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OPENING ADDRESS TO THE OIREACHTAS COMMITTEE ON DISABILITY MATTERS 

By Jerry Carroll and Fiona Murphy (23rd June, 2022) 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

We would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to attend today.   

 

While writing this statement I am very much reminded of a beautiful young boy I was humbled to 

know.  His name was Kevin Dunford from Ballina, Co Mayo. Kevin was a bright young boy with 

a life limiting condition, who was non-verbal.  Despite these challenges, Kevin had the innate 

ability to communicate honestly and assertively using all his other senses, his beautiful eyes, 

hand movements and gestures.    

In 2014, inspired by Kevin and his ability rather than his disability, we began to study international 

evidence relating to the prevalence of persons with a disability engaging with the criminal justice 

system and their over representation within the prison population.   We wanted to explore how 

we could ensure every measure possible is taken to support persons with disability who engage 

as a victim, witness, suspect or offender.   Apart from a very informative report commissioned by 

the National Disability Authority research was limited in this jurisdiction.  

Concerned by the possible consequences for those with a disability, in particular individuals with 

conditions that are under-recognised or under-diagnosed, it was important to not only understand 

their lived experience but also the experiences of those working in the system in terms of 

awareness around disability in general, hidden disability, mental health, addiction and early 

childhood trauma. The Dean Lyons confession and the case where damages were  
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awarded by the State to a young man with Autism were clear examples of vulnerable suspects 

in the Irish criminal justice system. 

In light of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Criminal Justice (Victims 

of Crime) Act 2017, Assisted Decision Making (Capacity) Act and proposed Hate Crime 

legislation, the need to establish a practical working dialogue and understanding in relation to 

access to justice, human rights, structural violence and abuse was ever more critical and the 

ICJDN initiative was developed. 
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2. ACCESS TO JUSTICE 

With the support and encouragement of Maura Butler and the Association of Criminal Justice 

Research & Development (ACJRD) and Prof Shane Kilcommins University of Limerick Law 

School. Access to Justice was put firmly on the agenda. Our work to date is listed in the “About 

Us” Section of our website. 

 

Importantly, in 2016 seminars entitled “Towards Compliance with the UNCRPD, the Role of 

Criminal Justice Professionals” were held in Limerick and Dublin.  Designed to bring together 

participants from the intersecting areas of disability, health and criminal justice, a Roundtable 

Discussion organised by the ICJDN was also held to facilitate the sharing, learning and 

exploration of opportunities that would improve access to justice in a way that would be cost 

effective, collaborative and mutually beneficial.  

 

What clearly emerged from the report was the willingness and active desire from both Criminal 

Justice Agencies and the Disability Community to work proactively together to meet a shared 

challenge in a very human way.  

 

Many of the outcomes, conclusions and proposed actions from our Report have been further 

validated by recent research conducted by Dr Guatam Gulati et al, published in 2020 in the 

International Journal of Law and Psychiatry. 

Through examing research, the gathering of anecdotal evidence and capacity building the ICJDN 

has contributed to various events and discussions over the last number of years. 
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3. WORK TO DATE 

While in the process of designing online training materials the ICJDN with thanks to Breda 

Fitzgerald, Kasia Zabinska and Board Director Eamon Ryan, an important communications 

technique was developed which would form the foundation of any future training programme.   

The “PARC” Technique was showcased in 2019 at the Neurodiversity & Criminal Justice 

Conference organised by NUI Maynooth, UCD & ADHD Ireland.  Feedback from the audience 

and panel was incredibly positive and supportive with eminent Professor Dame Sue Bailey 

OBE DBE, a consultant child and adolescent forensic psychiatrist and professor of child and 

adolescent mental health, remarking that the material should be on every public health screen 

across the country.  This illustrated that it could be used in a variety of other settings such as 

healthcare and education. 

 

Our online material includes a powerful video shared by Prosper Fingal.  Produced by and 

featuring individuals with a disability it aptly places the audience into a position where they are 

left examining their own attitudes and unconscious bias. 

