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The Parole Board has now finished
its 5th year of work.  This is the Fifth
Annual Report which I have the 
privilege of presenting to the Minister
for Justice, Equality and Law Reform
and presenting it further to the public.
It may, in some respects at least,
show how the Board carries out its
duties and the factors which the
Board takes into account in assessing
the merits of any given case.

The largest single category of
prisoners whose cases come for
review by the Board are those who
have been convicted of murder.  
As we have stated in previous years
the Board does not generally 
consider cases where the sentence
imposed by the Court is less than 8
years. Therefore, each and every
case that comes before the Board is
a serous case and the offences of
which the prisoners in question have
been convicted or to which they have
pleaded guilty are cases of the
utmost gravity and thus the Board are
extremely conscious of the role they
are called upon to play.

From the moment the Board came
into being one of our major 
considerations was what the normal
sentence a prisoner should be
required to serve in custody before
being considered for temporary
release in cases of murder. 
When the Parole Board first came
into being the number of murders
committed over the previous years
was far less than it is at present.  

It is a chilling statistic that in the year
2006 there were some 60 murders in
this country. That is effectively more
than one a week. Furthermore,
crimes committed with a gun or a
knife has increased at an even more
alarming rate.

The Parole Board do not live with
their collective heads in the sand.
They are conscious of what is 
happening around them.  The Board
have seen this tragic increase in the
number of murders in this country.
How should we react to it?  

Well when the Board was originally
appointed there was a general public
perception that those convicted of
murder were released after 7 or 8
years. That perception should not
have lasted very long.  It does not
seem very long ago when the 
present Minister for Justice, Equality
& Law Reform, on assuming office,
indicated that those convicted of 
murder could expect to serve a long
double digit sentence.  In spite of 
this admonition and in spite of this
view expressed by the Minister 
(a view with which the Board 
heartily agreed) the spate of
murders has continued unabated.

Appreciating the problems created by
the gun and the knife the Minister
caused legislation to be introduced
paving the way for more severe 
sentences on those convicted of
offences involving these weapons. 
This is much to be commended.  

33

CHAIRMAN'S FOREWORD



PAROLE BOARD

Annual Report 2006

In my Foreword to the Annual Report
of 2004, I indicated that so common
had murders become that human life
had been cheapened and that the
Board must react to that.  I indicated
then that the sentence which those
convicted of murder must serve must
be a long and salutary one so that
public confidence can be promoted
and the position of human life in 
society be restored.  What has 
happened?  The spate of murders
continues unabated.  Gangland
killing, unheard of in Ireland some
years ago, has risen to epidemic 
proportions.  In spite of the very best
endeavours of the Garda Síochána,
who are doing a splendid job in 
combating the influence of drugs in
this country the number of drug 
related crimes increases annually.

It is also a matter of grave concern to
the Board that drugs appear to be
available in many of the prisons and
places of detention in the country.
The efforts to carry out the intention
of the Minister for Justice & Law
Reform and cut out the availability of
drugs in prison is deserving of our
fullest support.  In considering
whether or not to recommend 
temporary release (commonly 
known as parole) in any given case 
to the Minister the Board's prime 
concern is the dangers that the pris-
oner will re-offend.  Quite clearly, if
that prisoner is still on drugs, the risk
of his or her re-offending is increased
immeasurably.  It is virtually 
impossible to see how the Board
could recommend temporary release
in respect of a prisoner who still
requires to feed a drug addiction.  

Prisoners themselves must realise
that if they remain on drugs their risk
of re-offending is increased and their
prospects of getting temporary
release diminished.

Happily the Minister has done 
everything he can to deal with
offences involving possession of
knives and other weapons.  

Nonetheless, during the year cases
of persons found with guns and with
knives have come before the Courts.
It would be naïve to say the 
sentences imposed were uniformly 
as serious as the offence would
demand.  Quite recently a prisoner,
charged with being in possession of
drugs to the value of over a quarter 
of a million euro, received a 
suspended sentence.  

At approximately the same time, 
and quoted in the same newspaper,
was the case of another prisoner 
who pleaded guilty to having in his
possession drugs to a value in
excess of twenty five thousand.  
A suspended sentence was imposed
upon the first person and ten years
imposed upon the second.  

Now the newspaper report was 
obviously brief and did not give any
of the details but it is enough to
cause some disquiet and to 
emphasise that there is a perception
in the public that sentences can be
enormously varied depending on
judicial attitudes.

