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LEFT BEHIND TO A LIFE OF CRIME

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

Early intervention means age one. We could
identify the children who will be in trouble
when we baptise them — Fr Peter McVerry

THE juvenile criminal
justice system has two
faces. One is hard-faced,

belligerent and apathetic. The
other is vulnerable, troubled and
emotionally damaged.
Sometimes, they cannot be
reconciled, but more often than
not, they are two sides of the
same coin and overlap to such a
degree that it is impossible to
distinguish between them.
Step into the children’s courts
on any given day and this is the
young person you will see, or
some version of it.
Routinely, the young person is
caught up in a subculture of drugs
and alcohol, has dropped out of
school early and is from a
disadvantaged area.
Social workers were probably
involved with the family on some
level, but now that there are
criminal charges, they have
stepped back from the situation.
Most of these cases started out
with a child in need of nurturing.
In its absence of that they needed
intervention services from social
workers, school and community.
And when they do finally
appear the court, it is impossible
to tell if the child before you is a
teenager crying out for help — or
a career criminal in the making.
Social justice campaigner Fr
Peter McVerry deals with the
most damaged and vulnerable
young men in society every day —
and consequently those who have
become involved in the criminal
justice system.
After more than 30 years in the
field, drugs and violence have
“changed everything,” he says.
They are blighting the lives of
young people in certain deprived
areas where a “subculture” of
criminality prevails, he maintains.
“The two big changes in the
lives of young people would be
drugs and violence. Young people
are getting sucked into it at a very
early age in certain deprived areas.
“There is a subculture where
petty criminality is the norm and
not considered deviant and within
that there is a sub-subculture
where more serious criminality is
the norm.
“And the boundaries between
the two are very flexible and that’s
the culture young people get
sucked into.”
According to Fr McVerry, kids
as young as nine or 10 are
streetwise and already displaying
criminal intent when growing up
in this environment.
“They are immersed in a culture
where to be taking drugs is the
norm. You get lots of young
people who are taking hash at
nine, pills at 12 or 13 and who are
on heroin by 15. Criminals use
these kids as couriers — to hand
over and collect drugs and they
think this is great.
“They are erratic at school and
there is no support.”
Fr McVerry says he has seen a
“huge upsurge” in the levels of
violence in the last few years and
puts it directly down to cocaine.
“Drugs are the big problem
among the group we deal with
— it used to be heroin, now it is
everything. Young people are
using everything from heroin to
cocaine to tablets and hash and
that has been a nightmare. It is
hopeless and there is no treatment
for them.”
Although the cohort Fr
McVerry talks about is relatively
small in numbers, these are young
people that should be of most
concern.
“The majority of people who

get into the system drop out of it
quickly, one or two charges and
that’s it. But it is the small number
who get caught in the cycle and
who become career criminals that
we need to worry about.”
Gareth Noble, defence solicitor
at Dublin’s Smithfield children’s
court, sees them every day.
“Anecdotally I would say about
half of the children in court have
been involved with the HSE,” he
says. “The current thinking within
the HSE is that welfare needs are
separate to the justice system.
“My viewpoint is that where
you have someone who has needs
which are not being met, there is
a sad inevitability that they are
going to come to adverse
attention of gardaí.”
This relates in particular to
young people living in out of
hours services. “One issue is that
they present at a hostel or a Garda
station and are given a bed for the
night but then they have to leave
very early the next morning and
are left wandering around the
streets, these young people are
falling through the cracks.”
Fr McVerry sees court and
detention as an inevitability for
some young people.
“There is nothing you can do
about it, there is a very deep sense
that they are not in control of
their lives. Their lives are
determined by other people —
you go out robbing, you are going
to get caught, and you are going
to get locked up for it, that’s life.
“They have no access to social
workers while in detention, no
formal social work service, very
inadequate psychological services
— very inadequate compared with
their need, anyway.”
Child law specialist Catherine
Ghent maintains that while things
did improve during the Celtic
Tiger years, they are slipping back
again.
“I have been working in the
area for eight years — things
improved and now they are
dis-improving radically.”
Ms Ghent says when she started
out, things were “horrendous”,
and maintains we are going back
to those days. “We don’t really
have an interest. It is very easy to
say let’s look after children and
ensure they have justice, but
unless you put the systems in
place you don’t really mean it.
“We are going back to a lack of
places to stay, going back to
higher tolerance of children in
difficulty and a higher tolerance to
the circumstances they are coming
from, our shock levels are being
raised all the time.”
According to Ms Ghent, the
causes behind juvenile crime are
not addressed sufficiently.
“There are children appearing in
court tomorrow and the problem
is people are dealing with the
result rather than the cause —
whose responsibility is that? It has
to be the HSE.”
Youth justice specialist and
senior lecturer in the faculty of
law at University College Cork,
Ursula Kilkelly, agrees the HSE is
not taking responsibility for young
people before the courts.
According to Ms Kilkelly, under
section 77 of the Children’s Act,
the HSE can apply to adjourn the
proceedings to divert the child
away from the criminal justice
system on basis of need.
“It would be interesting to see
how many orders of this kind have
been made. The reality is that
many cases before the court have
serious welfare issues — they are
all welfare at one level, or all

