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LED ASTRAY: LOST YOUNG LIVES

“

Daniel McAnaspie is a classic case
of a child in dire need of care but
whose life spiralled out of control
because he didn’t get it

In Part Two of
this series we
look at how
young people
are being
sucked into a
world of drugs
and violence,
but by the time
charges are
levelled it is
hard to tell if
it’s a teen
crying out for
help or a career
criminal in
the making.

If I had had the energy I would have thrown myself clean off the bridge. I was broken.
All the anger that kept me going for so long was gone — JOHNNY, left

‘All of my friends from back
then are either in jail or dead’

Jennifer Hough talks
frankly with 23-year-old
Johnny who spent his
teenage years caught up
in a cycle of drink, drugs
and petty crime

THE first time Johnny robbed a house he was 14
and “just going along for the ride”.
He had started off sniffing solvents and

mitching school and this quickly progressed to
drinking and smoking hash.
He “got a girlfriend and friends” and would go

partying for the weekend.
Things were not good at home and he started

staying out for three and four days at a time.
“It got to the stage where my mother couldn’t

handle things. I was 14 when the guards came
and took me to a residential home.”
Johnny was placed in a care home in an urban

area in the west of Ireland, about an hour from
home, and it wasn’t long before his behaviour
spiralled further out of control.
“I fell in with a group of lads and started

taking ecstasy and robbing houses every day.
We’d knock on the door and if no-one was home
we would throw a brick through the window.
We mainly got electrical stuff and money. I had
no awareness how wrong it was at the time,”
he says.
Although just petty crimes to Johnny and his

friends, the consequences were serious.
“I didn’t get caught for a long time, but my

friends all around me did. We were robbing
cars, joyriding, messing, burning them out. A
couple of my friends were killed, other people
just left them to die after car crashes.”
By the time he was 16, Johnny had seen

enough and tried to change. Still living in the
care home, he maintains he got great support
from social workers but kept getting dragged
back into drink drugs and crime.
“I tried to go back to school at one stage but

the alcohol dragged me back. I started getting
really drunk after school.
“I was out robbing houses on my own and

kept getting caught. I would get locked up for
the night and when I had sobered up in the
morning I was back out on the street to the
same thing. I had about 14 or 15 charges, they
kept piling up.
“My case was always being adjourned for

probation reports and drug tests and things like
that.”
Johnny firmly believes if he had been locked

up things would have turned out much worse.
“I was always terrified of jail. If you go, you

just get used to it. My view is that for anyone
who has a drug problem, or for drug-related
crime there should be mandatory treatment —
what’s prison only a school for criminals?
“I knew a lot of lads who were sent to

detention schools. I have heard Oberstown is
alright, but anyone I know who went to St Pat’s
came out worse. It’s terrible. I’ve heard bad
stories from there. I know a few lads who
went there, and haven’t been right since.”
Johnny believes the reason why he never got

a custodial sentence was because so many
people were speaking up for him.
“The judge always said my crimes were

faceless and I was trying to supply a habit, I
was never violent, but I did see a lot of violence.
I saw fellas kicking each other in the head with
steel boots, and hitting each other over the
head with bottles, it was all through anger. We
were all from dysfunctional families, there is
always a reason.”
Johnny describes his life back then as a

“subculture” where drink and drugs were the
norm, his friends were his family and it was
them against the world.
Things came to head when Johnny turned 18.

No longer a juvenile he was facing certain
detention from there on in and the state had no
legal obligation to keep him in care.
“I was coming back drunk and out of it all the

time so the care home kicked me out. I was in a
complete mess, I had guards looking for me, I

was living in squats, and smoking heroin. I was
ruined, I was a shell of a human being.”
One day, on the brink of suicide, Johnny

pledged to turn his life around.
“I’ll never forget it, it was May 2005, I was

seven-and-a-half stone, and I had not eaten in
three days, I was up on the railway bridge and
the sun was beating down., If I had had the
energy I would have thrown myself off. I was
broken. I was never one for God, but I looked up
and said, ‘God if you are there will you help me’,
and I did get help.”
Johnny’s aftercare worker got him into

treatment. He went to Harristown House, an
addiction treatment centre for young men who
come through the courts, and afterwards to
Kazelain House, a place for homeless young
men coming out of prison or treatment.
He puts his recovery down to the support he

received at the centres. Ironically, both have
since been closed by the Department of Justice.
“It’s brutal that they have both closed down.

