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Peari Hartz runs her mediation program on a shoestring at Christ United Methodist Church in North Park. Hoswerd Lipin | Union- Tribune

Community Solutions

Mutual benelit

By Mark Sauer, STAFF WRITER

s birthday parties go, this one
was about as bad as it gets.
Luke Simonidas, celebrating

his 11th, was off riding his bike

with some pals while his dad
grilled hot dogs for the gathering of about 30
people in a Santee park. Suddenly Luke
showed up disheveled and crying.

Ateen-age boy, showing off for his bud-
dies, had knocked Luke off his bike and beat-
en him up.

Jeff Simonidas tracked the young tough
down. The sheriff was called, the kid was ar-
rested. But the case never made it to court.

Instead, father and son decided to take a
prosecutor up on his offer to resolve the case
by confronting the teenager in front of a me-
diator and working out a plan of restitution.

“It worked beautifully,” Jeff Simonidas
said. “I highly recommend mediation. It's not
for everybody. Butif you can sit down and
really talk, offender and victim, everyone has
won.”

Pear] Hartz, a retired school teacher and
counselor, started the San Diego Restorative
Justice Mediation Program 10 years ago after
learning of its success in more than 170 com-
munities across North America.

Relying on scores of highly dedicated vol-
unteer mediators, Hartz has overseen the
resolution of hundreds of minor crimes by ju-
veniles — vandalism, petty theft, simple as-
saults, schoolyard fights, break-ins, even
‘hate crimes — outside of the court system.

The experience, Hartz said, has been end-
lessly gratifying for crime victims, juvenile of
fenders and their parents, and the mediators
themselves.

Mediation sessions that often begin with
“anger, mistrust and outright hostility may

a mediation

program

that brings
victims and

juvenile
offenders
together,
both
sides win

end with the offender and crime victin em-
bracing,” she said.

Hartz noted that the youthiul offend:
the one who pummeled Luke Simon
taughtalesson. Yet he comes through (k
process, in which his parents are directly in-
volved, without a criminal record.

“Mediation brings the offender eyeball to
eyeball with the victim, to see the conse-
quences of what was done, and that is a very
good thing,” said Soraida Magallon. She is a
supervisor in the county probation depart-
ment’s Juvenile Field Services, from which
the mediation program gets most of its refer-
rals.

“If this service did not exist, a wonderful
resource would be lost,and these kids would
be going through the juvenilejustice system
at far greater cost,” Magallon said.

“And it would be a terrible disservice to
crime victims and the young offenders alike.
Hartz said the number of cases her pro-

gram Handles varies year to year. “We've
done as few as 60 and as many as 145 inre-
cent years,” she said.

Though comprehensive effectiveness
studies have not been done, Hartz said an
evaluation by San Diego police found that
only one of 50 minors diverted by officers to
mediation in 2000 was arrested again in the
following six months.

And a 2002 study by the California Judicial
Council found that juvenile offenders in vie-
tim-offender reconciliation programs state-
wide generally paid more restitution and
were less likely to offend again than minors
who went through the juvenile-court system.

For mediation to work. the juvenile offend-
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