began as
welfare and
that is one
of the
issues
section 77
was
supposed
to
address.
“It
was a
unique measure designed to act as
gateway into the care system out
of the criminal system for those
who should not be there, but
there has been an ongoing
reticence by the HSE to attend
court or be involved with a child
who is in the system,” she says.
“Welfare issues underpin many
of the problems which are
manifesting themselves in criminal
behaviour, this is not to say they
should not be punished, or held
accountable, but there has to be
some recognition that these are
children who do not have the
capacity to act how they should.”
This dilemma — the balance
between care and justice — plays
out regularly in the children’s
court.
One day in the Smithfield court
earlier this year, the father of an

out of control 14-year-old girl in
voluntary care pleaded she be
detained for a week as the HSE
could not deal with her. His
request was granted.
Fr McVerry can see the merit in
this. But of course the problem is,
once these young people get out,
they are sent back to the same
family, the same community and
original peer group.
“What can you expect unless
you change conditions they are
going back in to, they are going to
go back to their old behaviour.”
Fr McVerry has a vision of how
things could be made better for
these young people and lauds
early intervention as the key.
“Early intervention means age
one. There is a programme called
Lifestart in Ballymun which
targets 200 families, but 2,000
could use it, there are families
which need support but they don’t
get it. We could identify the
children who will be in trouble
when we baptise them.
“We have eight or nine year
olds out of control but nothing
will happen and by 14 or 15, they
will be locked up in Oberstown
and it is much too late.
“Most of the kids who are there
on a regular basis are there

because their personal and social
and developmental needs have not
been met by family and school.”
The focus of juvenile justice
system should be to ensure needs
are met, Fr McVerry says.
“But it’s not. The focus of the
system is to find you guilty or not
guilty and that is totally unsuitable
to young people. A young person
could have robbed five cars and be
found not guilty but will walk out
with the same needs as when he
came in and nothing is going to
be done till the next time he gets
caught.”
The campaigning priest believes
the age of criminal responsibility
should be raised from 12 to at
least 15. “These kids should not
be prosecuted but they should be
put into the care system. The HSE
should step in and be responsible
and take care of these kids’ needs.
Yes, some will still drop through
system and need detention, but far
fewer. Something has happened
for these kids to make behaviour
so challenging at 14 or 15.
“Young people are allowed to
become bad because of failure of
everyone around them — school,
family, community.
“Take two kids, one will
become CEO of a company, the

other will end up in prison, the
difference is what has happened to
them in between, some kids don’t
have a hope.”
Fr McVerry maintains that of
this cohort of young people, 80%
will go on to the adult system, but
that some of those in their mid to
late twenties will grow out of
crime because they either have a
significant other or a child.
“For the first time in their lives,
they have a reason not to go to
jail. They have someone to make
a contribution to. It’s about self
esteem and self respect and giving
people the possibility that life
could be different.
“People don’t grow into crime,
they drift into it and some
significant event will hopefully
stop that drift.”
According to Fr McVerry, there
are three key things, all of which

need to happen at the same time,
which will stop the drift —
education, employment and an
increased Garda presence.
“If you want to get this small
group of kids, and we are talking
a couple of hundred kids taking
up 80% of the court’s time,
education is the key. In deprived
areas, the schools are not
functioning adequately.
“One area I know of, any
parent who has ambitions will
send them to school outside the
area, so those children who do go
to the local school have no
motivation. There is low morale
and teachers move all the time, so
it continually runs down,” he says.
“Then you need almost
guaranteed employment at the
end. For these kids, their families
don’t work, they don’t know
anyone who works, so they don’t

expect to get a job. And thirdly
you need a very heavy Garda
presence for a period of time. You
have to make it worthwhile for
them to work — give them no
alternative.”
While all of that is but one
man’s vision, Fr McVerry gets
“very angry” when he sees all the
money that was pumped into the
banks. “If I had suggested three
years ago we invest 20 million
in drug treatment or intervention
services I would have been
laughed at. The money is there,
it’s not the issue —
it is political
priority,
these
people are
not a
political
priority.”

