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This L&RS Note examines the issue of the recruitment of 

children to commit crimes. It discusses the scale of the problem 

in Ireland, relevant changes to the law in Victoria, Australia, and 

a potential avenue for reform in Ireland. Specifically it looks at 

the possible development of an offence aimed at punishing those 

who recruit children to commit crimes.  
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Introduction 

The participation of children in Irish criminal networks has been identified as an issue by 

various studies over the last decade. The issue came to media attention again in January 

2020, when a 17-year-old boy was murdered in an act of particularly horrific gang violence. 

Although much research has been done on youth crime, we know relatively little about 

those children who commit crime as part of wider criminal networks. This article examines 

the possible development of a specific offence aimed at punishing those who recruit 

children to commit crimes. It discusses the scale of the problem, relevant changes to the 

law in Victoria, Australia, and a potential avenue for reform in Ireland.  

What is the scale of the problem? 

There are no statistics available which show how much of the crime committed by children 

is controlled by adults. However, several studies in the past decade have identified the 

recruitment of children by adults in criminal networks as an issue.  

 

In 2011, the findings of a three-year study on criminal gangs and anti-social behaviour in 

Limerick were published. It found children involved in gangs “were being used by more 

senior criminals to maintain control over pockets of estates.” The author stated: 

“Because they were under the age of 12 and, therefore, below the age of criminal 

responsibility, they were perceived in some instances to be more useful to undertake small-

scale tasks or subtly intimidate neighbours than children over 12.” 

 

In 2016, a report called ‘Lifting the Lid on Greentown: Why we should be concerned about 

the influence criminal networks have on children’s offending behaviour in Ireland’ focused 

on a population of repeat offenders in ‘Greentown’ in the period 2010–2011. ‘Greentown’ 

was the fictitious name given to an actual Garda sub-district outside Dublin. The study 

found that criminal networks play a significant role in encouraging children to engage in 

criminality. It found that adults in the network “appear to actively recruit and cultivate 

certain children towards criminal activity.” 

A follow-up ‘National Prevalence Study’ in 2017 surveyed Garda Juvenile Liaison Officers 

(‘JLOs’) around Ireland - aiming to discover if the ‘Greentown’ findings were common to 

http://www.probation.ie/EN/PB/0/61958E0E25F917F68025803000369029/$File/IPJ2012pages64to74.pdf
https://ulsites.ul.ie/law/sites/default/files/3910_DCYA_Greentown_%20Full%20report%20final%20version.pdf
https://ulir.ul.ie/bitstream/handle/10344/6313/Naughton_2017_prevalence.pdf?sequence=2
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other communities across Ireland. The survey confirmed the results of the ‘Greentown’ 

study – finding that the same issues were seen by JLOs nationally. 

In December 2019, a report called ‘Building Community Resilience’ was published. It set 

out the findings of research on criminal networks in 

Dublin South Central and their impact on that 

community. As in the earlier reports, this study also 

found that children, often below the age of criminal 

responsibility, were groomed into participation in 

these networks. 

Calls for reform 

One of the findings of the ‘Greentown’ report was that: 

‘The suggestion that adults in the network appear to actively recruit and cultivate certain 

children towards criminal activity, coupled with the absence of nurturing and protection, 

challenges authorities to consider whether statutory remedial protections are required in 

such cases.’ 

In 2016, as part of his tenth report as the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection, 

Professor Geoffrey Shannon said that:  

‘…[T]here is an increasing trend in the grooming of children to carry out criminal acts to the 

profit of others. Adult criminals have targeted young persons to carry out criminal acts on 

their behalf. Whilst the common law on incitement may address this to some extent it falls 

short of what is required.’ 

He recommended that a similar offence to one in Victoria, Australia (described below) be 

introduced in Ireland. 

Summary of Victoria law  

In 2017, Victoria, Australia enacted the Children and Justice Legislation Amendment 

(Youth Justice Reform) Act 2017. It created an offence of recruiting a child to engage in 

criminal activity. 

Under this law, it is an offence for an adult (aged over 21 years) to recruit a child to 

engage in criminal behaviour which would be punishable with a prison sentence of at least 

five years. ‘Recruit’ means to incite, direct or induce. If an adult is convicted, they could be 

Age of criminal responsibility 

In Ireland, the age of criminal 

responsibility is 12 years old. 

https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/31426/1/building-community-resilience.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/27443/7fbed34559d44634a31593372e47882c.pdf
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/num_act/cajlajra201743o2017653/
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/num_act/cajlajra201743o2017653/
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sentenced to up to ten years in prison. The adult must know the person is a child, and that 

it is likely the child will engage in the criminal activity. 

The adult commits the offence even if the child does not actually carry out the criminal 

activity, or if the child is never prosecuted or found guilty of any offence. 

Private Members’ Bill 

In March 2018, Deputy Anne Rabbitte, TD, introduced the Criminal Law (Recruitment of 

Children to Engage in Criminal Activity) Bill 2018 to Dáil Éireann. For the most part, the Bill 

mirrored the Victoria legislation, but it did not require that the criminal activity being 

directed by the adult would be punishable by a particular prison sentence.   

The Bill was not opposed by the Government. However, it did not reach Second Stage and 

lapsed with the dissolution of the 32nd Dáil. 

Possible legislative change 

One possible avenue of law reform would be to use section 13 of the Criminal Law (Sexual 

Offences) Act 2017 as a template for a new offence similar to that in Victoria. It could be 

introduced in a piece of standalone criminal law legislation or as an amendment to the 

Children Act 2001. Section 13 amended the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998 to 

introduce a new offence of causing a child to take part in a pornographic performance.  

The Victoria legislation may be a useful guide in structuring a new offence. However, a 

policy decision would be needed as to the level of criminality being targeted. In Victoria, 

the requirement that the criminal activity would be punishable by more than five years in 

prison means that only those crimes at the upper end of the scale of severity are covered. 

If the intention were to also capture lower levels of criminality, such as simple assaults, 

theft, or demands for payment of debt causing alarm, a lower or no threshold would be 

needed, such as that contained in the Private Members’ Bill discussed above. 

  

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2018/27/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2018/27/
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/section/13/enacted/en/html#sec13
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/section/13/enacted/en/html#sec13
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Conclusion 

In a 2010 report, the Law Reform Commission said:  

“A substantial wrong is perpetrated against children…when they are used as instruments of 

crime and the law has a legitimate interest in preventing such persons from being incited 

towards crime.” 

For this reason, and others, the recruitment and use of children by criminal networks is an 

issue which the 33rd Dáil and 26th Seanad may have to confront through legislation. 

 

 

https://publications.lawreform.ie/Portal/DownloadImageFile.ashx?objectId=517
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