One matter is perfectly clear.  If 
people carry knifes, or particularly
guns, it can be assumed that they
intend to use them.  44
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If a gun is used it may well result in
the death of somebody.  Everyone
must join together to support the
imposition of stern and salutary
penalties imposed on persons who
carry such weapons.  Otherwise the
spiral of death on our streets will 
continue.

The Gardaí are deserving of all the
support they can get in their 
endeavours to curb lawlessness 
in this country.

Combating crime should not be 
made a political football.  There is 
a serious crisis facing the country
caused by drug related gangs and
indiscriminate killing.  It calls for a
united attack under focused and
determined leadership.  It should 
not be made a political issue.
Everyone should contribute positively
to deal with this major problem.  

One very important matter that arose
during the year is whether this Body,
that is the Parole Board, should be a
statutory Body having the ability to
make decisions of its own or whether
it should remain a non statutory Body
making recommendations to the
Minister for Justice, Equality & Law
Reform as the Board is at present.

Last year I pointed out that of the 
recommendations we made, 89%
were accepted by the Minister in full,
5% in part and the Minister rejected
less than 5% of the recommendations
of the Board.  The position in relation
to 2006 is much the same.

The Irish Human Rights Commission,
who clearly feel that the Parole 
Board should be a statutory Body 

commissioned the University of
Limerick to prepare a paper on the
subject.  This paper was published
in September 2006.  In this paper 
the University of Limerick very ably
and very efficiently argued all of the
grounds for making the Board a
statutory Body. Nonetheless, there is
a contrary viewpoint to be expressed
and it is important that the public
should realise what the contra 
arguments are.

The most fundamental of all human
rights is of course the right to life.
That scarcely requires saying.  It
flows from this however that persons
convicted of or pleading guilty to 
murder who come before the Board
have effectively snuffed out that right
in their victim. 

They are, therefore, seeking 
clemency after an appropriate term 
of imprisonment has been served by
them.  The Board in making its 
recommendations takes all issues
into effect - the gravity of the offence,
which in turn must take into account
the surviving family, the 
acknowledgement or otherwise of 
the offender whether he pleads guilty
or not, whether he puts a victim or a
victim's family through the ordeal 
of a Court case, his efforts at 
rehabilitation, his overall attitude to
the crime, whether he shows 
remorse and in general whether 
he or she will on release be a
valuable member of society.  All 
these are matters which are taken
into account when the Board makes
its recommendation. 
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All those convicted of murder or who
have pleaded guilty to murder pass
through the criminal courts.  The
courts are presided over by Judges
who are totally independent of the
Executive.  They preside over the 
trials, pass sentence and carry out 
all of the judicial functions that are
necessary to give effect to the 
decision of a jury or to the plea
entered into in any given case.

The person who pleads guilty to
murder or who is convicted of 
murder then goes to serve what is 
a mandatory sentence.  The reason
the sentence is mandatory dates
back to the times when murder
ceased to be a capital offence.

The act of releasing a person who
has been sentenced by the courts of
law to life imprisonment upon terms
of temporary release is therefore an
act of clemency imposed by the
Government.  It is not in this country
now imposed as part of a judicial
process.  The ultimate decision is
made by the Minister for Justice,
Equality & Law Reform.  He does so
on recommendations in murder 
cases made to him by the Parole
Board.  The Parole Board take all 
circumstances into account.

The Minister on the other hand is
answerable to the public.  He is an
elected representative.  He is given
the recommendation and the reasons
for it.  In what he does he is 
answerable to Dáil Éireann and 
he is answerable to the electorate. 

In performing an act of clemency
(and temporary release is an act of
clemency) is there anything wrong
with this?  The Minister must reflect
or at least take into account the 
public attitudes. 

After the publication of last year's
Report I was being interviewed on
Cork Radio and when the interview
was finished the interviewer said to
me that they had had a number of
phone calls during the interview and
each and every one of them thought
that life imprisonment should mean
life imprisonment, i.e. mean exactly
what it says.  

Now that goes much farther than the
Parole Board would ever go but
nonetheless it reflects the public 
concern on the growing number 
of murders which are now so 
commonplace.  The Parole Board
adjudicate on each case, they see
what work the prisoner has done to
rehabilitate himself, they see how 
the danger of re-offending can be
minimised and then they make 
recommendations to the Minister.
There is no more conclusive reason
for retaining the status quo than the
old principle "If it is not broken why
mend it". 