There is a sense of hopelessness at the children’s court as young suspects
stand blank-faced, not even comprehending what is going on.

Even if they are given a chance,
there’s a feeling they’ll be back
THE ginger-haired freckled

boy sits on the Luas with his
mother and her friend. They

laugh loudly, chattering about the
weather, the weekend and if
sun-beds are better than fake tan.
The boy, in his mid-teens, has

his head down and nervously
chews his fingers.
“Is this the stop so?” the

mother’s friend asks as the Luas
pulls up at the Four Courts.
“No, no, the children’s court is

the next one,” the mother replies.
“We might be late,” she jokes in
her son’s direction.
But they are well on time, and

later that afternoon, the judge in the
children’s court hears the red-haired
boy, has, by all accounts, been doing
well. He has been helping out at
home, painting and cleaning, and
his probation will end in a few
months. If he continues to behave,
that will be the end of the matter.

He and his mother thank the
judge and leave happy.
His is perhaps the most benign

case before the children’s court at
Smithfield today — others are not
so lucky.
There is the 17-year-old girl,

beaten and bruised, up on a minor
charge, but whose life is clearly
spiralling out of control.
There’s a 15-year-old boy, defiant

in the face of nine guards who file
into court seeking that his bail be
revoked.
A 14-year-old boy is described

as a “grave risk” to society, and a
14-year-old girl’s father demands
she be detained because she is out
of control and will end up like him
— a serial offender — if something
is not done to help her.
Cases like these are the day-to-day

reality in the children’s court.
Some young suspects come with a

large contingent for support; par-

ents, extended family and friends.
Others cut a more solitary figure

and are accompanied by a brother,
or an uncle, one parent, usually a
mother. Others still don’t bother
turning up at all.
Congregating in the hallways

waiting to be called to court,
they laugh and joke, pop out for
a smoke, but nevertheless there is
a nervous atmosphere.
The courtroom itself is tiny, about

half the size of a small classroom
and it is suffocating. For all their
bravado, no child wants to be here.
They sit at a centre table, the

judge in front of them, guard at one
end, defence solicitor at the other,
and while the process is more like a
mediation room than a courtroom,
it’s size is somewhat oppressive.
The situation for young offenders

in Cork is not so forgiving. Here
the setting is an adult courtroom.
The young people before the

judge don’t quite know where to
stand and sort of linger halfway
between the door and the judge,
who sometimes tells them to sit,
and at other times doesn’t even
address them properly.
It is a much more adversarial

and disorganised affair.
The cases before the Cork court

on one day range from being drunk
in a public place to possession of ec-
stasy tablets, to theft of a motorbike.
One young man has his sister

in court. His mother cannot be
there, the court is told.
The boy has been diagnosed

with mild schizophrenia, according
to his sister, but has not been able
to get medication for some weeks
because his medical card has lapsed
and the HSE will not issue an
emergency one, she claims. He has
been trying to sign himself into a
psychiatric unit, she tells the court.
The boy was being held in St

Patrick’s over an alleged theft,
the judge grants him bail.
The HSE often is not in court,

although there usually has been
some level of engagement with
the young person.
Impossible bail conditions are

often imposed — a curfew, no
drinking, orders to stay away from
a certain area, certain people. With-
out supervision there is the distinct
possibility they will not be kept.
The cases, too, always seem to re-

volve around a child who, it seems,
no one can doing anything to help.
Frustration on all sides is apparent.
There is a sense of hopelessness,

as judges and solicitors discuss their
fate they stand blank-faced, not
even listening or comprehending
what is going on around them.
When the judge does give them
another chance — bail, community
sanction, there is a strong feeling
that, in many cases, they will be
back.