Ireland has a terrible history of letting down the
people who most need help,” Johnny says.
“I have seen lads go through Harristown

House and Kazelain and who are now in their
third year at college. I was in Kazelain for nine
months. It was the first time I was clean and
sober for a long time all through the support I
got at Kazelain. I was a different person.”
Johnny knows how lucky he is to have broken

the cycle of addiction and crime.
“You have to remove yourself completely

from the scene. Every time I went back to my
friends, I would end up back drinking and drug-
ging. All of my friends from back then are either
are in jail or dead.”
Ironically, Johnny believes he was fortunate to

have come before the courts as it helped him
fight his addiction.
“People who never get to court might always

have a problem. They just carry on and don’t
ever get treatment. I met plenty of people in that
situation. But it is a sad state of affairs if you
have to end up in court to get help.”
Now 23, Johnny is in top form and loving life.
“I have my flat, I am hoping to go to college

and I have my whole life ahead of me.”

St Patrick’s Institution, above and
right. The Irish Penal Reform Trust
has called for an immediate end to
the detention of children in St Pat’s.
Far right: The Children’s Court in
Smithfield, Dublin.

St Pat’s detainees ‘are worse off leaving’
by Jennifer Hough

YOUNG men who are detained in
St Patrick’s Institution for 16 to
21-year-olds are “lost” and leave it
worse off than when they went in.
According to Gareth Noble, who

works as a defence solicitor in the
Children’s Court in Smithfield, once
a young person is sent to St Pat’s
there is no going back.
“The situation with St Pat’s is that

once a teenage boy reaches 16 he
will be sent there. He could only be
on remand for a petty crime,
and might later be acquitted. So
in theory you could have a young
person with no conviction mixing
with someone who has committed
murder,” Mr Noble said.
“In my view you have lost them

once they go to St Pat’s. They come
out worse off and once you cross
into that it is hard to come back.”
Although plans have been made

for separate accommodation for the
majority of 16 and 17-year-old boys,
that under 18-year-olds continue to
be imprisoned in St Pat’s breaches
international human rights law.
The Irish Penal Reform Trust has

consistently called for an immediate
end to the detention of children in
St Pat’s, as has the Ombudsman for
Children.
The Inspector of Prisons noted in

2009 that 25% of the juvenile
population in St Patrick’s are on pro-
tection, fearing for their own safety.
Social campaigner Fr Peter

McVerry used to visit St Pat’s regu-
larly and called it a “total disaster”
which must be closed.
“You could have 60 young people

in there at any one time. It is ironic
that these are the most damaged kids
in the country, but they are not
getting the help they need at the
developmental stage of their lives.
They have huge amounts of energy
but there is virtually nothing

to do — or if they do it is hopelessly
inadequate.”
Young people in St Pat’s are

particularly vulnerable because they
have no independent complaints
mechanism.
The Ombudsman for Children

cannot accept individual complaints
from children held in St Pat’s and has
called for an extension of her remit
to include complaints from boys
there.
Chairperson of the Irish Penal

Reform Trust, youth justice specialist
and senior lecturer at UCC
Ursula Kilkelly maintains the

continuing use of St Pat’s for
under-18s is a disgrace.
“There has got to be some thought

into how we get those young people
out of there and I don’t understand
why there is not a plan B to move
them out,” she said.

Ms Kilkelly said plans to build a
new campus which will facilitate all
young offenders was a long way
off.
“Whatever happens, there has got

to be a plan. Even in 2008 when
plans for the new campus were

announced we knew there was a
chance it would be delayed.”
Ms Kilkelly said the setting for

young people in detention was
“critical” as to whether it is a
constructive experience or institu-
tionalising one.

