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According to her responsibilities for a social welfare policy towards victims and 

offenders, the Flemish government finances projects in three prisons to create a 

“restorative offer to prisoners” since 2000. The projects have two major 

components: a course “Victim in Focus” and an offer for victim-offender 

mediation. This paper gives a brief overview of the concept and the first results 

of these two components. It secondly focusses on a few questions and 

challenges for the future. 

 

However, for an understanding of the choices and some of the problems 

involving these two projects, a little insight in the constitutional structure of 

Belgium is necessary. 

 

1. Constitutional framework 

 

Flanders is a state of Belgium with its own parliament and its own government. 

The Government of Flanders has competence, for example, in the fields of 

education, sport, culture, welfare policy and health care. The federal 

government of Belgium retains competence, inter alia, for justice, defence, 

social security, the prison system, policing and foreign policy. 

 

The flemish competence of welfare policy includes victim support and the 

welfare services towards detainees. The federal competence of justice includes 

the prosecution system, the execution of sentences and punishment and the 

organisation of imprisonment. 

 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank the members of the Family and Social Welfare Administration for their help and constructive criticism. 
Special thanks goes to CJ. Biart for her kind assistance with the linguistical aspects. 
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Sometimes disputes arrise when the competences of justice and welfare meet. 

There are however a few guidelines. When the aim of an initiative lies in 

conflictresolution in a judicial setting (mediation at the level of the police or the 

prosecutor) or in offering an alternative for incarceration but still enforced by a 

penal court (e.g., courses “Victim in Focus” as a probational measure), the 

initiatieve will be financed by the federal government.  

 

When, on the contrary, the focus lies on voluntarism of the participation, the 

welfare and personal development of the people involved, then the Flemish 

government will rather finance the initiative. But in any case, the competences 

are intermingled and cooperation is necessary.  

 

It is obvious that the federal state and Flanders meet each other in the aim to 

realize a model of restorative oriented detention. 

 

2. Concepts 

In December 2000 the Flemish Community instructed a cooperative effort of 

several organisations to explore the possible contribution of the Flemish 

Community in realizing a model of restorative oriented detention. The purpose 

of the project were two things: 

• the implementation of victim – offender mediation and the course 'Victim in 

Focus' (a course in victim awareness and empathy) in three experimental 

prisons in Flanders; 

• developing a conceptual framework for this offer.  

 

This paper focusses on the implementation of the mediation and the course2. 

The fundamental goal is to offer detainees ways to try to restore (some of) the 

damage and harm to their victims. 

 

The courses “Victim in Focus” are meant to awaken the inmates to the 

consequences of their actions to the victims and to stimulate them to assume 

responsibility towards the victims. 

                                                 
2 The conceptual framework is discussed in a paper of D. Eyckmans, D. Dufraing and M. Regelbrugge, The concept of restorative 
justice in prisons seen from the community and illustrated by the practice of victim-offender mediation. (http://www.euforumrj.org). 
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The victim-offender mediation can complement these courses by offering the 

inmates a chance to actually take the initiative towards the victims (contact, 

exchange views,…). 

 

A. Victim in Focus 

For a long time, crime was seen as a conflict between an offender and the 

state. The victim was hardly involved in the correctional dealings. The victim 

support services however registered the need of the victims for recognition of 

their situation. Victims want recognition not only by the state, but also by the 

offender. Therefore, a few victim support professionals developed in 1995 the 

course “Victim in Focus” (VIF) as an alternative punishment. 

 

The Catholic University of Leuven started in 1997 a researchproject called 

“restorative oriented detention”. As a part of this project, a course “Victim in 

Focus” was offered to detainees of three prisons in Flanders in 1998-1999. At 

the same time but seperately, an experimental offer of victim-offender mediation 

was started in one of those prisons. In 2000, the Flemish government proposed 

to start a project uniting these two initiatives. 

