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RE-IMAGINING COMMUNITY AND JUSTICE:

THE IRISH EXPERIENCE
Vivian Geiran and Michael Donnellan
CRIMINAL JUSTICE agencies in Ireland, as elsewhere, have
been criticised in the past for lacking a sufficiently joined-up
approach. A Ministerially-commissioned review (in 2014) of the
Department of Justice and Equality in Ireland (and known as
the Toland Report after the review group’s chair) found what the
authors described as “a closed, secretive and silo-driven culture”
in the Department and its agencies (DJE, 2014a). There is evidence
to suggest however, that Criminal Justice co-operation in Ireland
may have turned a significant corner, and is well placed to further
build on some recent positive developments. The report of the
Strategic Review of Penal Policy, published by the Minister for
Justice and Equality in September 2014 emphasised the need for
“a collaborative approach to policy formulation” and for increased
interagency co-operation and coordination in the management of
offenders (DJE, 2014b). In November last, the present authors made
a presentation on some criminal justice initiatives in Ireland to
the annual SASO (Scottish Association for the Study of Offending)
conference, in Dunblane, Scotland. As well as describing the recent
evolution and current state of play of interagency co-operation
in offender management in our jurisdiction, we also focused
on a number of specific interagency initiatives, including the
Community Return programme and the Joint Agency Response to
Crime (JARC) initiative.

The challenge, in the years ahead, will be
to ensure that interagency co-operation
already in existence, will be maintained
and indeed further developed
Ireland is similar to Scotland in a number of respects, including
in terms of population and other demographics. We have a daily
prison population of around 3,700 people, with around 8,000
people on the daily Probation Service caseload in the community.
The Probation Service and the Irish Prison Service are agencies
of the Department of Justice and Equality, funded through
separate budgetary votes and with their own respective chief
executives, who are also members of the Management Board of
the Department. Up to about seven years ago, there had been
a growing movement towards ‘zero tolerance’ of offending and
offenders and a steady growth in prison numbers. Imprisonment
was seen by many then as the ‘default’ sanction, while probation
was considered a ‘soft option’ and not a credible sanction. There
was also little evidence of ‘joined-up’ thinking, let alone action,
in this field. The situation now is very different in a number of
respects, and for a number of reasons.
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Part of the background to recent positive developments
has been the economic crash that began to be experienced
in Ireland and elsewhere around ten years ago. One benefit
of that crash was an increased pressure on all Government
departments and agencies to find ways of doing things
more efficiently. Another silver lining of that cloud was that
as agencies sought and discovered more cost-efficient ways
of operating, they discovered in turn that they often needed
to collaborate with their colleagues in other agencies, which
in turn led to more effective, as well as efficient ways of
doing things.
The development of the Community Return programme
for example, was born out of a practical imperative to
reduce numbers in prison, due to a decision not to proceed
with building the proposed new Thornton Hall Prison,
just north of Dublin city, in the teeth of the economic
downturn. The Department of Justice, the Irish Prison
Service and the Probation Service were tasked with devising
and implementing a programme for safe and structured
early release of prisoners serving longer sentences. As a
result, the Community Return scheme was devised and
implemented, commencing in October 2011. The scheme
allows for early release of suitable prisoners serving
custodial sentences of between one and eight years, who
have completed at least half of their sentence. Suitable
prisoners are released early, under Probation supervision
and are required to complete community service work
in lieu of their outstanding custodial term. Critical to the
success of the scheme are close interagency working,
good professional assessment and case management, and
swift return to custody for those who fail to comply. An
initial descriptive evaluation report on Community Return,
which also documents the successful outcomes of the
programme, has been published (IPS/PS, 2014).
The foundations for effective interagency co-operation
in offender management had been laid down in earlier
initiatives, including for example the interagency SORAM
(Sex Offender Risk Assessment and Management) structure,
which started in 2009 and initially involved the police (An
Garda Síochána), prisons and probation services, and more
recently (between 2012 and 2014) has been expanded, with
the involvement of the Child and Family Agency (TUSLA)
and the addition of local authority (responsible for social
housing) input, and extending to nationwide coverage.
Neither Community Return nor SORAM have required
specific additional legislation to make them happen.
While they are both founded on pre-existing legislation,
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the impetus for the initiatives has been
recognition of the shared goal of creating
safer communities and the need to
co-operate more to achieve that goal,
at the most senior levels in the relevant
organisations. In addition, it has required
strong follow-through at a strategic level
and in terms of dedicating resources
to achieve effective implementation,
embedded across the agencies and areas
involved.
More recently, interagency criminal
justice co-operation has been brought
to a whole new level with the launch
of the Joint Agency Response to
Crime (J-ARC) initiative in 2015. J-ARC
is targeting prolific burglars, violent
and other offenders, initially in Dublin,
with the scheme to be rolled out to
a number of other selected locations
outside the capital over the coming
year. J-ARC operates on a similar basis
to Integrated Offender Management
(IOM) programmes in Britain, although in
Ireland a bigger role has been accorded
to the Prison Service than in other
jurisdictions. Also, while we do focus
on intensive cross-agency, and joined
up case management, we do not use
dedicated, co-located interagency teams.
In addition, a dedicated IT ‘hub’ structure
is being developed and hosted by the
Department of Justice and Equality, to
facilitate improved (including speedier
and more cost-effective) information
sharing and interagency communication.
That IT development will go live in the
coming weeks.
The challenges we have faced
include the need to build trust, at the
most senior organisational level, as
well as among frontline workers, in the
agencies involved. While there have been
challenges, some particular factors have
clearly helped. These include the size
of the country, not dissimilar in many
ways to Scotland, and the fact that one
Government department (Department of
Justice and Equality), and single national
police (An Garda Síochána), prisons and
probation services have national spread
and responsibilities in their respective
areas. All those factors have facilitated
streamlined co-operation centrally.
The challenges are always very similar
in any jurisdiction trying to improve
interagency co-operation. These include:
overcoming historical suspicion and
organisational or professional siege
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mentalities, building trust, willingness
to let partner agencies share our
information, our resources and to share
the credit for any success achieved. These
potential pitfalls have been overcome
by clear and persistent leadership from
the top across all agencies, plus having a
clear policy imperative, and identification
of shared strategic goal and agreed
operational objectives. Another critical
element has been that clear political
and strategic direction was needed and
provided by the Department of Justice
and Equality itself. The establishment of
the Criminal Justice Strategy Committee,
with the heads of all the key criminal
justice system agencies on it is further
evidence of this. Although resources
are always important, in some respects,
building interagency co-operation
is never really or in the first instance
about new resources. Rather it is about
using the resources we have to be most
effective. That is the approach we have
taken.
The challenge, in the years ahead,
will be to ensure that interagency
co-operation already in existence, will
be maintained and indeed further
developed. This needs to be done in
such a way as to ensure it goes beyond
personalities. In the meantime, the
challenge is consistent and persistent
implementation. There is also a need to

scale-up initiatives like J-ARC. Shared
case management, accurate data and
management information systems, as
well as improved information sharing
and systems interoperability all help
build interagency co-operation and
interoperability. These are all part of the
present drive, of which we are a part,
moving from re-imagining the possibility
that we could do better, to bringing
that re-imagined future justice system
towards the reality of actually creating an
ever-safer and fairer Ireland.
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