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Pioneering Quaker project wins at the Justice Awards

The Hampshire and Thames Valley Circles of Support and Accountability team are proud winners in the Engaging Communities team category of the Justice Awards.

“It is an acknowledgement of the outstanding success of the project and a tribute to the commitment of our extraordinary volunteers, without whom such a scheme could never be possible,” said Helen Drewery of Quaker Peace and Social Witness, who manages the team.

Circles of Support and Accountability was set up as a pilot project in the Thames Valley area, under the auspices of the Quakers, four-and-a-half years ago.

Based on the principles of restorative justice, it works on the idea that high-risk offenders are far less likely to re-offend after their release from prison if they are given the opportunity to build non-judgemental relationships with other adults – the volunteers – who support their efforts to rebuild their lives while at the same time holding them accountable for their actions.

Baroness Scotland, who chaired the judging panel, said: “Protection of the public remains the number one priority for the government. The principle behind Circles is that inclusion in society makes people safer and that alienating people or forcing them onto the margins of life only brings added risks.

“Circles strikes a good balance between inclusion and vigilance. Involvement with Circles substantially increases the contact offenders have with statutory agencies.”
More than 100 trained volunteers are now working in “Circles” with high-risk sex offenders in Thames Valley and Hampshire. They work alongside statutory agencies such as the police and probation service.

Some 28 sex offenders or “core members” are rebuilding offence-free lives with the help of their Circles, and our team are working with more offenders as they prepare to join a Circle on their release from prison.

The figures speak for themselves: in the four-and-a-half years that the project has been running, not one of the core members has reoffended sexually. Evidence from Canada, where the idea first developed twelve years ago, confirms that Circles can greatly reduce re-offending rates.

Helen Drewery said: “This work shows that the community can respond positively to the challenge of released sex offenders living in our communities.

“Our over-riding aim is that there should be ‘no more victims’.  The offenders we work with, our volunteers and our staff team are all united in that aim.”
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What Quakers Say

· There is something sacred in all people.

· All people are equal before God and each person is a unique and precious child of God.

· True religion leads to respect for the earth and all life upon it. Religion is about the whole of life.

· We meet in stillness to discover a deeper sense of God’s presence.