 

VIF approaches crime as a conflict between several parties: the offender harms 

the society and the victim. The aim of the course shifted throughout the years 

from a focus on behavioral change and reduction of recidivism towards a 

restorative approach and the confrontation of the offender with his 

responsability toward the victim and with his personal guild3. The creation of a 

space for reflection in the offender concerning this guild and this resposability is 

important. It recognises the offender as a human being with responsability. Also 

towards victims it is important that there is attention for guild, for it 

acknowledges the fact that harm and injustice has been done (SIB-Suggnomè, 

2001). 

 

At this moment, the aims of VIF are: making the offender aware of the 

consequences of crime for victims in general and his victim in particular, trying 

to enforce the offenders empathy and confronting him with his responsability 

toward his victim (SIB-Suggnomè, 2001). 

                                                 
3 ‘Guild’ is not used here in a legal sense, but in a sense of not having taken into account the concerns of the victim. 
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B. Victim-offender mediation during detention 

The teachers of VIF felt the strong need to formulate an offer to the detained 

participants of the course who wanted to take steps towards their victims. The 

offer of victim-offender mediation seemed essential. An experiment was set up 

early 2001. 

 

For the time being, only two mediators are working in the stage of the execution of 

punishment in Flanders. 

The programme itself is based upon three major foundations: voluntarism of the 

participation, confidentiality of the meetings, and the strict neutrality of the mediator’s 

position. 

 

The mediator contacts each of the parties and he/she starts separate talks with the 

victim and the offender. He/she tries to establish a good, trustful relationship with 

both parties and a sympathetic climate. Recognition and respect for both persons is 

shown. At first, the mediator acts as a go-between. Mutual meanings, questions and 

expectations are communicated and reformulated. This process of indirect mediation 

can eventually lead to some kind of agreement. Face-to-face meeting between victim 

and offender is also possible, if both parties agree. In which case, it is evident that 

this demands thorough and careful preparation. 

 

Through the mediation process the mediator writes reports about the preceding talks 

and meetings and eventually he/she writes an agreement that is acceptable for both 

parties. This agreement refers to the meaning of the facts and specifies a multitude of 

consequences of the act on both the personal and social level. Apologies can be 

formulated and may be accepted. Commitments can be agreed upon, f.i. about the 

payment of the civil party or other forms of compensation. Agreements can be made 

about how to relate to each other in the future. The victims are able to confront their 

offenders with the particular, often traumatic consequences of criminal behaviour, 

offenders can get the possibility to give some explanation about the motives of their 

crimes, their intentions to try to make it up, etc. All kinds of questions and answers or 

other relevant information can be exchanged, which can be very meaningful for both 

parties in order to understand what really happened, and the aftermath of it (Dufraing, 

D., Eyckmans, D. and Regelbrugge, M., 2001). 
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But besides this written agreement, the process of mediation and the communication 

between the parties have a substantial meaning of their own, and experience shows 

that this is very much appreciated. It gives the people involved the opportunity to 

reflect on what is socially acceptable and what not, taking the conflict as a starting 

point. Through this communication process, both parties can define, redefine or 

interpret the crime and its consequences and try to find a solution that is acceptable 

for both. 

 

It is obvious that in such a communication process, the role and the skills of the 

mediator are of great importance.  He/she must not only try to create an open and 

respectful climate, but also stimulate in an active way the mediation process. A safe 

environment for an eventual meeting is a necessity, and it must be avoided that 

potential imbalances in power should disturb the process (Dufraing, D., Eyckmans, D. 

and Regelbrugge, M., 2001). 

 

3. The first results 

 

A. Victim in Focus 

Members of the prison staff and members of the project group worked together 

to devise a scenario detailling ways of promoting the course inside the prison, 

the selection of candidates, the way the course is organized and the evaluation 

of the course in the aftermath. 

