, and tellers. Jeff had not

been aware of the full impact of his actions,
and after the meeting expressed how bad he
felt for hurting so many people. Although
this part of the meeting was short, Jeff and

. Rose listened to each other and recognized
the Injustice.

Once we began to talk about restoring the
equity, we had to figure out the logistics of
repayment. Facing such a large amount,
they decided to approach restitution in a
manageable chunk. They decided to start
with an agreement that Jeff would pay §100 a
month for six months, We would then
arrange a follow-up meeting in October to

reassess the total amount owed and a '
payment schedule. Jeff assured Rose that
the offense would not happen again. Based
on Jeff's words and actions to date, it looks
like he is on the rvad to a responsible and
constructive life, To date, Jeff has not been
late a single day for a payment. In fact, once
when we were late sending Jeff a bill, he
stopped by the office and gave us the
payment in person.

Jeff took a big step in initiating the VORP
process, and Rose took a huge step in
deciding to meet with him. I feel privileged
to witness this situation being transformed
from.one of frustration, hurt, and violation
to one of responsibility, forgiveness, and
frust.

Thanks Jesse!

“Blessed are the Peacemakers”

(ity of Fresno grant
doubles value of your
contribution to VORP

You may have read in the Fresno Bee that
VORP was granted $60,000 by the City of
Fresno. The city council members I met
with were extremely impressed that
individuals and churches in the community
have been supporting and sustaining such a

- service for the community over such a long

period of time (12 years) without asking for
city money. The funds have not vet been
received and there is no assurance that they
will — or if they are that they wilf continue on
an ongoing basis.

If the city funds are received, it will mean
that when you give $1, it has the impact of
$2. Our plans are to use the funds to double
our case load. Costs for case management,
follow-up, training, and support of volunteer
mediators run approximately $100 per case,
and we are currently receiving approximately
50 cases each month. That means our
current costs, before city funds, are
approximately $5,000 per month.

VORP has no reserves and depends entirely
on your vision and generosity for financial
support. No contribution is too small.

VORP is supported primarily on $10 — $20
per month or $100 — $300 annual
contributions. A few give $100 per month.

If you support restoration and reconciliation,
please send your contribution today!

Shalom,
Ron Claassen
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