Address by Chairman of the   National Crime Council, Mr. Padraic  White at the publication of “Problem Solving justice- the case for Community Courts in ireland.”

St. Stephen’s Green Hibernian Club, Dublin Wednesday 2nd May, 2007

Chief Justice, Tánaiste, members of the judiciary, distinguished guests:

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you here this afternoon to introduce this pioneering research carried out by the National Crime Council into the concept of Problem Solving Justice and the potential for the introduction of Community Courts into Ireland.

A  preliminary word about the National Crime Council itself.  Set up by the Minister for Justice in 1999, the Council’s fifteen members with the assistance of the Director and her staff, act as an advisory group to the Minister on crime policy.  It can determine its own priorities or respond to specific requests for research or advice from the Minister.

The Council has produced reports on Crime Trends in Ireland, on Public Order Offences, on a Crime Prevention Strategy with a particular focus on local county and community involvement, a pioneering  study on all aspects of domestic abuse towards women and men and, last year, research into the time intervals which occur in the investigation and prosecution of the offences of murder and rape.   These reports have influenced policy in very tangible ways. The current programme of the Council also features an in-depth focus on the multiple dimensions of the ‘Fear of Crime’ in Ireland. 

Now to to-day’s publication.

The concept of Community Courts was first brought to the attention of the National Crime Council by  Tom Coffey, Council Member who is also  the Chief Executive Officer of the Dublin City Business Association. The Council decided to investigate the relevance of Community Courts to Ireland and asked its Criminal Justice System Subgroup, chaired by Judge Michael Reilly, to carry out the investigation. We were delighted that Judge Mary Collins of the District Court and Ms. Olive Caulfield of the Courts Service agreed to join our sub-group specifically for the project - work on the project commenced in September, 2006.   


The fruits of the research, including field visits to see at first hand Community Courts in the US and Britain, are contained in the concise report being presented today to the Tánaiste and Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform Mr. 

Michael McDowell. 


The Council has  concluded  that it would be beneficial to introduce Community Court principles and practices into the Criminal Justice System in Ireland. We recommend that an initial Community Court be established in the inner city in Dublin covering the catchment areas of Store Street and Pearse Street Garda stations.

The types of offences focussed on by  Community Courts are offences, which might be considered less grave  in offending terms,  but which have a very adverse  effect on  the quality of life of people  in the catchment area.  Examples of the type of offence dealt with are public order offences such as drunk and disorderly conduct, assault, criminal damage, graffiti and petty theft. 
Community courts take a problem-solving approach to such offenders, using a range of health and social services including mental health treatment, drug and alcohol treatment, job training, housing and family services to address the problems underlying criminal behaviour in many of these cases thereby minimizing repetition of the offences. 

Some defendants may be required to undertake community work in the neighbourhood to make some reparation for their offending in that neighbourhood.

The Community Court would have its own judge in a dedicated building and should be able to deal with 40 new cases a day.

A particular characteristic of the Community Court would be its close involvement and consultation with the local community.

The case for enthusiastic implementation:
We have set out in the Report the success story of Community Courts in Midtown Manhattan, Brooklyn, Philadelphia and Liverpool.  We have set out the case for Community Courts in Ireland.

I believe we have an outstanding opportunity to develop a successful Community Court in Dublin city centre. It will complement the planned Business Improvement Districts ( BIDS) initiative in Dublin city centre which will involve businesses contributing a special levy to a fund for the enhancement and upgrading of the area. A third positive element in the area is the North Inner City Community Policing Forum which is well established and whose work would complement the new Community Court and the BIDS initiative.

If the Dublin Community Court is to succeed, the support services such as access to alcohol and drug addiction counselling; education & literacy courses; anger management courses etc. must be readily and generously provided.  Plainly, if there is scrimping and stalling in providing these services, the Community Court will fail. 

The National Crime Council looks forward to a positive decision from the Tánaiste and Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform Mr. Michael 
McDowell to implement our recommendations on Community Courts, the embracing of the concept into our Court system under the Chief Justice The Honourable Mr. John L. Murray and provision of the support services by the Courts Service led by Mr. P.J. Fitzpatrick. The fact that all three leaders are with us at this launch is surely an encouraging sign.

Our heartfelt thanks are due to Judge Michael Reilly, chairman of the Council sub group charged with producing the report, whose practical experience and knowledge of the Irish Court system was invaluable. He was joined by the following members of the  Council : 

Mr. Tom Coffey

Deputy Commissioner Peter Fitzgerald

Ms. Deirdre Kenneally

Mr. Sean Lowry

Mr. Jack Marrinan

Mr. Fergus McCabe

Ms. Gráinne McMorrow, S.C.

The Venerable David Pierpoint

Mrs. Rosemary Tierney

and, as already mentioned, by Judge Mary Collins of the District Court and Ms. Olive Caulfield of the Courts Service who joined us for this project.
I want to pay particular tribute to the Council’s staff – Director Anne O’Gorman, research officer on this project Miss Sara Parsons and administrative assistant Ms. Harriet Mc Garry.  The Council is also deeply appreciative of the many individuals and their respective organizations who made this research possible and most especially Deputy Commissioner Peter Fitzgerald and his colleagues in the Gardaí; Mr. P.J. Fitzpatrick and his colleagues in the Courts Service and the members of the Judiciary approached by Judge Michael Reilly. 
Thanks are also due to Ms. Marie Metcalfe, Co-Ordinator of the North East Inner City Community Policing Forum, Ms. Mary Mc Cann and Mr. Gerry Fay, members of the North East Inner City Community Policing Forum, Mr. Niall Counihan of the Cabra Community Policing Forum and Mr. Joe Doyle of the Safer Blanchardstown Forum who gave their time to meet with representatives of the Council subgroup.

I cannot finish without expressing my gratitude also to the staff of the Center for Court Innovation in New York, in particular, the Director, Mr. Greg Berman and Mr. Julius Lang, Director of Technical Assistance.  And of course, the judges and staff in the Community Courts in Manhattan, Brooklyn, Philadelphia and Liverpool.
I will now ask Judge Reilly to brief us in more detail on the report.
Thank you.
PAGE  
1

