Address by Chairman of the   National Crime Council, Mr. Padraic White at the publication of “An Examination of Time Intervals in the Investigation and Prosecution of Murder and Rape Cases in Ireland from 2002 to 2004.”
Conrad Hotel, Dublin Monday 4th September, 2006

Minister Michael McDowell, distinguished guests:

I am honoured to introduce this pioneering report carried out by the National Crime Council into the time it takes to get murder and rape cases to court in 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 invaluable 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.

By its fruits you can judge it.  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 and, last year, a mega study on all aspects of domestic abuse towards women and men.  These reports have influenced policy in very tangible ways.  For example, arising out of our work on Crime Prevention, we made a series of recommendations to Minister McDowell about the approach to new crime prevention structures at county and community levels which he accepted.

The current programme of the Council features an in-depth focus on the multiple dimensions of the ‘fear of crime’ in Ireland and on the potential for Community Courts in Ireland.

Now to to-day’s publication.

In 2004, the Minister for Justice, Michael McDowell asked the National Crime Council to undertake research into the time intervals which occur in the investigation and prosecution of criminal offences.  The research would have three broad aims, namely to:

· establish the typical time intervals involved in the processing of criminal cases;

· identify any likely causes for delays; and

· examine best practice in other jurisdictions.

Today, marks the publication of the findings of that unique and pioneering piece of research.  I will give some highlights from the Council’s perspective and Judge Michael Reilly, who chaired the sub-group of the Council which masterminded the study on behalf of the Council, will set out in more detail the process and results of the study.

When a murder or rape occurs and comes to public notice, we have a natural wish to see the perpetrators “brought to justice”.  One aspect of justice is timeliness as conveyed in the adage “justice delayed is justice denied”.

What the study reveals, based on the period January, 2002 to March, 2004, is that, in Ireland, the typical murder case took 90 weeks from first arrest to start of trial by the Central Criminal Court and that rape cases took 118 weeks.  What the Council recommends is that the total time taken for the great majority of cases should be reduced by about half to 52 weeks for murder cases and 54 weeks for rape cases.

The Council believes this is achievable given the goodwill, which we know exists, between the key partners – An Garda Síochána, the DPP, the judiciary and the Courts Service.

One of the main areas of delay is between a case being listed for trial and actual commencement of the trial.  On average, in the murder and rape cases reviewed, there was a lag of 71 weeks between return for trial and actual trial start.  By comparison, the comparable period in England and Wales was 26 weeks and in Northern Ireland 15 weeks.  It is important to note that different processes are followed in these other jurisdictions and this may impact upon the time taken at different stages.

There are indications that, since the research period, the situation with regard to the listing of cases for trial in the Central Criminal Court has improved.  In 2002, the waiting time between return for trial and trial was 18 months.  By comparison, cases listed in March, 2006 were scheduled for trials to start on dates in October and November, 2006, that is, 7-8 months.  These improvements can be attributed to the decision of the President of the High Court, the Honourable Mr. Justice Joseph Finnegan to assign 4 judges to the Central Criminal Court on an ongoing basis and to the very active management of the court list by the Honourable Mr. Justice Paul Carney.

The research published to-day involved access to original records and files and was successfully undertaken by virtue of the confidence and trust which key agencies had in Judge Michael Reilly.  Our heartfelt thanks to Michael and his sub-group.  I want to pay particular tribute to the Council’s staff researcher on this two year project, Miss Sara Parsons who has lived with this project from start to finish.  The Council is also deeply appreciative of the many individuals and their respective organisations who made this research possible and most especially Deputy Commissioner Peter Fitzgerald and his colleagues in the Gardaí; the DPP James Hamilton and his staff, P.J. Fitzpatrick and his colleagues in the Courts Service and the members of the Judiciary and the legal profession approached by Judge Michael Reilly. 
Finally, but by no means least, the Council wishes to express its gratitude to the Northern Ireland Office, the Northern Ireland Courts Service, the Crown Prosecution Service and the Department for Constitutional Affairs, London, for the additional information and guidance they were able to provide on their respective jurisdictions for inclusion in the report.  The Department for Constitutional Affairs, in particular, kindly agreed to produce and supply data specifically for this project on foot of a request from the Research Officer.  This provision of this data was of enormous benefit to the research.

Minister Mc Dowell, I believe we have fulfilled the research mission you gave us and I am very hopeful that it will contribute to the great majority of murder and rape cases coming to trial much faster.

I will now ask Judge Reilly to brief us in more detail on the report.

Thank you.
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