Inga Zandberga from Latvia about the COVID-19 challenges

Challenges and changes

Year 2020 for the State Probation Service of Latvia brought many challenges and changes. Reflecting
on the past year and current working conditions probation officer and manager Inga Zandberga
recognizes both drawbacks and gains. Like most probation officers in Latvia, Inga is responsible for
wide scope of activities, including preparation of pre-sentence and parole reports, managing
supervision cases as well as coordination of community work service orders. Additionally, she has
also responsibilities of group-work probation program facilitation and victim-offender mediation. At
last, but not least, Inga is leading one of the divisions of the Kurzeme District Probation Office and is a
manager of 6 probation officers. So, when COVID hit, she had to deal both with considerable shift in
client case management as well as organizing work of her colleagues under new circumstances. Now,
after eleven months of adapting to changing pandemic rules, Inga reflects on present situation at
work.

Supervision

“In the first place it affected the supervision. At the moment | am managing 14 client cases in
supervision. The face-to-face meetings are continued only with high, and sometimes — medium risk
clients, if they have issues with violent behaviour. With other clients the contact is maintained via
video- and phone calls. It requires a creative approach. Not always the video call is possible, but | am
trying to organize it as often as possible. It is not only more personal and humane to see each other
during conversation, but also more informative. Sometimes you can draw useful conclusions just by
looking at client during the conversation. Meeting clients at their place of residence has been
suspended as well, with only exception for clients of electronic monitoring programme (equipment
installation). In every case | and my colleagues are reassuring the clients that supervision is going on
and they are not left by themselves. The measures are taken to maintain the relationships built
before. There are also other procedures largely unaffected by COVID restrictions. For instance,
probation officer set forth their duty on checking for client’s compliance to curfew rules. Now we
have to put on masks and carefully keep the distance, but otherwise it’s like before.”, says Inga. “l am
also responsible for organizing community work service which was suspended, but now it is mostly
executed as before. These works are organized outdoors and, as possible, avoiding close contact with
other people.”

Volunteering program

By contrast, the volunteering program underwent serious changes. Inga is a coordinator of probation
mentoring program, where volunteers are supporting young offenders. “Since November there are
no more real-life meetings between volunteers and clients. Instead, the bond between mentors and
mentees is kept by online conversations and chat. But not always it is enough as the client’s need for
human interaction is growing. | got the impression that lately more clients feel depressed. Some had
lost their jobs during pandemic and loneliness is becoming bigger problem. Mentor’s role is being
support person who provides reliance and encouragement in dealing with daily problems. Now it is
much more challenging to do it by phone and video calls.”



Another duty of Inga is facilitation of probation programs. During early autumn 2020 new annual
series of probation programs for clients were launched. But the second wave of pandemics in
November put an end to them. Now the programs are indefinitely suspended.

More difficult became managing the victim-offender mediation process. Being probation mediator,
Inga recognizes that video conferencing in mediation is working as some kind of inferior substitute to
face-to-face meetings. The remote conversation has serious drawbacks: “There are more potential
issues with confidentiality requirements to deal with, including the identity of participants. The
dynamics of online meeting is different and there is less room for sharing personal emotions”, says
Inga.