Troubled youths likely to
come from families with

drink and crime problems

Up to 50% of
youth crime
is committed

in situations where
alcohol has been

consumed,
indicating that
drunkenness
significantly
contributes

to teenagers’
offending
behaviour

TEENAGERS who are part of
Garda schemes to help divert
them away from crime are

likely to be from families where
there is alcohol abuse, a history
of criminal activity and ineffective
parenting.
A comprehensive report published

by Irish Youth Justice Service last
year took an in-depth look at all
100 Garda diversion projects around
the country.
According to the research,

A Baseline Analysis of the Garda
Youth Diversion Projects, 36
projects reported that a significant
percentage of young people lived
in families where a family member
— usually an elder brother or father
— had previous involvement with
the criminal justice system or had
been in prison. 37 projects reported
that a significant number of parents
had problematic drugs and/or
alcohol use, while 11 reported
young people experienced high
levels of violence at home involving
attacks mainly, but not exclusively,
on mothers.
It also found that up to 50% of

youth crime is committed in situa-
tions where alcohol has been con-
sumed, indicating that drunkenness
significantly contributes to teenager’s
offending behaviour.
The man behind the report, and

who visited all 100 projects is Seán
Redmond, head of Young Offender
Programmes with the Irish Youth
Justice Service.
Mr Redmond maintains, simply,

there are some areas where kids
will have an awful challenge getting
through to adulthood without
getting into scraps with the law.
“Our job is to limit the damage

during the key time for young
offenders — from about 15 or 16
to 19,” he says.
“These are young people who

have dropped out of school, the
adults are having difficulties too and
there is ineffective parenting, those
kind of things were evident.”
According to Mr Redmond, in

some cases there is an acceptance
of alcohol and alcohol abuse and
some adults are complicit in this
behaviour, whether by supplying
young people, or turning a blind
eye.
“If young people are in a situation

where parents are not controlling
them, or if there is a lack of control
in school, the projects will try
and engage the parents or the
school. But it is much more com-
plex than that as well. You have
kids presenting with these issues,
and when they mix with other kids
they share the same world view.
They are impulsive, they don’t
have a well developed sense of
empathy and tend to not see
the problem in public disorder
offences.”
Examples of violence cited in

the research include clashes as a
consequence of longstanding neigh-
bourhood and family disputes, or
between groups of young people
and individual young people seeking

neighbourhood notoriety for their
fighting ability.
Asked whether young people

are becoming more violent,
Mr Redmond maintains the effects
of drugs and alcohol are certainly
causing young people to act out
more.
“I don’t think young people are

pathologically becoming more
violent, but drink and drugs does
ratchet up the ante.”
Another major area of concern

for policymakers is the economic
climate.
According to Mr Redmond, over

the next few years unemployment
will pose one of the main challenges
to diverting young people away
from crime.
“To say youth crime rises in times

of unemployment, I am not sure
that is true, but it is going to be a

really, really tough few years, we
have no control over it and there
are no easy answers. We just have
to help kids find their way through
and develop a sense of self-worth
and help them find whatever
opportunities they can.”
Although the projects are admin-

istered by youth groups, Mr Red-
mond insists they are not youth
clubs. “It’s about getting young peo-
ple to look at their behaviour, and
think about it. You really have to
engage the kids — that is
paramount to success, you have to
hook them in.
“The projects point out options

to young people and help them
develop confidence to say no, that
can be tough for kids in a particular
neighbourhood where your sense
of worth comes from peers.”
If the offending behaviour contin-

ues, however, there is a limited tol-
erance threshold.
“We are never complacent about

it, but I would be relatively sanguine
that the diversion programme makes
a difference. I would be confident
that for some kids it’s the extra leg
up they need. But of course there
are some kids that through own

choices or circumstances will carry
on offending and be processed
through the courts.”
Following on from the initial

report carried out in 2008, Mr
Redmond is working closely with
An Garda Síochána honing in on
five projects as pilot sites for even
further analysis.
This research will finish at the end

of the year, but Mr Redmond
maintains they are already learning
from is.
“Every locality has its own story,

it’s about finding what that is and
tackling it from the bottom up.
[The] real strength in the Irish
system is that numbers are small.”
However, there has been criticism

at grassroots level that there are not
enough projects, or resources, with
communities around the country
lobbying for services in their areas.

Countering this, Mr Redmond
maintains the Department of Justice
took a concerted decision to bolster
up the 100 already in place and as-
sess their effectiveness before creat-
ing more.
“The reality is that Garda projects

have grown up over the last
20 years, we provided 100 projects
through 38 youth organisations, so
we wanted to get a look at them,
and also about our capacity to deal
with youth crime into the future.
“The challenges around youth

crime are less for us and more for
the kids growing up in these neigh-
bourhoods.
“You have some kids who be-

come involved in offending peer
groups, and they can’t get out of it.
“Where they are involved in [the]

periphery of gang-related crime, it
is very hard to extricate them from
it, so challenges are myriad but [a]
very clear starting point is to get
them thinking about behaviour
“Once they do make a decision

our job is to try and help them
follow dreams, to stop the bad and
encourage the good. Every kid is
good at something, it’s about
finding it and encouraging it.”

