
 

 

 

The following acknowledgement was read in October 2018 to a group of leaders from the victim 

assistance and restorative justice movements in Oregon, that had gathered to explore the history and 

future of the relationship between these two movements.  

“In setting the stage for the work we’re undertaking in this symposium, I have been invited to read the 

following statement intended for victims, survivors, and their service providers, on behalf of the of the 

Restorative Justice Coalition of Oregon Coordinating Committee.  

Restorative justice was born out of a recognition that our response to crime and harm should begin with 

attending to the voices and needs of the people that are most affected – victims and survivors. The 

recognition that justice can be an act of repair toward and with human beings who have been hurt is 

ancient, and has been remembered well by many Indigenous teachings and spiritual traditions. Similarly, 

the early visionaries of modern restorative justice understood and called our attention to the fact that 

victims and survivors are more than just “key witnesses” in service of a state-centered adversarial justice 

system process.   

Oregon restorative justice advocate Dennis Maloney used to present the following scenario for his 

audiences: Imagine you are taking the bus home late one night and you come across a troubling scene: a 

woman is lying by the street curb crying, surrounded by three small children huddled over her, also in 

tears. Off in the shadows you see someone slipping away. Based on your intuition as a responsible 

neighbor and community member, Dennis would ask, who is the first person you attend to in this 

scenario? 

Most of us would immediately reply that we would attend first to the woman lying on the curb. Then, 

without hesitation, we would care for the children surrounding her. Last, perhaps knowing that the 

woman and children’s immediate needs were attended to, we would turn attention toward the person 

responsible for the act of victimization. This order of response is intuitive and reflective of our 

neighborliness. However, many in this room would agree that this is not usually the priority of the 

current system’s response to victimization. Restorative justice should align with this instinct of care for 

those harmed. Yet, we have not always achieved this promise.  

There are true stories of how we in the field have lost sight of our responsibility to victims and survivors, 

and times where this lapse has caused harm to people. There are examples where we have pressured 

victims or survivors into participating based on our belief that it would be good for them, or good for the 

person who offended against them. We have asked victims and survivors to take it easy on the person 

responsible – to suppress their emotions, to play nice, or to forgive.  

We have, at times, been responsible for inadequately preparing victims for a restorative justice process, 

making it difficult for them to have clear expectations or make informed choices regarding their 

participation. We’ve been prescriptive in the design or goals of the processes we facilitate, without fully 

engaging the needs and preferences of the victims we’ve worked with.  There are instances where 

programs have provided inadequate training to facilitators and program administrators on how to 

respond meaningfully and adequately to the experience of victimization. 



There are likely a variety of ingredients in these moments of divergence from our core values and 

principles.  In our proximity to the criminal justice system, we may have sometimes forgotten our 

bearings in favor of other priorities. In an effort to grow and get support, we may have fallen trap to 

attending to the needs and goals of this system more than we have acted as agents of justice for victims 

and survivors. Added to this, many practitioners get involved in this work for ideological reasons, 

resulting in a tendency to pat ourselves on the back and view our work through a narrow lens focused 

on all of the good stories and outcomes – what restorative justice theorist Howard Zehr referred to as 

butterfly catching. These tendencies have contributed at times to an unwillingness to hear our critics 

clearly. Our self-congratulations can sometimes stunt our evolution as a discipline and a movement.  

We are learning.  There have been Victim Assistance leaders that saw the promise restorative justice 

offers to their clients, and have been patient and persistent in their critiques.  There are victims and 

survivors that have experienced harm through restorative justice, and spoken courageously about this 

impact – urging us to listen and to evolve. In recent years we’ve been putting more emphasis on 

assessment and evaluation, and getting more clarity on where our work may miss the mark.  

This Symposium is one step in our learning and evolution. The ongoing exploration of the creation of 

standards for restorative justice, which will be a part of this event, is yet another. We also acknowledge 

that this is only the beginning, and that there is more work to be done.  The Restorative Justice Coalition 

of Oregon is committed to listening openly to the experiences and critiques of our colleagues within the 

victim assistance movement. We commit to seeking out meaningful partnerships in which we honor the 

expertise of our local victim assistance practitioners. We commit to support the movement for 

deepening victims’ rights within our communities’ and systems’ responses to crime and harm. Most of 

all, we will aspire to reach the promise that restorative justice principles hold for the victims and 

survivors we serve. Thank you.” 