In designing training materials we were keenly aware that whenever an individual engages with 

a public service body there is an automatic power imbalance and more often than not those who 

are engaging with these services are in a vulnerable position.   Rather than focussing on 

individual disabilities we sought to concentrate on how persons may present and the challenges 

and obstacles individuals face, while also providing training on how to tune in and manage 

encounters compassionately and safely through effective communication strategies, appropriate 

de-escalating techniques, tools for early identification and when to seek support and intervention. 
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In 2019 we provided training to probation Gardaí from the Dublin North Metropolitan region. The 

model of our training delivery is multi-displinary and depends very much on the participation of 

healthcare professionals and advocates with lived experience of disability.  

Following further approaches on foot of the publication of the IPRT report “Making Rights Real 

for People with Disabilities in Prison” the ICJDN has been in discussions with other criminal 

justice agencies.  Proposals were sought, subsequently submitted and positively received.  

Proposed learning outcomes and methodologies are tailored to meet the needs of the personnel 

within each agency while also ensuring consistency & cooperation in delivery across the sector. 

We strongly feel this approach will effect change and positively impact on the criminal justice 

process for those with a disability, rather than serving as a mere box ticking exercise. 

The structure of the ICJDN was informed by findings in the UK from The Bradley Report 2009 

(Lord Bradley’s review of people with mental health problems or learning disabilities in the 

criminal justice system.)  Where he identified “One of the main problems with previous policy 

development has been the piecemeal approach that it has taken; government departments, 

agencies and organisations working independently of one another, developing policies and 

practice in isolation, addressing one problem or one part of the system at a time.” Further noting 

one of the most common phrases repeated to him by stakeholders time and again was that 

people and organisations were ‘working in silos.” 
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4. CONCLUSION 

The ICJDN continues to take an inclusive and holistic social model approach to addressing 

effective access to justice for persons with a disability.  All work to date has been done pro bono.  

This is not sustainable. Despite continuing engagement we are concerned that the proposed 

actions from the Roundtable Discussion and evidence-based research have yet to be addressed. 

We do not believe that providing online materials is adequate enough to address the complex 

issues facing those with a disability nor indeed is it enough to support the professionals working 

in the criminal justice system.  In person face-to-face training is integral.  

 

Due to Covid 19 and its disruption across public bodies we are still awaiting responses to each 

of our proposals. In the meantime we need to highlight the necessity for adequate funding and a 

more formalized structure to progress the work of the ICJDN initiative. 

 

• To articulate how this shared challenge can be best supported through policy 

development and legislation.  

• To assist with developing a practical approach to data gathering and research that 

supports best practice  

• To collaborate with our stakeholders 

• To engage a diverse panel to deliver training and roll out the PARC communications 

technique as desired across the public sector. 

 

We believe an investment of resources is likely to provide a net benefit to the State in terms of 

delivering improved outcomes for people with a disability who engage with the criminal justice 

system. 
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5. LINKS TO PUBLICATIONS 

 

• NDA Report: Access to Justice for people with Disabilities as Victims of Crime in 

Ireland 

(https://nda.ie/nda-files/access-to-justice-for-people-with-disabilities-as-victims-of-

crime-in-ireland1.pdf). 

 

• ICJDN Report: Towards Better Pathways and a Mutual Understanding.  Access to 

Justice for People with Disabilities 

https://icjdn.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Towards-Better-Pathways-and-a-Mutual-

Understanding-Access-to-Justice-for-People-with-Disabilities.pdf 

 

• Gautam Gulati et Al Report: Intellectual Disabilities in Irish Prisons:  Could Article 13 

of the UNCRPD hold the key? 

https://nda.ie/Policy-and-research/Conference-reports/NDA-Annual-

Conferences/Gulati-Cusack-Kilcommins-and-Dunne-Intellectual-disabilities-in-Irish-

prisons_-Could-Article-13-of-the-UNCRPD-hold-the-key.pdf 

 

• The Bradley Report: Review of people with mental health problems or learning 

disabilities in the criminal justice system 

https://lx.iriss.org.uk/content/bradley-report-lord-bradleys-review-people-mental-

health-problems-or-learning-disabilities-c 

 

• IPRT Report: Making Rights Real for People with Disabilities in Prison 

https://www.iprt.ie/iprt-publications/making-rights-real-for-people-with-disabilities-in-

prison/ 
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