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The Restorative Practices Forum NI (RPFNI) is an independent umbrella body for groups and individuals working to promote restorative practice.  It has been active for over 25 years.
RPFNI welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation. Many of the planned developments sit within a restorative continuum.
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Background.
The aim of the Restorative Practice Forum is to promote restorative justice philosophy and restorative practice across all aspects of society.
RPFNI involves wide representation from over 30 groups within the voluntary, community, justice, statutory and public sectors. It includes, educationalists, academics, social workers, and the judiciary as well as independent restorative practitioners. The forum has education and events sub committees. It has links with Restorative Practices Ireland.
The Forum has organised several successful conferences to promote restorative practice, including most recently in November 2019 - “Building a Vision for the Future of Restorative Practices”. In addition, to mark international Restorative Justice week in November 2020, the forum hosted virtual events in relation to restorative approaches in education and following sexual abuse. These were attended by approximately 220 people.
RPFNI has adopted the European Forum for Restorative Justice definition of restorative justice as “an inclusive approach of addressing harm or the risk of harm through engaging all those affected in coming to a common understanding and agreement on how the harm or wrongdoing can be repaired and justice achieved”.
Until June 2020, RPFNI was chaired by the Director of Quaker Service. NIACRO currently provides support to the Forum.
RPFNI support an ambitious approach to how we work with children, especially those who are most vulnerable. Within this approach it is important that explicit principles/ values are agreed. From our perspective these include ensuring that:
· the views and feelings of children/young people are actively sought in relation to any decision regarding their care. 

· trauma-informed, restorative approaches are adopted by all professionals working with children and young people.

· we adopt the restorative spectrum, from language to the facilitation of complex restorative meetings, to maximise respect and inclusion and minimise inequality and disempowerment so that the child remains central to any decision affecting him/her. 

· effective cross departmental/multi agency collaboration is maintained in the provision of a holistic approach to child welfare and wellbeing.

·  the safeguarding of children in our care and justice systems is paramount.

· those closest to the child – family and/or carers - are involved in any decision affecting their current and/or future circumstances.

· positive community influences and services are included in a supportive role with child and family.

Questions 1-7 
The Forum supports the position that numbers in this Centre should be kept to an absolute minimum.  Units of four children (maximum) to assist in the therapeutic approach are also critical. It would be useful to explore the availability of therapeutic respite/ time out/ place of safety accommodations which in some cases would, as an early intervention, mitigate against the need for a child/ young person to be moved into the Centre.
Question 8
If the ethos of this new Centre is to be relational and trauma-informed, it is critical that the sentencing judiciary, Lay Magistrates and all Youth and Family Court stakeholders receive trauma-informed practice training. Thus, the continuum of knowledge, understanding and care is established at the outset.  
Questions 9-14
How we respond to those children/young people who experience or cause harm is everyone’s responsibility. Perhaps the term Community Justice could be integrated into the terminology used to emphasise this.  
Restorative practice with families and parenting, in education, as an approach in health/social work and in voluntary/community settings is evidenced to be highly effective in crime prevention/diversion. Research recently conducted by the Youth Justice Agency showed that over 95% of young people who have been involved in restorative interventions would recommend this approach to another young person. Therefore, this approach can be used successfully to foster emotional capacity and the skills for building, sustaining and restoring positive relationships. 
RPFNI understands that the Panel will have an important role and agrees that this should be supported by legislation to ensure active participation from stakeholders. A holistic approach in relation to children’s needs is essential therefore the panel also needs to be reflective of our diverse society. 
It is unclear how cases might be referred to the Panel from the Youth Court. We note that equity /fairness needs to be explicit in this respect as well as clarity about the roles of others (i.e., Youth Justice Agency).
The Panel Chair role will be a particularly important one. It is our view that he/she must be highly skilled and experienced and have expert knowledge in Trauma, Adverse Childhood Experiences and Mental Health.
The new processes and the outcomes for children/ young people, families and communities should be formally evaluated from the outset, including regular, formal feedback from children and young people and their families.
The co-option of non-executive Panel members should be considered. It is important that the panel has access to objective, impartial input. 
Questions 15- 20
RPFNI supports the integrated therapeutic care model. This will require extensive training/support for all staff to ensure a consistent approach therefore, from the outset the time and costings for this must be a priority objective. 
A wide range of approaches should be integrated including social work, psychology, speech, language and communication therapy, occupational therapy, education, pastoral, nursing, psychiatry, and alternative and complementary therapies including music, art and reflexology, acupressure etc.
It is very important that third sector organisations who support children and young people in the community are actively involved so that the continuum of care covers the spectrum from Court to family support at home upon release. 
The Forum suggests that VOYPIC and Include Youth could assist in finding a less clinical name for the Centre, as from the outset language is especially important in relation to negative labelling and stigmatisation.
RPFNI members had differing views regarding the potential challenges of mixing those already involved in significant criminally harmful behaviours with those who had not. Whilst individual assessment will inform potential risks and most children/young people will have the same needs, safeguarding is critical. Cognisance has also to be given to group dynamics and mix and this must form part of the recommendations of the individual assessment. 
Mental ill health will be a relevant issue in many cases. It is critical that appropriate accommodation/ support is available in the community, both to prevent admission to the Centre and to support children and young people upon discharge.
Questions 21 -25
The issue of exit arrangements is critical, but the information provided in this section is surprisingly brief. 
Given the high percentage of repeat admissions and the relatively short average stays, it is important that appropriate resource and attention is given to the discharge plans and continuity of care pre, during and post admission to the centre. The Panel must have a proactive role in this respect. 
We suggest that Family Group Conferencing could play an important role in healing and strengthening family/carer connections during the child’s stay and post-release, as could community mentoring/family support. The ongoing active involvement of community education is also essential.
RPFNI agrees that a more open / independent approach is needed in preparation for return to the community. Again, we would suggest that the language used to describe this approach (Step Down Unit) be revisited. Active involvement of families and community leaders is important.
Questions 26-32
RPFNI supports this approach of satellite provision and assumes that existing family support hubs will be utilised. Many useful services, supporting safe reconnection with families already exist in the Third sector. The Forum agrees that these hubs should have a significant role in both prevention of admission to the Centre and following discharge. Places of safety should include appropriately resourced children’s homes, with the Centre only being utilised for bail in extreme circumstances.
Questions 33- 47
We agree that a Head of Operations would be useful, with the role supported by legislation.
RPFNI notes that all 4 options for accountability arrangements have merit and would suggest that option 2 is most suitable, with joint Health and Justice responsibility. Some members noted that the needs of the children and young people are for the most part health/social care based.
It is our view that satellite provision is important, including a clear formalised remit/obligation for service delivery/ multi agency working.
The multi-agency Panel should be supported by legislation. The development of this Centre is an important opportunity to re-shape services for those children who need our help the most. Places on this Panel must be subject to rigour and commitment. 
Parental responsibility for children who are looked after should be shared by the HSC Trust and the Head of Operations.
Regarding equality, gender, learning differences/ disability and geographical issues are significant. It is important that families living far from the Centre are facilitated to have an active role by whatever means possible. 
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this consultation. Should you require any further information please contact me.
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