The present system appears to be
working well, there is no national 
outcry for change and the Parole
Board regard themselves as
guardians of the public interest in
making recommendations to the
Minister.  It is a system that has
worked well and worked efficiently
and where prisoners do their best to
rehabilitate themselves and have
served a sentence of imprisonment 66
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that is commensurate with the act
which they have done then the Parole
Board will make the appropriate 
recommendations to the Minister.  

The Minister's reaction has been to
lay down general guidelines as to
how long a person convicted of 
murder should, in this day and age,
expect to serve.  The Parole Board
supports those guidelines and the
Board agrees with the approach the
Minister is taking.  Certainly the 
present level of serious crime in this
country is scarcely a time for
increased leniency.  Fifteen years
seems to be the present norm and
the Board looks forward to a time
when the murder rate will have fallen
so much that that period can be
reviewed.  

I have set out in previous Reports 
the information which the Board seek
and the information which the Board
obtain before making their
recommendations.  

The Board has always supported the
recommendations contained in the
National Economic & Social Forum
Report entitled "Reintegration of
Prisoners" published in January 2002.
I would be very anxious to see these
recommendations implemented in
toto.  

The Board has been hampered
heretofore in the absence of statistics
to show the danger of certain 
prisoners re-offending. One of the
biggest errors being made by the
public (and led in this by the media)
is to categorise all sex offenders as
the same.  Their incidence of 
re-offending is obviously different.  

A serial paedophile must have a 
different risk of re-offending to others.
The profile of different sex offenders
is different. They are not all the same.
Happily we may soon be in a position
to get statistics to assist us in our
endeavours where this type of 
pejorative case comes for 
consideration.

Of course there continue to be 
shortcomings in the manner in which
the Board can carry out its opera-
tions.  The number of psychologists
in the Prison Service and whose
expertise is available to the Board is,
in spite of the best endeavours of the
Prison Service, is still insufficient.  It
is very disturbing from the Board's
point of view to consider where a
prisoner, in order to rehabilitate 
himself, could best be housed and
then find the courses which it is
advisable for him to follow are not
available in that institution.  Whilst
the recent years since the coming
into being of the Parole Board have
seen improvements - and 
considerable improvements - 
there are still shortcomings which
must be addressed.  Frequently the
Parole Board recommends prisoners
taking psychological advice and 
relating, often on a one to one basis,
with a psychologist.  This frequently
proves impossible as there still
remain a number of prisons in Ireland
to which no psychologist has been
assigned.  If prisoners are to 
rehabilitate themselves and become
valuable members of society then
such involvement is essential.
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The Board has deferred consideration
of a number of cases referred to it for
review for periods of six or nine
months so that focused risk 
assessments and psychological
advice can be obtained only to find
that when the file comes back it 
has proved impossible to get this
vital information.

The Board would like to pay tribute 
to the many who devote their time
and work to the well being, the
improvement and the rehabilitation 
of prisoners.  The Prison Visiting
Committees and all such bodies 
are contributed to in a huge way 
by voluntary members of the public.
They are much to be commended.
Different persons, such as prison
chaplains, devote their time to the
well being of their flock.  Do they 
get the credit they deserve?  Hardly.
Nonetheless the work they do is
invaluable.

Similarly voluntary counsellors 
operate for meagre reward in 
different prisons throughout the 
country.  Fr. Martin Daly in Wheatfield
is an obvious person whose work
goes unheralded and unsung.  There
are many others whose good work
remains unappreciated.  The work of
any Parole Board would be made
more difficult if they did not continue
their good endeavours.

A matter of serious concern to the
Board, and indeed of crucial 
importance nationally, is the virtual
collapse of The Victim Support
Movement. 

Some years ago there was a vibrant
and active Victim Support Group 
situated in a number of centres
throughout Ireland.  We were 
fortunate on the Board to have its
Chief Executive as a member and
she brought to the Board an 
enormous insight into the sufferings
of victims.  The work she and her
organisation did for victims was
essential, was done in the common
good and was greatly appreciated 
by all.