In the first of a
two-day series,
we ask just
how can
we get the
balance right
in punishing
young offenders
adequately
while also
getting
sufficient justice
for victims of
serious youth
crime

THREE 15-year-old boys
appear in court over what
gardaí call an “horrific”

mugging. Two teenagers in posses-
sion of a pick-axe handle and a
knife are charged in connection
with an alleged burglary during
which a man is attacked.
Gardaí recover 5,000 worth of

drugs and three shotgun cartridges
during searches of a 16-year-old
boy’s bedroom.
A teenage girl pleads guilty to

biting, punching and kicking a
female garda and gouging her eyes
during a disturbance in Dublin’s
Temple Bar.
These are just some of the more

serious cases which have come
before Smithfield’s children’s court
over the past few months.
Over the past two years, the

number of teenagers facing crimi-
nal charges in the children’s courts
topped 3,000, rising slightly in
2009 up to 3,220 from 3,180 in
2008. They had committed in
excess of 8,000 crimes each year.
Both years, however, just under

300 young people were detained.
The modern legislation which

deals with juvenile justice, the
Children Act 2001, insists deten-
tion must be a measure of last
resort, but with no real assessment
of how a wide range of communi-
ty sanctions are working, victims
of the crimes are asking — are
they adequate?
Youth crime, often benignly

branded “antisocial behaviour”,
perhaps does a disservice to those
who experience it.
Most young people in trouble

with the law only reach court as a
last resort. They have already been
given chance after chance. If they
continue to offend, they are placed
on a “red star” list, which means
another offence and it’s court.
So should the court then give

them yet another chance, and if
so is it really serving their best
interests?
Cllr John Redmond, a member

of Dublin’s joint policing commit-
tee, does not believe the courts are
responding adequately to young
offenders terrorising communities.
The committee recently wrote

to the Department of Justice ask
for a review of what it deems
“very lenient” court sentences for
young offenders, but was told this
could not be facilitated. “The
courts are too lenient, judges just
don’t seem to be in the real
world.”
No one can deny the progressive

work done by the Irish Youth
Justice System, however, and it
must be seen as a positive thing
that the numbers being detained
have been falling over recent years.
For victims and communities un-
der siege, however, the welfare of
what they see as a young person
out of control is of little impor-
tance to them. They want more
decisive action.
Mr Redmond has been dealing

with the issue for decades and
maintains communities are
completely under-resourced. He
says community groups are run
“on a shoestring” and were being
starved of resources.
“When a young person is in

trouble, care issues need to be ad-
dressed. They need support, inter-
vention and education. While at
local level there have been a lot of
initiatives in recent years, now
things like after-school clubs and
other various programmes are
being cut back.”
Another issue, he said, was the

lack of longevity of community
gardaí in deprived areas.
“There is no sense that someone

is really dedicated long-term to the
communities. Good gardaí who
we build up trust and a relation-
ship with are always promoted and
moved elsewhere,” he said.
“It is hard enough to get people

to a meeting, it does not seem
right that just as you are getting
to know and trust a guard he is
appointed elsewhere.”
Mr Redmond commended

Garda diversion programmes,
which try to keep young offenders
from committing further crime,
but questioned why there was only
help for young people once some-
thing had gone wrong.
Labour TD Roisín Shortall

maintains juvenile crime has
been the main problem in urban
constituencies for decades, but the
idea of prevention has never been
taken seriously.
“The juvenile justice system is

designed to keep young people out
of court at all costs. Of course no
one wants large number of young
people in detention, but in my
view there are no ultimate sanc-
tions, and we have gone too far
the other way.”
Ms Shortall maintains the system

“passes the parcel” and there is a
lack of willingness to take hard de-
cisions in respect of an offending
young person.
“You might have a particular

young person who is causing may-

hem, and who has a large number
of charges pending. The gardaí
pursue the case, prepare and go in-
to court, however there is a huge
cultural problem in the courts,
judges do not understand the scale
of the difficulties, and there seem
to be a lack of willingness to
prosecute. There are vacant beds in
detention facilities, they are not
being used. This means all of our
efforts are lost and young people
are coming out with the message
that they are above the law.”
There are 10 sanctions which

can be given as an alternative to
detention, most of which are a
probation orders of sorts.
According to Dr Ursula Kilkelly,

chair of the Irish Penal Reform
Trust and youth justice specialist,
the main issue with these sanctions
is that it simply is not known what
is working for young people and
what is not.
Dr Kilkelly laments the lack of

research on youth justice and
maintains it is impossible to make
informed decisions without it.
“There is a serious lack of

information on what is available
for young people and how it is
impacting on them, and there
is absolutely no independent
evaluation of the sector going on.
“We need to get more

sophisticated in how we
gather information.
For example we
don’t know
what kind
of order was
made for
what
offence.
“The

