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About the project

EU funded project « Implementing Restorative Justice with Child Victims »

Objective: implementing successful practices of juvenile restorative justice in the EU in order to address the needs of young victims of crime

in the most satisfying ways

Partners:

• Steering Committee: European Forum for Restorative Justice, International Juvenile Justice Observatory, KU Leuven University, Ulster

University

• Mentor partners: Youth Justice Agency (Northern Ireland), National Institute for Health and Welfare (Finland), KU Leuven University

(Belgium)

• Mentee partners: State Probation Service (Latvia), Social Activities and Practice Institute (Bulgaria), French Ministry of Justice and French

Institute for Restorative Justice (France)



Expected results:

• Common use of RJ processes as a response to crimes committed against children in 3 selected mentee 
countries (Latvia, France, Bulgaria) 

• Raising awareness of RJ with children in EU/28

• Functioning national coalitions on (juvenile) RJ in 3 MS (Latvia, France, Bulgaria) 

Through

• Research

• Pilot projects

• Practical Guide and Online Training Course

• Evaluation and Dissemination



Dilemmas in Restorative Justice with Child Victims

• Should we involve children in restorative justice processes? (International instruments: right to participate,

protection and best interest of the child, and child friendly justice)

• What are the experiences of involving children victims in restorative processes in cases of sexual assault?

• What are the conditions for involving children in restorative justice processes?



International legal framework

❖ Child protection, participation and best interests

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and Optional Protocols

❖ Child Friendly Justice

UN Minimum Standards and Norms on Juvenile Justice (Beijing Rules, 1985; Riyadh Guidelines, 1990;
Havana Rules, 1990; Vienna Guidelines, 1997)

Council of Europe Recommendation (2003)20 concerning new ways of dealing with juvenile offenders and the role
of juvenile justice

Council of Europe Recommendation (2008)11 on the Rules for Juvenile Offenders subject to sanctions or
measure

Council of Europe Guidelines on child-friendly justice, 2010

Directive (EU) 2016/800 on procedural safeguards for children who are suspects or accused persons in
criminal proceedings



Child Victims and Restorative Justice

• Council of Europe Recommendation (99)19 concerning Mediation in Penal Matters

• UN “Basic Principles on the Use of Restorative Justice Programmes in Criminal Matters” (2002)

• UN Guidelines on Justice in Matters involving Child Victims and Witnesses of Crime (2005)

• Directive (EU) 2012/29/EU establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of 
crime



What do we know about Restorative Justice with Child 
Victims and why do we need it?

• Lack of robust scientific knowledge on the involvement of children in restorative justice

• Some studies and experiences have been evaluated, and they offer a good basis

• Systematic research between courts and conferences in cases of sexual offences against  children concluded 

the superiority of conferences

• Particularly useful in existing relationships, and when there is prospect of future contact, like intra-familiar 

violence



Common practice of RJ with child victims

• Access to restorative justice is mainly through offender-related criteria in most countries

• Many victims are not informed and excluded from restorative programmes 

• When programmes have the offender mainly in focus, victims often feel used and their experiences are merely 

used as ‘rehabilitative’ material’ for the benefits of the offenders

• Processes are colonised by strong professionals (overprotective towards the victim)

• It is paternalistic to withhold information from the victim to protect her/him (secondary victimization)

• Professionals need to enable those harmed or affected by harm to articulate their own perspective (i.e., 12 

years old they get their own letter/flyer, it has been checked with children (Moderator))



Restorative risks: A consideration from a restorative 
perspective that would have the potential to create 
further harm for either party

Due to power imbalances, relationship of control and coercion, children are vulnerable to: 

• Intimidation 

• Silencing 

• Blame 

• Pressure to forgive

• Conflicting loyalties

• Revictimization after restorative processes

Need to recognise that risk can never be totally eliminated



Working with child victims

• Look into the file (not ask the child to tell the story again)

• Usually the victim is contacted first, but in this case the offender is contacted first so as not to raise 

expectations in the child victim

• Predictability, control, support and safety

• Ask the child about what she/he doesn’t want to talk about or hear about (set boundaries)

• Check and filter the messages of the offender, but don’t put too many filters, because children know



Case study 1

Case Mediante (mediation service, Belgium): Mediation was requested from a

victim of incest who was very angry because her father was in denial, so it was

important for daughter to break the relationship (instead of restoring the

relationship).



Case study 2 

Case Mediante (mediation service, Belgium): Father jailed for abusing two

stepdaughters. The proper son was in therapy, and asked to meet the father, in

order to agree to change the name (surname). The step-daughters were asking for

financial compensation and were avoiding him. The father only hoped for the

children to be able to continue their lives and forgive him



Working with child victims (cont.)

• Work with images and dolls with younger children

• Audio interview room, where the victim can talk to the offender but he cannot see or hear her, questions asked
via a mediator. If he asks questions, she can determine if she wants to answer

• Quality of the support person is very important: trusted, involved, present, capacity to contain, accessible,
addressability, open to the freedom of the child, not necessarily one of the parents (in cases of intra-familial
violence parents are not asked to be support figures)

• Direct (present with support person) or indirect (represented) involvement of children, or through letters

• Importance of making children’s views known (meeting with the child, letter written by a child, support person,
representative) and ask for children opinion at every stage



Case study 3

Case from Arpège Mediation Service: Isabelle is 16-year-old and Max is 15-year-

old in a relationship. Isabelle sends a picture of herself naked to Max through

Instagram. She says he threatened her to break up if she did not. He asserts that

she sent it spontaneously. Max makes a screenshot and sends the picture to two

close friends of his, who do not need a long time to spread it. After a few days

many students of their school have seen it.



Working with child victims (cont.)

• Needs and risks assessment for victim and offender (suitability rather than eligibility), and responsiveness to participants’
needs

• Preparation, careful briefing, expectation management

• Vigilant to denial, victim blaming and minimization, and being aware of negative dynamics (Remember: small problems are
perceived as big problems for people in distress!)

• Importance of technical and operational issues, like delays, temperature, greeting, seating arrangements, translation…

• Use of experts throughout the process and close collaboration with child protection and victims support services, especially 
in sexual violence cases; counselling for both the child victim and the child offender might be necessary

• Monitoring agreements and reporting



Case study 4

Case of Mediante: Sexual violence case of a man on a 5 years old victim

(neighbours). It was the therapist who reached a stalemate in the therapy

that asked the mediation service if it would be possible to communicate

with the offender

“What happened to them is already bad so they need to be given the

chance to deal with it and continue their development which can be

arrested by events like this” (mediator)



Conclusions …

• Integration of RJ with the legislative system

• Efficient and effective referral system

• Restorative justice as an equal offer to victim and offender

• Training of juvenile justice professionals on child victims’ (and offenders) needs and safeguards

• Child victims to be considered too as right bearers and not just recipients of protection

• Proportionality: risks of patronising practices, excess of responsibilitation for child offenders



…and ways forward for Child Victims’ involvement in RJ 
practices

• There must be available, accessible, safe and qualitative restorative services

• Mediators must be properly trained and qualified on children’s rights, needs and communication

• Full, unbiased information and free consent

• Child sensitive approach and best interests of the child should prevail

• Safety during the restorative process must be ensured

• Children must be able to participate in restorative processes in multiple ways

• The techniques and arrangements used shall be child-friendly

• Proportionality and outcomes of the process are crucial
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