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A Community Response to a Community Problem 

Altcn1atives has developed out of a l:\vo year actio11 research project, \.vl1icl1 explored the issue 
of pltnishn1cnt attacks a11d the operation of the paran1ilitary i11fonnal jt1stice systen1 in the 
Greater Shankill area. Tl1is research involved extensive consultation with all those involved in 
the justjce systen1s a11d youth provisio11. It identi-fied failings in the fonnal cri1nj11al justice 
syste1n in addressing anti-social behaviour i11 t11e Shankill area. It also l1igl1Jighted the need for 
a 11on-violent alternative to punish1nent attacks, that vvould be co1n1nunity-o\v11ed and based 011 
the principles of restorative justice. 

What is Restorative J·ustice? 

Restorative jt1stice is fundan1entally a pl1ilosopl1y whicl1 e11courages people to take a different 
ap1)roach to cri1ne a11d its' conseqttences; in otl1er \Vords, to look at the wider picture. Our 
presc11t cri1ninal justice systen1 is based on the belief that it 111t1st be retributive or \rcngefu1, 
that pun1sh.1nent equals justice. Crime is see11 as a cri1ne agai11st the state. It asks questio11s 
like: wl1at laws were broke11? Wl10 broke them? H·ovv should they be pttn.ished? In contrast 
restorative jttstice sees cri111e as a brea](down of hu1nan relationships, and .focuses 011 healing 
a11d repairing the ha1m caltsed by cri1ne. It asks q1testions like: vv·l10 vvas 11a1111ed? W11at were 
their losses? How do v.re restore tl1eir se11se of justice? 

What is VORP? 

There are different approaches used by restorative justice 1Jractitio11ers. Alternatives 
co11centratcs on tl1e VORP method of n1ediation. VORP stands for Victim Offe11der 
Reco11ciliatio11 Progran1n1e. This is wl1ere a trai11ed co1nn1Lmity 1ned1ator facilitates a face to 
face 1neeting between the victin1 and offe11der. Tl1is encoLtnler allows the opportunity for 
com1nu11ity, vjcti1n, and offe11der;o deter.m.ine justice together. 'fl1e possible be11efits for each 
grou1) includes: 

f 

For Victims 
... 

For Off enders 

I II 

• Victi111s needs are 110 longer 
ig11ored 

• Victi111s get the a11s\,vers to tl1eir 
questions 

• Victims get to tell their story 
• Victims get to pa1iicipate in the 

settlement 

• Offenders face tJ1e hun1an cost 
of their actio11s 

• Offenders are given the 
opportu11ity to make tl1ings 
right 

• Offe11ders get to tell tl1eir story 
• Offe11ders are encottraged to 

take respo11s ibili ty for tl1eir 
actions 
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Alternatives 

For Com1nu11tiy 

• The con1munjty is e1npovvered 
to solve their ow11 problen1s 

• Con1munit-y conflict is 
addressed in a positive way 

• Con1munity bccon1es n1ore 
accepting of refor1ned offe11ders 

• Conununity is able to reduce 
recid i vi s.n1 

The Aims of Greater Shankill Alternatives are: 

• To worl< towards t}1e eradication of punishn1e11t attacks 
• To address a11ti-socia1 behaviour 
• To provide s11pport and g1tidance to youth at risk 
• To promote co1mnu11ity discussion about the justice systen1 
• To address areas of vveakness and failure wjtl1in the crin1ina1 justice syste1n 
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• To heal relationships withi11 tl1e con1n1unity, and between the com1nu11ty and statutory 
. 

agencies. 

Services :Provided: 

• S11pport for young people 
• Cou11sel1 i11g 
• Mediation 
• Con1n111nity aware11css a11d ed11catio11 
• Opportu11ities for vo1unteeri11g 
• Drug and alcol101 awareness 

Alternatives bas been developed in co-operation \-Vith tlte following groups and agencies: 

• Youth workers 
• Y 011ng people 
• N-IACRO (Northern lrela11d Ass'n for tl1e Care and Resettle1nent of Offenders) 
• Belfast Educatio11 a11d Library Board (youtl1 service) 
• Probation Board 
• PSNI (Pol.ice Service of Nort]1en1 lrela11d) 
• Churcl1 leaders 
• Com1nu11ity activists 
• Local con1n1unity and voluntary agencies. 

For more information, please contact: 

Back_to List 

Greater Shankil l Alternati vcs 
64 W oodvale Road 
Belfast 
BT13 3BT 

http://www.extem.org/restorative/ Altematives.htm 

Tel: 028 9031 1420 
Fax: 028 9031 1490 
e-1nail: 
al tc111ati ves@11 ire land. coin 
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Analysis of need - overview of research. 