decision-
making
capacity
for a
judge is
very diffi-
cult when
they don’t
know
what
works and

the measures do seem draconian.
But why introduce the legislation
and not use it?
Ms Shortall maintains the failure

to adequately deal with out-of-
control youths lies at political
level. “Within the HSE and
Department of Justice, juvenile
crime is always competing. There is
a huge lack of management
expertise. Individual people do a
good job, but not they are not
adequately resourced and while
people are well-meaning the system
doesn’t appreciate what these chil-
dren need.”
According to Ms Shortall, there

are a small number of postal dis-
tricts which are being failed. By
and large youths in trouble are leav-
ing school early and there are no
services there to intervene, nothing
to support them to lead normal and
full lives.
Ms Shortall maintains she had

submitted Dáil questions four years
ago about an educational pro-
gramme for Daniel McAnaspie, the
teenager who was murdered while
in the care of the state, and who
had come before the children’s
court on a minor charge.
McAnaspie is a classic case of a
child in dire need of care but
whose life spiralled out of
control because he didn’t get it.
“A child has to be seen from

within family. The family will
often be dysfunctional. There
might be a history of crime,
alcohol abuse or drug or other ad-
dictions and they may not able to
parent adequately. Young offenders

are being failed because they have
come to the attention of social
services but nothing is done.”
Research by Nicola Hughes of

UCD’s Institute of Criminology
found that 60% of under 20s who
spent time in prison were back
behind bars within four years of
their release.
This could be interpreted in two

ways. One, that the underlying
causes of their problems were not
addressed, or that they are on a
cyclical path of offending, which is
proving difficult to break.
Following interviews with 60

young people at St Patrick’s
Institute for Young Offenders, Ms
Hughes also found that a job on re-
lease from prison would be
the most likely factor to prevent
re-offending — according to the
men themselves.
Social campaigner Fr Peter

McVerry maintains the alternative
to custody should be strict
community sanctions requiring a
young person to attend an
educational programme or a train-
ing. Something to engage them.
But this doesn’t exist, or where they
do are very scattered and run by
voluntary bodies who are not
obliged to take a young person who
has faced charges. And with no one
to police it, what is to say the
young person will participate?
So the dilemma remains — how

do you adequately punish a young
person involved in crime, and be
seen to be meting out justice for
aggrieved victims without
criminalising teenagers for life?

The Statistics
Courts 2009
A total of 3,220 young
people appeared before
the courts in 2009. They
had committed 8,428
offences.
■ 272 received detention,
including St Patrick’s
Institution.
■ 133 were sent to a
higher court for trial.

Courts 2008
A total of 3,180 young
people appeared before
the courts in 2008. They
had committed 8,922
■ 1,299 young people
were acquitted/
dismissed/withdrawn.
■ 897 received community
sanctions.
■ 286 received detention
including St Patrick’s
Institution.
■ 121 were sent to a
higher court for trial.

Garda Diversion
Programme
A total of 21,412 young
people were referred to
the Garda Diversion
Programme in 2008:
■ 11,796 children were
issued with an informal
caution (no supervision
by JLO).
■ 3,958 children were
given formal cautions
(under JLO supervision).
■ No further action was
taken against 1,666
children.
Anti-Social Behaviour
Orders
During 2008 there were
513 Behaviour Warnings
given to children, 8 Good
Behaviour contracts and 2
Behaviour Orders.

what the child needs. Judges end
up making orders without know-
ing if they can be effective or
not.”
The modern legislation which

deals with young offenders and sets
out the sanctions is the Children
Act 2001. One part of this
introduces parental sanctions. Un-
der the act, parents of offending
children and young people can be:
■ Placed under a parental
supervision order to undergo
treatment for alcohol or other
substance abuse or participate in a
parenting skills course.
■ Ordered to pay compensation
for offences committed by their
children.
■ Bound over to exercise proper
and adequate control over their
children.
Failure to comply with such an

order can lead to a parent being
found in contempt of court. Inter-
estingly, the Swedish government
announced this year that from
September, parents will be made
financially responsible for crimes

committed by their
children. While in
France parents
already have civil
responsibility for
their children’s ac-
tions — and the gov-

ernment is considering
making them criminally
responsible too.
Here, parental
supervision orders
have not been used
by the courts and