 

Not all candidates are accepted in the course. Psychopaths are excluded, 

because an important goal of the course, enforcing the ability to empathize, can 

hardly be reached. Furthermore, they can easely abuse the insights and 

knowledge about victims’ reactions to crime and injury. 

Initially, sexual delinquents were also excluded. The teachers felt they lacked 

sufficient knowledge to handle these issues concerning victims as well as 

offenders. Secondly, bringing sexual delinquents together with other offenders 

in one group while talking about victims might not be justifiable in terms of 

stigmatization and isolation of the offenders within the prison4. In 2002 the 

teachers expanded their knowledge in this field and in 2003 the first 

experimental course for sexual offenders started. 

                                                 
4 In Belgium, there are no prisons exclusively for sexual delinquents. 
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Other conditions are: 

- only offences with a human being as a victim; 

- the offender must at least partially admit the facts that lead to his 

punishment; 

- the offender must be willing to talk about these facts in a group. 

 

VIF works with groups of six or seven inmates, two times a week during 4 to 5 

weeks. The programme takes about 30 hours and uses different methodes:  

- group discussions on the seriousness of different sorts of crime, on 

everyone’s opinion on criminality; 

- role-playing: the offender has to take the role of his victim while an actor 

takes the place of the offender; 

- guest-speakers lecture about their experiances in working with victims; 

- lessons on the effects of crime for victims by means of a videotape; 

- a victim testifies about the personal consequences of crime and the way 

he/she dealt with it. 

 

Because of the strict selection of candidates and due to the experimental basis 

of the course, only 41 detainees had followed the course at the end of 2002. 

Three of them decided to end their participation before the end of the course. 

An examination of the profiles of these participants shows that they are mostly 

young detainees (more then 50% is between 18 and 25 years old) who are 

incarcerated for serious crimes (armed robbery, assault and battery, etc.) 

Most of the participants point to the climate of sincerity, trust and mutual respect 

within the group. The ability to empathize with their victim differed strongly 

between the participants. For some of them, the course was a confrontation 

with their inability to immerse themselves in the feelings of their victims. Others 

took steps towards their victims immediately after or even during the course. 

The testimony of a victim during the course leaves a strong impression with 

most participants. Some are able to empathize strongly with the victim, although 

that doesn’t imply that they can do the same with their own victim. 
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B. Victim-offender mediation 

At this moment, the victim-offender mediation programme primarilly focusses on 

detainees of three prisons and their victims. Only in exceptional cases will the 

mediators answer to the requests of detainees from other prisons. The reason 

for this limitation lies in the fact that the mediation during detention is still a 

temporary project and that there are only two mediators, one for a prison in the 

northern region of Flanders and one for the two prisons in Leuven. The 

programme is also very offender oriented. There is no organized offer done to 

victims yet, although the centers for victim support have been briefed about the 

project. Nevertheless, eight mediations were started after a request from a 

victim in 2002. 

 

Essentially, there is no real difference between this type of mediation and other 

forms of mediation organized in Belgium. The basic principles (voluntarism, 

confidentiality and neutrality) are the same and the methods are almost 

identical. 

 

In 2002, 50 new requests for mediation reached the mediators of the project, 

including 7 requests made by victims, about the same number as in 2001. In 15 

cases the mediation never started for various reasons linked to the offender 

(mostly) or to the victim. 

 

Twenty mediation cases started in 2001 and added to the number of mediations 

in 2002, totalling 65 cases. 

 

In 34 mediations the participants completed the whole mediation proces. Nine 

of them were concluded with a written agreement between the offender and the 

victim. 

 

In only six cases there was a face-to-face meeting between the victim and the 

offender. All the participants were pleased with the results of these meetings, 

even when the victims did not get the recognition they had hoped for (SIB-

Suggnomè, 2002). 