'Alternatives' is a pilot Restorative Justice programme established in the 
Greater Shanl<:ill area of Belfast. It has been fLmded and operating since 
October 1998 .The project came about as a result of a two-year action 
research project by Tom Wi11stone a local ex prisoner and community 
worl<er. This research explored the issue of punishment attacl<s and the 
operation of what is called the 'infom1al' justice system in the Shankill 
area. The research involved consultation with paramilitary groups, Police, 
Probation services and local youth groups. It indicated that there was a 
willingness and a need to find new methods of dealing with jt1stice issues 
in a non- violent manner. " The basic premise upon which this worl< rests 
ts that punishment beatings although acceptable to local people in certain 
circumstances were generally not viewed as appropriate or desirable." 
(Winstone 1996) 

There was recognition that the formal systems of justice failed to address 
local anti- social behaviour and that both the community and paramilitary 
groups were dissatisfied with the level of punishment attacks. The police 
force was viewed as being overly concerned with terrorism and not 
responding with the same vigour to crimes such as burglaries and 
vandalism. A culture has arisen in which some of the local community do 
not even think of contacting the police when they are in trouble but 
increasingly tum to local paramilitaries to provide immediate punitive 
justice. 

Between 1969 and 1992 1,670 people were victims of punishment 
shootings; 1061 were Republican and 609 were Loyalist. In recent years 
there has been an increase in Loyalist punishment activities. In each year 
from 1990 to 1993 the number of Loyalist shootings exceeded those 
carried out by Republicans. According to a study by Muncke (1994) there 
is strong support from local people for the physical punishment of young 
people, especially young men who break the law in West Belfast. He 
further states that it was community pressure that persuaded the IRA to 
res11rne its programme of punishment attacks after a period of trying to 
adopt a more sensitive approach to offenders which did not work. 
From the initial research by Winstone in 1996 the project has progressed 
to a planned credible programme and has secured funding to be piloted. 
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The project seeks to address f9ur inter- related problems affecting the 
local community. The first is the perceived failure of the formal criminal 
justice syst~m. The second is the breakdown in relationships between the -comn1uni and the statutory sector. Many of the local statutory 
organisations are perceived as failing to understand local community 
issues and not dealing with the problems created by the anti-social 
behaviour of young people. The scepticism felt by local people to 
statutory agencies is deeply felt and the Alternatives project sees itself, as 
an important bridge between the two. The third problem is anti-social 
behaviour throughout the community. ,The type of behaviour, which the 
project will seek to address, involves: 
• Theft including car theft 
• Breaking and entering ; involving no violence against the person 
• Damage to property 
• Shoplifting 
• Bullying and intimidation 
• Noise, graffiti and vandalism 
• Arson 

The programme does not intend to become involved in drug dealing 
offences or 1n internal disciplinary matters within paramilitary 
organisations. The focus is very much at the lower end of the offending 
scale; the type of crimes that people in the community feel the formal 
justice system takes too long to deal with or deals with ineffectively. 

The fourth problen1 the programme hopes to deal with is the issue of 
punishment beatings._ This informal justice system, though criticised by 
many observers, has significant community legitimacy in areas such as 
the Shankill. Through recent local negotiations it is believed that the 
paramilitaries themselves would like to see effective alternatives in place. 
The aims of this programme are therefore as follows: 

(v~ ""'$ •• i • To educate people that a system that relies on violence is counter 
productive. 

7 • To work towards eradicating punishment beatings. 
> • To heal relationships between the community and statutory agencies 

through a Restorative Justice approach. 
~ • To promote debate and discussion abot1t our current justice system 

and the alternatives that may be available to it. 
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~ --✓1> To fulfil these aims the following objectives have been established: 
~ ~~~~ ( -1" • To address issues of concern that victims may have. 

(/?J • To develop and implement a social education programme for young 
people involved in anti social behaviour. 

(i • To select and recruit full time and voluntary staff to enable the 
implementation of the programme. 

(( • To implement a model of restorative justice. 
@- • To influence paramilitary grot1ps to affirm the effectiveness of the 

project as an alternative to punishment beatings. 

