Meeting Victims’ Needs Post-Conviction Study Group

Draft Recommendations for the Minnesota Department of Corrections, as of January 14, 2003
These are excerpts from the full list of recommendations, which is available at: http://www.clarityfacilitation.com/postconviction.  The full list of recommendation includes recommendations for many agencies, not just the DOC.  The full report also includes more recommendations for ideal, long-term responses to victims’ needs.  The recommendations listed here are divided into three categories: FOR DOC IN GENERAL, FACILITIES, and FOR DOC FIELD SERVICES.  Please send comments to Michael Bischoff (michael@clarityfacilitation.com, 612-521-1889).

The Study Group recommends:

FOR THE DOC IN GENERAL:

The need identified most frequently by crime victims that the Study Group talked with was access to information.  Minor changes made to the DOC web site could have a large impact in improving access to post-conviction information for victims.
1) The Study Group recommends that the DOC and the Minnesota Office on Justice Programs (OJP) work together to develop and host a central web page with information about post-conviction victim concerns.  Links to this web site should be placed on the home pages of the DOC, OJP, mncorrections.org, the DOC Offender Locator page, DOC Community Notification, and community corrections web sites.   Information about all of the main topics covered in these recommendations would be summarized on the web page.  Content would include:
A) DOC processes (defining types of probation, intensive supervision, standard conditions of release, etc.), with links to DOC pages like the Offender Locator.
B) Restitution: What victims can expect generally, and how to access information about payment of restitution.
C) Safety Planning options
D) Life Sentence Review Process
E) Opportunities for Victim/Offender Dialogues
F) Offender apology letter process defined, as well as instructions for a victim interested in receiving an apology letter an offender has written to them and put the letter on file with the DOC.
G) Community Notification:  It is very important to include specific information on additional notification rights victims have under Community Notification (different than victims of offenders not community notification eligible) and information about the process the victim must complete to receive notification.
H) Victim Notification
I) How to become involved in corrections programming, such as Victim Impact Panels, Citizens, Victims, and Offenders Restoring Justice (when this is available) and other corrections programming

J) Contact information for Support Groups and national resources for victims

2) Develop a cross reference on the DOC Offender Locator Web Page for offenders who have changed their names.

3) On the Offender Locator page of each inmate, list the security level of the facility the inmate is in on the same page as the offender’s photo.  Also add a note at the bottom of the page with the offender’s photo that explains that inmates enter St. Cloud as an intake facility, and are then transferred to other facilities.  Because automated victim notification does not provide notification when an offender is transferred to a higher-level security facility, these two pieces of additional information on the Locator page would answer questions for some victims.

4) We recommend that the DOC add the month and the year of the Life Sentence Review Hearing date to the Offender Locator pages of inmates who have hearing dates, as soon as it has been scheduled, along with a contact phone number for questions about the hearing process.  This web page would also have a link to information about the Life Sentence Review process.

5) We recommend that the DOC designate staff to oversee the implementation of these recommendations and coordinate ongoing victim services within the DOC. Areas of oversight include: Victim Notification, Apology Letters, training for criminal justice and victim services staff, Victim/Offender Dialogues in institutions, safety planning, and Life Sentence Review Hearings.  Here are two options for addressing this need:

A) When funds for expansion are available, we recommend that the DOC provide a central Victim Information Staff/Unit.  This position would provide a single contact point for victims in the correctional system.  This staff person would serve as a liaison for many of the topics listed above.
B) If one position cannot currently be fully devoted to victim information, we recommend that the responsibilities for the oversight of Victim Notification, Apology Letters, training for criminal justice and victim services staff, coordination of Victim/Offender Dialogues in institutions, safety planning, and Life Sentence Review Hearings be distributed among a team of staff.  An ongoing committee to oversee DOC responses to victim needs might be formed with representation from each of the facilities and field services. We trust that the DOC will acknowledge the importance of these issues and plan accordingly to assure they are addressed both in the short term and in the long term.
6) Include information regarding restitution obligations and collection mechanisms in the DOC New Employee Academy and the Probation Officer Academy (if it is resumed), as part of an overall section on victim needs and rights post-conviction.

