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Mr Chairperson, members of the Committee, 

 

Thank you for the invitation to appear before you today in my capacity as the Chairperson of 

the Board of Management of Oberstown Children Detention Campus.  

 

In this presentation I would like to give you: 

 An outline of the composition of the Board members and their experience and 

commitment to the interests and welfare of young people 

 An outline to the background which prompted the commissioning of the Operational 

Review and our expectation for how it would proceed 

 The timeline of engagement with the reviewers 

 The process which the Board followed in making its decisions on publication and  

 Finally, other developments in the transformative change in Oberstown 

 

The Board 

I was appointed Chairperson of the Board of Management by Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs Dr Katherine Zappone, TD, when the new Board was appointed to the 

amalgamated Campus on 1 June 2016. 

 

I am a Professor of Law with over twenty years commitment and experience in the areas of 

youth justice and detention and children’s rights.  In addition to my substantial academic 

and research experience, I have for years worked on matters of national policy and 

international law, undertaking multiple research projects for national and international 

bodies. I fulfil my responsibility as Chairperson of the Board of Management at Oberstown 



on top of my full-time University roles and in doing so, I am grateful to have the full support 

of my employer, University College Cork.  

 

I appear before you today with my fellow Board members. The Board has 12 ordinary 

members appointed by the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs – representatives from 

the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Tusla and the Department of Education and 

Science, two elected staff nominees, two elected community representatives and five 

members selected following the independent process governed by the Public Appointments 

Service.   

 

I think it is important to state that all Board members are required to have a commitment to 

the interests and welfare of young people and in addition, many come with additional 

expertise in matters of governance, risk, law, finance and human resources.  The Board is an 

experienced and professional body, which operates to the highest standards of governance. 

There is excellent attendance and engagement by all Board members at our monthly 

meetings and since our appointment in 2016 we have both supported and challenged 

management to provide the best possible care to young people in Oberstown on behalf of 

the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, whose officials provide the Board with every 

assistance.  

 

Initial challenges at Oberstown 

When the Board was appointed to the amalgamated Campus, we were aware that the 

process of merging the three schools and overseeing a substantial €54 million building 

project would be demanding.  

 

Industrial relations issues, which have been a feature of the detention schools for many 

years, created a challenging backdrop to the change agenda essential to the modernisation 

of the entire Campus operation.   

 

On my first day as Chairperson, on 1 June 2016, I attended the Workplace Relations 

Commission as part of the Director’s efforts to resolve differences with staff 

representatives. Although we reached agreement on a number of issues in Summer 2016, 



opposition remained to the decision to separate remanded young people from those 

serving sentences - a clear best practice internationally and a measure which was in the 

interests of the young people detained in Oberstown.  This led to strike action on 29th 

August 2016, during which a small number of young people caused substantial damage to 

the Campus.  

 

The Operational Review 

It was in the context of the change programme and the need to achieve an understanding 

and balance between the concepts of care and control within a detention environment that 

the process, now known as the Operational Review, was conceived.  In particular, it was 

decided by the Board at the time that a facilitated review – based on observation and 

engagement – might help to move the Campus forward, to create a platform of engagement 

and discussion on how best to provide care to young people in a secure environment.   

 

As a result, in addition to the reviews into security, health and safety and behaviour 

management commissioned by the Director, the Board decided to commission a separate 

review, which according to the agreed Terms of Reference was designed ‘to support the 

implementation of best practice in order to ensure that Oberstown fulfils its potential to be 

a world-class facility for the detention of children under 18 years sentenced or remanded by 

the courts’.  

 

Crucially, the review was designed as ‘a supportive, developmental process’ to ‘enable 

continuing reforms to take place in line with international best practice’. The Terms of 

Reference set out that the aims of the review were  

 to ‘evaluate practice and policy in line with international standards and best 

practice’, 

 ‘to identify obstacles or barriers to achieving greater implementation of 

international standards and best practice’ and 

 ‘to make recommendations to ensure greater and more successful implementation 

of these standards.’  

 



In line with the process as a ‘review’, rather than the commissioning of a ‘report’, the Terms 

of Reference explained that the process would follow this pattern:  

1. Observing and engaging with staff and young people; 

2. Considering Oberstown’s policies and procedures, against the framework of national 

law and policy; 

3. Speaking with relevant stakeholders, including young people, staff, management and 

the Board of Management at Oberstown, and others as required by the review; 

4. Presenting findings and recommendations to staff, management and the Board of 

Oberstown; 

5. Delivering a final report to the Board of Management and the Minister for Children 

and Youth Affairs. 

 

As the Terms of Reference made clear, therefore, the emphasis was on engaging with staff, 

young people and other stakeholders, considering the policy framework and reflecting this 

learning back to staff and management before a final report, of the process, was presented 

to the Board and the Minister. 

 

With the appointment of two reviewers, Professor Barry Goldson and Professor Nick 

Hardwick, the preliminary visit took place on October 26th 2016, with the two day scheduled 

visit taking place on November 7th and 8th 2016. An itinerary of meetings was scheduled for 

the reviewers during this time and they were provided with extensive information on the 

Campus.  Importantly, the reviewers were free to engage with young people and with staff 

on an ad hoc basis throughout their visit and they also received emails to a confidential 

inbox set up for the purpose of the review. At a brief informal exit meeting with the 

Chairperson and the Director the reviewers provided a summary of the issues, but no formal 

presentation of the findings took place.   