Alternatives have adopted the principles of Restorative Just· 
underpin all its prac ice. e concept of Restorative Justice is relatively 
new to Northern Ireland but has been o eratin for man ears 
throughout the world particularly in America. Restorative justice seeks to 
replace 'retributive justice , w c 1s a out the punishment of an 
offender, with an approach which seeks to heal the injuries caused by 
crime to everyone involved. Punishment is seen to estrange and isolate 
offenders from their community and they are therefore more lil<ely to re 
offend against other community members. (Link 1987, Zang and Messer 
1994) 

Restorative Justice encourages community involvement in justice 
processes focusing on restitution and restoration. It sees the key people 
who must be involved as the victim, the offender and the community in 
which they both live. It purports that local communities should have 
ownership and responsibility for the process of justice. Howard Zehr in 
"Changing Lenses" clarified this, "Justice involves the victim the 
offender and the community in a search for solutions that promote repair, 
reconciliation and reassurance." 

One of the clear strengths of the Alternatives project is that it is a 
community led initiative to an identified problem. Restorative Justice is a 
topical yet fairly new concept in Northern Ireland. It has been referred to 
in the numerous debates currently raging about the future of policing in a 
more peaceful society. It is seen by some as an acceptable replacement 
for our current system, by others as having value in complementing our 
current structures. Restorative Justice is about healing relationships with 
victims, perpetrators and the community. One leading author and 
advocate of Restorative Justice, Harry Mika (1998), views crime as: 
" Fundamentally a violation of people and interpersonal relationships". 
He like Zehr sees victims, offenders and the affected communities as 
"key stakeholders in justice". 
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Literature on physical punishment suggests it is reasonably effective in 
decreasing anti social behaviour in the short term but not in the long term. 
There is also evidence by Welsh (1976) to suggest that physical 
punishment is ineffective in encouraging prosocial behaviours, producing 
individuals who are unstable and angry, who in their tum punish the next 
generation. In a study by Mulholland and Thompson (1994 ), it was found 
that paramilitary punishment attacl<:s had a profound effect on young 
men's mental health. These young men also reported that they did not 
expect to live long and as they therefore had nothing to lose, they were 
not going to allow the punishment to alter their behaviour. 

Individuals at risk will be referred to the programme by several routes, 
from the victim, the paramilitaries, via self-referral or from the 
community. Those referred will be offered the programme as one of a 
range of choices available to them and no individual will be coerced to 
join. If the programme is not suitable for an individual the Project 
Worker, where possible, will try to refer the individual for more 
appropriate help. Initial meetings with the Development Officer, Project 
Worker, offender, victim and family members on both sides will clarify 
the nature of the offence and suitable action to be taken. The offender will 
be assigned a Project Worker who will assist them to draw up a contract. 
This contract will detail current issues in the person's life and enable 
them to set goals for themselves taking account of these issues. 

The Project worker will also help them explore 'victim awareness' and 
how to make amends for the hurt caused. If the victim agrees, contact will 
be made, using a mediator to discuss the incident and ways of making 
suitable amends . Time will be spent with the offender exploring their role 
within the community and with the victim exploring their needs. It will 
also involve establishing a suitable volunteering placement for the 
offender to make appropriate restitution within the community. Part of 
the process will involve a community panel to oversee the area of 
relationships, bridging the gap between the offender and the community. 
The panel will discuss the contract with the individual and monitor the 
fulfilment of the goals set. Once the goals set have been met, the panel 
will formally acknowledge the participant's success in completing the 
programme. 
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This programme does have it's difficulties, as a new initiative certain 
risks will have to be taken. The collective of people involved with the 
programme enriches what is on offer and ensures that it is a legitimate 
and principled response to a highly sensitive societal issue. New 
approaches are necessary in the current climate as we move forward with 
a new political process. The community must be involved at grassroots 
level, as it is no longer acceptable for all the decisions to remain with far­
removed civil servants and politicians. An obvious strength of the 
programme is its innovation and willingness to tackle head on what is 
perceived to be a major social problem in our society. 

The Alternatives programme is indeed in its infancy and is attracting 
much publicity and interest. It is of the utmost importance for its 
credibility that it is underpinned by clear principles of equality, dignity, 
peace and democracy. It will be scrutinised by many critical observers 
both seelcing positive and negative outcomes. It is of paramount 
importance that it achieves credibility within the local community and 
also within the ranks of the paramilitaries. As Howard Zehr stated: 
"Restorative Justice is not a grand system imposed by experts but has 
profound roots in ordinary peoples experiences and needs." To break the 
ever-increasing cycle of re offending it must make a real difference in the 
lives of the people embarking on it. It therefore needs to address issues 
around self-awareness and relationships with others. The focus must be 
on the offender's social and personal development but without losing 
sight of the victim's position, as someone hurt, damaged and in need of 
reparation not 'retribution'. 

I Bibliography - See Appendix (i) 
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