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him luck in his budding col-
lege career.

Executive Director Jen-
nifer Larson Sawin tells the
story, which happened in a
- nearby town, as an example
~ of how restorative justice
can help offenders learn
from their mistakes and give
victims involvement and
piece of mind surrounding a
crime.

Police departments in Ac—‘
ton, Boxborough and seven

surrounding towns partner
with the Concord-based pro-
gram, which allows offend-
ers, mostly youth, to avoid a
court record by addressing
- their crimes through dis-
cussion and remediation
agreed upon by the victims.

The idea, Larson Sawin said, ‘

is both old and new.

“It’s asking questions of,

- ‘What does it mean to live in
 a safe community and trust
your neighbor?”” she said.
The program has been in
place in Acton since 2008,
but has existed in Concord
for a decade and has slowly
spread. Nearly 300 similar
programs exist in the Unit-
ed States, but Larson Sawin
said the local nonprofit she

runs is an unusual collabo-

ration Between police de-
partments and commumty
volunteers.

“There 1is something
unique about how this is a

partnership—from top to

bot;om, weve got police who
~ sit on our board and police
- who sit in on our cases, ’ she
- said. :

Restoratwe justice, she‘

said, views crime as a viola-
tion of people and relation-

- ships as opposed to a viola-

tion of the law. Offenders are
referred to the program at

the police department’s dis-
cretion, or at the victim’s
request.

“The experience for the
victim is just as important as
the experience for the of-
fender,” officer Keith Camp-
bell of the Acton Police De-
partment said.

And the program makes
communities safer. In a pres-

‘entation to the Board of Se-

lectmen Sept. 27, Larson
Sawin said the traditional
criminal justice system re-
sults in 27 percent recidi-

- vism after one year, nation-

ally. In contrast, restorative
justice nationwide results
in 18 percent recidivism—
but the local program boasts
only 16 percent. Larson Saw-
in added that most of the re-
peat crimes committed by
graduates of the local pro-
gram are substance relat-
ed.

Eligible crimes for the
program include victim-re-

- lated, non-violent offenses ’

such as vandalism and lar-
ceny, Campbell said, and
there can’t be an arrest in-
volved. Further, the offend-
er must admit responsibili-
ty. In Acton, the police de-
partment is currently only
comfortable referring youth
offenders to the program,
but Larson Sawin the or-
ganization has dealt with
offenders aged 12 to 65 from
other towns. She argues that
restorative justice can re-

‘solve more cases from of-

fenders of all ages.
“It’s hard when people

‘think that youth are the only

people capable of change,’
she said. “Everyone is capa-

 ble of change and improving

their lives.”

Acton’s first restorative
justice case brought four
teenagers involved with
painting swastikas on school
property in April 2008 to

Afor

‘The experience for
the victim is just as
important as the
experience for the
offender’

Officer Keith Campbell of the
Acton Police Department

round-table discussions with
police, community mem-
bers hurt by anti-Semitism
and trained moderators. The
youths were asked to volun-
teer at a Hebrew rehab fa-
cility and to visit the Holo-
caust memorial in Boston to
gain an understanding of
the significance of their ac-
tions.

Standing behind a beoth
advertising the organization
at this month’s Oktoberfest,
Linda Minkoff, a volunteer
Communities for
Restorative Justice, said she
was involved in one of the
circles and said it was a
powerful experience.

“He turned out to be a
great kid,” she said. “He took

- this opportunity to really

learn about the Holocaust.”

Minkoff added that the
circles are kept confiden-
tial, and that only the first
names of people at the
round table are given.

Fourteen crimes from Ac-
ton have been referred to the
restorative justice program
to date. Larson Sawin ex-
pects 100 cases from the
nine towns to come to the
organization this year.

At the meeting, where
state Sen. Jamie Eldridge, a
supporter of the program,
was also in attendance, se-
lectmen praised the group
for its efforts.

“If we can prevent crimes,
it’s a lot cheaper and a lot
better if we can do that,”
Selectman Terra Friedrichs
said.