 

The first draft of the report was submitted to me at the end of November 2016. Substantial 

concerns with the report were flagged to the reviewers and a meeting took place between 

the Director, myself and the reviewers in Liverpool in December 2016 in order to highlight 

factual inaccuracies.  A further version of the report was received just prior to Christmas in 



2016 and in January 2017 I met with the reviewers to seek to address the ongoing problems 

with the report.   

 

By then, the date for the reviewers’ return visit to the Campus had passed – the reviewers 

wanted to finalise the report before undertaking this visit – and it has not been rescheduled.   

 

The reviewers then forwarded what they considered to be the final version of the report to 

me at the end of February 2017, at which time it was flagged to the reviewers that legal 

advice would likely be required and that a decision on when and in what form the report 

would be published would need to be determined by the Board in line with its legal 

responsibilities.  

 

Board Consideration 

On 9 March 2017, the Board decided to seek independent legal advice on the publication of 

the report and this was notified to the reviewers on 13 March 2017. The report was 

forwarded to the Minister by the reviewers in March 2017.  In April 2017, the Board set up a 

sub-committee to deal with the matter and in May 2017, the independent legal advice was 

received.  Following further discussion, the Board sought and received additional legal 

advice on the possibility of publishing a redacted version of the report and of the 

management of the legal risks in dealing with the matter.  On 22 May 2017, at a special 

meeting of the Board of Management, the Board decided in light of independent legal 

advice not to publish the full report.  

 

It is important to stress that throughout this process, the Board which represent a broad 

cross section of people with a commitment to the interests of the young people in 

Oberstown, sought to deal with this matter fairly and prudently in light of its substantial 

legal responsibilities both to young people detained and remanded to Oberstown and to 

staff who work there.   

 

In light of our commitment to transparency and to reflect the important progress made 

since the review was commissioned, the Board published the recommendations of the 

review in July 2017, following a meticulous and detailed process which considered the 



implementation of each and every recommendation. At the same time, the Board published 

a summary of all the reviews undertaken into aspects of the Campus and throughout 2017, I 

chaired the Review Implementation Group – a group appointed by the Minister and made 

up of representatives of Oberstown staff, trade union, Board and the Irish Youth Justice 

Service with an independent child welfare expert – collating and analysing the hundreds of 

recommendations arising from all of the reviews. This complex task was completed on 

schedule in December 2017 when it was presented to and published by the Minister, along 

with a progress reports which was published in Summer 2018.  I am very pleased to say that 

a further progress report on the implementation of the recommendations of all the reviews 

was presented to the Department of Children and Youth Affairs in January 2019, indicating 

that all of the relevant recommendations have now been implemented.  

 

The decision not to publish the Operational Review was taken by the Board following a 

process of exceptional care and diligence.  This decision was not one that the Board wanted 

to make – it was the full intention to publish - but we were regrettably left with no 

alternative when the serious legal risks associated with publication were brought to our 

attention in the form of independent legal advice. In particular, the Board was advised that 

placing the report in the public domain would be fraught with legal risk in the absence of 

the protections of due process that Irish law requires.  

 

There is no doubt that the Campus faced very real challenges between 2014 and 2017, 

which peaked in 2016.  However, efforts across all areas of staff and management, with 

leadership and accountability provided by the Board, have played an important role in 

bringing about the transformative change that has since been documented by the statutory 

inspectorate – HIQA – following its two full (five day) inspections in 2017 and 2018.  

 

In addition to the significantly improved environment, the Board has taken the initiative in 

the following areas: 

 Development and adoption of the Campus first Strategic Plan (2017-2018). The first 

progress report on the Plan’s implementation (for 2018) and the priorities for 2019 

was presented to the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs in December 2018; 



 The adoption in 2017 of Oberstown’s first Communications and Engagement 

strategy setting out how improved communications and transparency could be used 

to support Campus development; 

 The development, in consultation with young people, of Oberstown’s Strategy on 

the Participation of Children and Young People in decision-making and agreed in 

October 2017 and is being implemented by the Campus first Advocacy officer;   

 The review, development and approval of a range of policies to guide and support 

the operations of the Campus, incorporating a new policy platform based on 

children’s rights standards and best practice; 

 The adoption of a Governance Handbook for Oberstown setting out the respective 

responsibilities and authority of the Director, the Board of Management and the 

Department in line with the Children Act 2001, national policy and the Code of 

Practice for the Governance of State Bodies. The Board is currently being evaluated 

by the Institute of Public Administration, another first in the organisation’s history.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout my time as Chairperson of the Board of Management, I have worked 

consistently with fellow Board members to ensure that Oberstown continues to improve the 

quality of care provided to young people.  Although challenges remain, we have, together 

with staff and management, delivered an enhanced and more stable environment with 

objectively documented improvements across all areas of responsibility.  This has all been 

done to ensure that young people detained in Oberstown now and in the future have the 

best possible care and life chances. 

 

Throughout this time also, the Board has delivered accountability through regular reporting 

to the Minister and her officials, to the Oireachtas through our annual reports and 

appearances at this Committee, and in many other formal and informal ways. 

Notwithstanding the regrettable decision not to be in a position to publish the report of the 

Operational Review, the Board has, throughout our term, delivered substantial 

improvements in the transparency of Oberstown operations. In that vein, I am happy to 



appear before you today to answer any questions you may have and thank you again for the 

invitation. 