 



8 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 

4. Evaluation and future issues 

 

A. Victim in Focus 

The target group of the course is probably too narrow. At the moment there is 

an experimental course for sexual delinquents. This course will be evaluated at 

the end of this year. Furthermore the project group seeks answers to the 

questions whether and how the course can be made accessible to offenders of 

crimes without a clear and personal victim (fraude, drugdealing,...), to female 

detainees5 and to internees and which methodological changes are necessary. 

 

An important issue however, remains the role of victims in the course. Victims 

are involved in the course by means of victim testimonies. These testimonies 

are often a very intens experience for the victim, for the victim gets the chance 

to tell his/her story towards offenders and meets offenders who are willing to 

listen, who show respect towards them etc. VIF wants to elaborate the role and 

position of victims in the course. 

 

In order to scientifically measure the effects of the course, VIF has made an 

agreement with the Catholic University of Leuven for the development of an 

adequate instrument. 

 

B. Victim-offender mediation 

The overall evaluation of the mediation project is positive. Even if the mediation 

“fails”, there are often positive effects for one or both parties (Buntinx, 2002). 

 

The concept however still needs to be adjusted and elaborated, since the offer 

of the mediation programme is too much offender-oriented (Regelbrugge, 

2001). That is no surprise as the initial goal of the project was to formulate an 

offer towards detainees. But the project group is more and more confronted with 

the justified requests of victims. One of the tasks at hand, is an investigation of 

how the opportunity of joining a mediation programme can be offered to victim 

and offender equally and simultaneously. It is clear however, that the actual 

number of mediators is far too small to expand the project to other prisons and 

to victims. 

                                                 
5 There are no female prisoners in the three prisons participating in the experiment. 
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What if the offender’s motivation for the mediation is purely opportunistic? If the 

mediator knows this and he can communicate this to the other side, then there 

is no real problem (Buntinx, 2002). But offenders rarely request a mediation 

purely for their own interests. The confrontation with one’s victim is never 

comfortable.  

 

Today, there is no structural link with the judicial authorities to honour the result 

of these mediations so far. There is already some cooperation with the 

Commissions for Conditional Release regarding the possibility to acknowledge 

in their deliberations a mediation agreement between the offender and the 

victim. A uniform scenario accepted by all the judicial authorities, however, 

cannot be expected in the near future. 

 

There would be two major consequences of such a structural link: 

• it would be even more imperative that every detainee in Flanders has an 

equal right to get the offer of victim-offender mediation; at the moment this is 

impossible; 

• the chance of a pure pragmatic use of mediation by the offender increases. 

 

The first consequence is primarily a financial issue (government funding), but 

has also to do with promotion and communication of the offer of mediation. The 

second consequence does not have to be a problem if the mediators are well 

trained and the communication between the parties is open, honest and clear. 

 

The results of the first two years show that direct mediation (face-to-face 

meetings) is rather exceptional. Indirect mediation is common. Some cases of 

indirect mediation can hardly be called ‘mediation’ as they have more to do with 

victim-offender communication.  

 

The question now arrises whether these cases of victim-offender 

communication can be picked up and handled by the regular social workers 

inside the prisons but also by the social workers of the victim support services. 

This will free the mediators for the more intense mediations. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

In this paper we discribed – very briefly – two initiatives towards detainees but 

with a high involvement of victims. The course, Victim in Focus, was initially an 

initiative by the victim support services inspired by the need of victims for 

recognition, not only by the society, but also by the offender. Victim-offender 

mediation on the other hand, started clearly as an offer towards incarcerated 

offenders. 

 

Both initiatives are still organized on an experimental basis, as the concepts 

need further elaboration, not only on the basic level, but also on a structural 

level. Exploring the opportunities in this regard is an important challenge.  

Both projects feel the need to expand the role and the position of victims in their 

programme. It is clear that the offer of victim-offender mediation should be 

equally accessible to victims and offenders. But also VIF studies ways to make 

the course a possible tool for victims in their search for personal healing. 

Essentially, the project group seeks to obtain the right balance, for only then 

restoration has the best chance of succes. 
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