There were of course, and remain,
other organisations doing similar
work.  Unfortunately, however, as so
often happens in this country 
personalities took over and the 
Victim Support organisation 
collapsed.  Unpleasant squabbling
also took place in its Cork branch 
but the general overall position is 
that a focused Victim Support Group
no longer exists.  

Now there are groups who are doing
their best to fill this void but there
should be a structured, State 
controlled Body looking after what 
is a very serious matter.

The victims of crime should not be
left unaided.  Both in the aftermath 
of serious crime or when the 
perpetrators of serious crime have
served their sentence the victims, or
in murder cases the victim's family,
are at their most vulnerable.  They
have done nothing wrong.  The State
owes them focused and organised
support.  
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The funding organisations under the
control of former Assistant
Commissioner Jim McHugh do
their work well but there should be 
a coherent and positive organisation
carrying out their tasks with 
enthusiasm and the petty 
squabbling that has gone on 
should be left behind.

There is of course in existence a
liaison officer who works as part of
the Prison Service and who performs
excellent work where prisoners are
being released.  With the passage 
of time victims can hardly be blamed
for forgetting that they have been
notified of this person's existence 
and there are many cases in which
the liaison officer is never contacted
by victims at all.

Obviously victims cannot influence
the Board in their recommendations
but they may well influence 
conditions imposed upon the
granting of temporary release 
to any prisoner.  

It must be a terrible shock to a family
to realise that a person who 
murdered one of its members has
been released back to society.  
Whilst the Board takes all 
circumstances into account when
considering matters nonetheless 
its job is to hold the balance of 
fairness between the convicted 
person on the one hand (of course
taking into account the seriousness
and gravity of his offence and the
efforts he or she has made to 
rehabilitate himself or herself) and
the common good on the other.  

A codified and unified system of 
caring in the best manner possible for
the interests of victims is essential. 

During the year I had meetings with
and discussions with many of those
concerned with the rehabilitation 
and assessment of prisoners. 
A sub-Committee of the Board 
consisting of Frank McCarthy, Dr.
Michael Mulcahy and William
Connolly have set up a meeting 
with the Governors of the prisons on
relevant issues.  I also met with the
director of the Psychological Service
who is most anxious to improve the
quality of the psychological
assistance available to prisoners 
as soon as resources permit.  It is 
fair to say that these resources have
improved and it is to be hoped that
this vital improvement will continue.  

Dealing with finite sentences these
prisoners are entitled to a 25% 
remission in any event.  This is
irrespective of their behaviour and
irrespective of the efforts they have
made to rehabilitate themselves.
Where drug offences have occurred
and where mandatory sentences
have not been imposed the Minister
is obviously reluctant to make any
concessions.  Similarly, where 
persons are convicted of sex 
offences and are put on the register
of sex offenders the Minister is again
reluctant to interfere with the due
process of law.
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Nonetheless it is important that all
such prisoners (and indeed 
particularly such prisoners) should
make every effort to rehabilitate
themselves and if they do some form
of concession might be considered.
If no effort is made to encourage
such people to avail of the services
that are open to them then they will
not avail of such services and they
will be released back to the public
effectively un-rehabilitated.  This 
obviously carries inherent dangers
that they will go straight back to the
life they led before the law caught 
up with them.

The Board, in coming to its 
recommendations, always has in
mind the best interests of the public.
The risk of re-offending is therefore
paramount in the Board's mind at all
times.  Where that risk is a real risk
then a recommendation to release
such a prisoner back to the public 
will not commend itself to the Board.
Nonetheless, where prisoners make 
a serious effort to rehabilitate 
themselves there must be a
response.  The public good 
would require it.  

During the year gone by the Board
lost two of its important members.
Daisy O'Reilly and Lillian McGovern
ceased to be members of the Board
which they had served with great 
distinction over the previous five
years.  

Their contribution was considerable in
that they both brought to bear their
experience and their common sense
in assisting the Board in its collective
deliberations the one with great 
experience as a prison visitor and 
the other who ran Victim Support
most efficiently when it was a vibrant
and effective organisation.  

They were replaced on the Board by
Christopher Nolan and Serena
Bennett who brought to the Board
attributes from a fresh background
and both proved their worth to the
Board in a very short time.  They 
fitted in very well with the Board who,
I suppose, like any other Board will
get somewhat fixed in their ways.  A
breath of fresh air is often welcome
in these circumstances and the 
contribution of the two new members
to the Board has been very 
considerable.  The Board is lucky 
to have people of their calibre.