7) Training on victim issues be required as a part of annual training requirements for all DOC staff.
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FOR DOC FACILIITES:
8) We recommend that the DOC offer offenders the opportunity to voluntarily sign a release of information form that would release information about whether or not they have participated in different kinds of programming, and/or received discipline measures.  The opportunity to sign this form could be integrated with the facility orientation for incoming inmates and during victim impact programming.  This information would only be available to the victims they harmed and their advocates, at the specific request of the victim. (See Appendix D for a sample release of information form). When victims contact case managers, asking for information about their offenders, case managers would have more information to offer victims in cases where a release of information was signed.  Information may include: did the offender participate in or complete any treatment or similar correctional programming for anger management, Chemical Dependency, sex offender, education, domestic violence, parenting etc., and did the offender receive discipline measures. 
Note:  The definition of whom this information is accessible to needs further clarification. Items that need to be considered include:

A)  Case managers should not have to do extra work to track down and decide who all the victims are in a particular case.

B) If the information is accessible to anyone, concern has been expressed about the use of this information by the media.                                         

9) We recommend that release conditions specify the amount of restitution owed, the county to which payments should be directed, and other relevant information about the offender’s restitution obligations.  We suggest that the restitution data that is stored in the ITAG computer system be automatically transferred to COMS, allowing case managers and other DOC staff people that are preparing release conditions easy access to restitution information for that offender.
10) We recommend that DOC caseworkers receive basic training about victim rights and resources.  This training would include information about referring victims to local victim advocates when victims contact the caseworkers with safety planning concerns prior to an offender’s release.  All caseworkers need access to updated versions of the state victim services directory, such as the one on the OJP web site.  

11) We recommend that the DOC work with the Center for Restorative Justice and Peacemaking at the University of Minnesota to develop consistent policy and protocol for providing facilitated victim/offender dialogue when victims request such meetings with incarcerated offenders.

12) We recommend continuing to have a Restorative Justice Representative at each DOC correctional facility and that those Representatives act, in part, as the facility liaison for any victim/offender dialogues that take place in the their facilities
13) We recommend that the DOC, together with OJP, establish a policy to address offender apology letter writing, requesting and receiving letters, and processes to ensure consistency in all three of these areas.  This plan will need to include making a decision about where the Apology Letter Bank should be located and assigning staff to manage it.  (( See sidebar on pages seven and eight for necessary victim safety considerations)
14) Each correctional facility should provide Victim Impact Classes for offenders both in programming and in general population, that includes a section on appropriate apology letter writing.

15) We recommend that the DOC victim notification form letter for offender transfers between facilities be modified.  Current letters refer to the eventual release of the offender.  This wording has been confusing and upsetting to victims who have offenders serving life sentences without the possibility of release.   A phrase should be added to the form letter acknowledging that there are cases where no release of the offender is planned.
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FOR DOC FIELD SERVICES (Most of these recommendations also apply to the non-DOC forms of probation delivery in Minnesota):

16) When community service is ordered, a community service placement that relates to the offense and/or the expressed preferences of the victim should be considered and made when possible and appropriate. (( See sidebar on pages seven and eight of the full report for necessary victim safety considerations)
17) All agents should be familiar with restitution collection procedures in their own county, including revenue recapture and civil judgments.

18) Local agents should ensure that restitution payment is included with any orders of commitment to the Commissioner of Corrections.

19) Supervising agents need to monitor restitution payments as they do other obligations such as payments of fines and fees.  We recommend that probation agents’ performance reviews evaluate how consistently they monitor their offenders’ restitution payments.  

20) We recommend that agents work with local victim advocates to address concerns about victim safety.  Agents should be open to meeting with a victim and their advocate to discuss the victim's safety concerns.  We are NOT suggesting that agents would have the responsibility of developing safety plans, but agents should work with victims and advocates to figure out how to keep the victim safe from the offender, including establishing supervision conditions that could help.  
21) District supervisors should require victim needs, rights, and resources training for field staff.

22) Involve victim advocacy/victim services representatives as trainers for corrections reentry staff (caseworkers, facility transition staff) and probation agents. Offer this training with regional emphasis, with focus on out-state areas with limited resources. Invite victim advocates and service providers from local area to attend.
Notes: The full Study Group report includes a section about special considerations needed for victim safety in the implementation of these recommendations.  See pages seven and eight of the report.  The full report also includes recommendations for ideal processes for victims in the future, and many of these recommendations relate to the DOC.
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