Ursula Kilkelly: Young people need
help of specialised workers.

Lack of supports leave young offenders vulnerable
LAST month a 14-year-old boy

was remanded in custody for
educational and psychiatric

assessments after he had continued
to re-offend while on bail.
The teen, who had been

suspended from school due to his
bad behaviour, was before Dublin
Children’s Court where Gardaí
sought the remand.
He had already been given bail in

May on a theft charge, subject to
him obeying a nightly curfew.
However, the court heard evidence
that he had broken the bail condi-
tion and his mother, who had been
evicted from her home because of
him, had trouble controlling him.
Breaking conditions of bail is a

common trend in juvenile youth
system and professionals have consis-
tently pointed to the lack of support
structures in place to help a young
person stick to the conditions of
their bail.
A 2008 report, Young People on

Remand, carried out by researchers
at Dublin Institute of Technology
(DIT) revealed that even among
professionals who work with young
offenders, there was a general sense

that it is unrealistic to expect young
people to comply with strict bail
conditions without providing some
sort of support.
Professionals spoke of the sense

of apathy and lack of expectation
about complying with bail among
young people arising from the
disadvantaged circumstances of their
lives.
The study went to on state that

while all young people on bail are at
risk of detention on remand if they
do not comply with their bail con-
ditions, young people ‘out-of-home’
or in care are a particularly vulnera-
ble group.
Youth workers were unanimous

in their view that appropriate safe
facilities for this cohort were central
to any strategy that attempted to
avoid detaining them on remand.
Favourable options included bail
hostel accommodation and remand
fostering.
A pilot scheme that was meant to

offer bail support services for young
offenders who come before the
Children’s Court in Dublin and
Limerick never materialised, due
to cost and planning issues,

according to the department.
The consequence of having no

support is that many young people
end up in detention on remand,
locked up, often, in St Patrick’s
Institution with criminals, when
they themselves may not even end
up with a custodial sentence.
Also, as cases are frequently

adjourned before being finalised,
young people may need to make a
number of appearances before the
court. Adjournments occur for a va-
riety of reasons, including allowing
time for the preparation of a Proba-
tion Service report or to await di-
rection from the Director of Public
Prosecution (DPP) or to await a
hearing date or a plea. During this
period young people may be either
remanded on bail or detained on
remand.
The Irish Penal Reform Trust

(IPRT) maintains the number of
children held on remand who do
not go on to receive a custodial
sentence is of great concern.
Figures from 2008 show that 111

young people were detained on
remand.
And of the total number of

children who were remanded to a
detention school, only 44% went
on to received an actual detention
order.
According to the IPRT there is an

urgent need to introduce formal
systems of bail support to help
young people meet their bail
conditions and reduce the number
of children placed in detention on
remand.
Indeed, the DIT report clearly

identifies a core group of young
people who are “deeply en-
trenched” in the youth justice sys-
tem and who are likely to benefit
from bail support and alternatives to
remand programmes to reduce their
risk of future detention.
It also recommended a bail review

scheme be considered for St Pat’s as
a means of reducing the length of
time young people spend in custody
there.
A formal bail support system

looks unlikely to happen any time
soon, and while other jurisdictions
have designated youth workers —
state employees — to navigate a
young person through the system,
here gardaí are left trying to pick up
the slack.
A pioneering initiative set up by

Gardaí in Dublin involves one
officer being assigned to monitor
all prosecutions brought against a

juvenile once it becomes clear that
young person is beginning to
pick up multiple charges and their
offending is snowballing
The Garda case management

system has been in operation since
2006 and is being rolled out across
other divisions across the country.
In effect, one garda acts as a kind

of incident room and collates all
information that is relevant to the
prosecution. This can be presented
to a judge, giving a more complete
picture of the offender’s behaviour.
According to youth justice

specialist Dr Ursula Kilkelly, this
kind of intervention is needed
across the board.
“We badly needed specialised

lawyers, judges, everyone who
works in youth justice needs to be
a specialised worker, other countries
can do it so there is no reason why
we should not.
“We have gone so far at putting

some in place but have not gone the
extra mile in terms of ensuring it is
effective.
“We just don’t have the services

that we need to address the prob-
lems these children present with.”


