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ON AUTISM, ON TUESDAY THE 8th NOVEMBER 2022. 
 

Mark and Cara Darmody 

 

 

MARK: Chairperson Carrigy, Deputies, Senators. 

 

It is the greatest honour of our lives to be here today. My name is Mark Darmody. I 

am married to Noelle and we live in Ardfinnan, Co. Tipperary. We have three 

children – two boys, and this beautiful girl sitting next to me. Both boys are severely 

autistic, non-verbal, and need 24/7 care.  

 

I am here today to tell you the devastation that having severely autistic children has 

on your family and on us as individuals. I will cut to the chase: Our lives have been 

destroyed. Everything achieved, personal interests, work, friends, charity work – all 

yield while giving full-time care to our boys.  

 

Both boys received totally different services in the public and private worlds. The 

outcome for one, Neil, is devastating – and goes on even as I sit here today. 

 

Neil is 10 years old, John is 5. Neil was diagnosed at approximately 3 ¾ years old by 

the HSE, John at 1 ¾ privately. Neil never received proper services at the right time, 

John did albeit mostly privately. Neil does not really make progress, John does. 

 

I would describe our attempts to get services as horrific, humiliating and inhumane. I 

will very briefly tell you about Neil. He was diagnosed with Autism in 2016 by the 

HSE. He is also diagnosed with a mild/moderate Intellectual Disability. By 2020, it 

was clear that he was not developing or progressing so he was seen by the HSE’s 

Child Psychiatrist who stated emphatically that Neil’s ID was Severe, that he be 

reassessed “as a priority” to ascertain his present ID, before Psychiatry could be 

considered. That recommendation, which went to 3 HSE managers was never 

actioned. In June 2022, we received a letter from the HSE apologising, with no 

definite reason for not actioning the referral. We entered negotiations with the local 

Disability Manager, who stated she would attempt to outsource an assessment. I 

subsequently made various media appearances and was highly critical about what 

happened to Neil. We were then told that Neil would not be reassessed “indefinitely”. 

I have sent 4 emails asking for that to be put in writing. All have been completely 

ignored. As I sit here, this family is being effectively ignored as if we do not exist. 

 

And how is Neil now? He hits his own head and bites his hands every single day. 

Due to total incompetence, we have lost almost three years. The lack of intervention 

has now done irreparable damage to his development. The scandal is that the failure 

to intervene with Neil continues to this day. He may also be in the wrong special 

school, which would be another scandal. 

 



I made a formal complaint to the HSE Director General on the 29th August 2022, 

which was acknowledged and sent to our local area for investigation. The ‘Your 

Service Your Say’ policy states that this should be investigated within 30 working 

days. It clearly hasn’t been. I received a letter of apology on the 4th November stating 

that the complaint was only received locally on the 2nd November “due to an 

administrative error”. This family has now been the victim of several “administrative 

errors”. Our son continues to suffer while these errors take place. 

 

Today, some of the things I will be calling for are the following: 

 

1. Immediate financial relief for parents who are paying privately for 

assessments & services.  

 

2. The introduction of a Health Oversight Authority (similar to the Policing 

Authority) and a proper external complaints system. 

 

3. The expansion of the Summer Provision and I will be calling for it to be made 

mandatory in Special Schools. 

 

4. New legislation specific for Inclusion. I will expand on these in evidence. 

 

I will also provide a unique insight into schools. For 5 years, I owned a Consultancy 

that provided a legal training course called ‘Managing Aggression and Violence in 

Schools’ to Boards of Managements and staff and presented that course to over 400 

schools in Ireland. 

 

Today, I will attempt to plead for help – not just for our family, but also for the 

thousands of families who simply do not have a voice.  

 

I will now yield to this incredible lady who will tell you about her life and her journey.   

 

 

 

CARA: Hello Chairperson Carrigy, Deputies & Senators, 

 

My name is Cara Darmody and I am 12 years old. Thank you so much for inviting me 

here today. I am here to tell you what it is like to live in a family that has severely 

autistic children in it. I am also here to tell you that I am very angry about the way 

children with disabilities in general are being treated – it is a crisis and a national 

disgrace. My brothers Neil & John have been treated disgracefully and I am here to 

stand up for them. I am also here to stand up for the almost 18,000 children who 

have been left to rot on waiting lists.  

 

I will also tell you what I have done to date to raise awareness of this crisis, and what 

I have done to raise money for others. Last year, when I was 11 years old and in 5th 

class in Ardfinnan NS in Co Tipperary, I studied over 400 extra hours so that I could 



sit the Junior Cycle Maths exam in June. I raised €40,000 for my local school and 

Scoil Chormaic Special School. Our family did not benefit by a single penny from it. 

Today, many other children are benefitting from my fundraiser. However, it is 

disgraceful that those schools are relying on a 12-year old to fund their services. 

 

On the 28th July, I met the Taoiseach in his office for 80 minutes. He was one of the 

nicest people I have ever met. But I told him that this must now be treated like a 

crisis, like the house is on fire. I told him that he was the parent and the HSE was the 

child, and that he was basically guilty of not parenting the child. I also told him that 

children suffer permanent damage when they do not get therapy services. Since 

then, I do not see any change.  

 

I want to be very clear: Nobody is treating this like the house is on fire. Everybody I 

meet is always so nice, but it always ends the same: they are all talk and no action. 

I’m sick of adults who just talk – why can’t you all do something about this and stop 

the damage being done to children with disabilities.  

 

So, this is my plan of action. Next June, I am now going to become the first person in 

our Country to attempt to sit a Leaving Certificate exam in Maths. My fundraiser will 

again be for the same two schools, but will now include the incredible national 

organisations of Asiam and Family Carers Ireland. I have already clocked-up 100 

extra study hours, which is around 17 extra school days so far. I am doing it, not 

because it is easy, but because it is hard. I am calling it ‘Cara’s Mount Everest Maths 

Challenge’, simply because people tell me it is impossible to do. My message is very 

simple: “End Disability Discrimination”.  

 

Living with severely autistic brothers is really hard. Neil will hit and bite himself daily. 

He cries an awful lot. Mam and Dad do everything they can to keep him happy, but 

the lack of services has ruined his life. I should not have to witness violence each 

day. It is surely not wrong of me to ask politicians and the HSE to just do your job. If I 

can sit a Leaving Cert subject at 12 years old for free, then why can’t everyone else 

do the job they are paid to do. 

 

Finally, I am here today to try to inspire you to show bravery and do something that 

will finally bring help to those vulnerable children and families who cannot defend 

themselves. Please treat this like a crisis. When this meeting ends, you will all 

probably say to me something like “Hope you have a nice week”. I won’t. When I go 

home, I will have to witness Neil’s violence. Unless you do something about this 

crisis, many other families will suffer the same fate as us. Thank you all for listening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