Yet again the Board is extremely
grateful to its highly competent and
effective staff who assisted in such a
marked way in the carrying out of
their duties.  Allan Grant has done
splendid work and, in addition to
managing the day to day operation of
the Board, he endeavours to see to it
that all prisoners serving appropriate
sentences are aware of the Board's
review process and that the staff of
the various agencies, who enable the
Board to do its work, are facilitated
and are made aware of their most
valuable contribution.  His work is 
sincere and is effective and the Board
owes him a deep debt of gratitude.  
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Similarly it is hard to praise too highly
the work of Alice Treacy who attends
to all the backup and secretarial 
services to the Board with her 
customary efficiency, dedication and
good humour.  

We are extremely grateful to Colin
Donovan for his part in ensuring 
that the Board works effectively.  
Our gratitude to him is tempered by
the fact that he is shortly to leave us
on a merited promotion.  To all of
these go our thanks.  We hope to
continue the work we are doing in 
the best interests of the general 
public and to carry out our work 
as efficiently as is possible.

Gordon Holmes
Chairman
March 2007
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The Parole Board was established by
the Minister for Justice, Equality and
Law Reform to review the cases of
prisoners with longer term sentences
and to provide advice in relation to
the administration of those 
sentences.  The Board commenced
its operations in 2001.  

This is the fifth annual report of the
Parole Board and it relates to the
Board's activities during 2006.
During the year the Board continued
to process cases referred to it to a
point where it was in a position to 
formulate recommendations to the
Minister for Justice, Equality and 
Law Reform.  

When formulating its 
recommendations the Board is 
primarily concerned with the risk to
members of the community which the
release of a life sentence prisoner or
the early release of a determinate
sentence prisoner would pose.  
The main factors taken into account
in each individual case are:

nature and gravity of the offence;
sentence being served and any 
recommendations made by the 
Judge;
period of the sentence served at 
the time of the review;
previous convictions and history
of offending behaviour;
threat to safety of members of 
the community from release;
risk of further offences being 
committed while on temporary 
release;

risk of the prisoner failing to 
return to custody from any 
period of temporary release;
conduct while in custody;
extent of engagement with the 
therapeutic services, and
likelihood of period of temporary 
release enhancing reintegration 
prospects.

The total caseload for 2006 was 203,
i.e. cases at various stages in the
review process.  The cases of 58
prisoners were referred to the Board
during 2006.  While this is fewer than
the number of cases referred to the
Board in 2005, there was an increase
in the number of cases scheduled for
a second or subsequent review.
Second or subsequent reviews 
generally take place on an annual
basis in the case of prisoners serving
less than 10 years and within 3 years
in other cases.  Sixty prisoners
accepted an invitation to participate 
in the review process during 2006.  In
addition, 2 others had not yet been
invited or had not responded to an
invitation by the end of the year, 
due to time constraints.  

During 2006 the Board made 
recommendations to the Minister for
Justice, Equality and Law Reform in
73 cases.  This was a substantial
increase over the previous year when
recommendations were made in 46
cases.  
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In addition to dealing with new 
referrals, 97 cases, at various stages
of the review process, were carried
over from 2005.  Again this was a
substantial increase year on year.

Staff of the Board continued to 
make presentations to and meet 
with groups of prisoners with a view
to supporting the work of the
Probation and Psychology Services
and in an effort to provide factual
information about the Board's review
process, directly to the prisoners
involved.  

In March 2006, the Board hosted an
informal  'mini seminar' with his
Honour Judge David Carruthers,
Chairman of the New Zealand 
Parole Board which was attended 
by Members of the Judiciary and 
representatives from An Garda
Síochána, the offices of the Attorney
General and Director of Public
Prosecutions and the Department of
Justice, Equality and Law Reform.
Members of the Board were very
pleased to attend the Ninth Annual
Conference of the Irish Association
for the Study of Delinquency at which
the Chairman of the Board, Dr
Gordon Holmes was one of the
speakers.  

1414



PAROLE BOARD

Annual Report 2006

1515

MEMBERSHIP OF THE BOARD

Dr. Gordon Holmes Chairperson

Mr Michael Donnellan Probation Service 

Mr. Frank McCarthy Community Representative

Ms. Lillian McGovern Community Representative (to June 2006)

Ms Serena Bennet, Bl Community Representative (from July 2006)
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