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Introduction

T he last twenty years o r so have see n drama tic changes in th e social fabric of Irish so ciety.
T his period has more or less co inc ided with the period of membershi p of the EEC (now
EU). Sta nda rds of living, part icularly in ru ral a reas, have impro ved , T he int roduct ion of
free secondary educatio n in 19G7 has led to a sig nificant increase in overall educatio n
sta nda rds . Wh ile the epidemic emigra tion of the 1940's and 50's re d uced to a tr ickle thi s
was replaced d ur ing mu ch of the 1980 's by esca la ting unemployment in a clispro­
portionai ely yOllng populat ion. Involvement in Euro pean affa irs together with increasing
exposure to ex ternal influences through the medi a, foreign travel, e rc., has co incided with
what might be termed an increasing secularisa rion o f Irish society.

While crime rates have undoubtedly increased ' th is has been predominan tly in the area
of property cri me. Whil e violen t crime has inc reased this has no t been mirrored in an
increase in the overa ll ho micide ra te as sta ted in offi cial statistics".

No twiths tand ing th is appare m stasis in the level o f homicide we have little in formati on
of a scie n tific natu re on th e patterns of ho micid e within our soc iety, whether th ese have
changed over th is period of soci al change, and whet her th e patt e rn o f homicide in this
co un tr), d iffe rs from that in o the r jurisdictions. Homicide crimes b)' thei r se r ious na ture
abso rb large amounts of police resources in the ir de tect ion , of co urt tim e and resources
in tr ial, and on co nvictio n these crimes arc likely to att rac t lengthy prison se n te nces.
Apa rt fro m mere scien tific cur ios ity there is a pract ical benefit to po lice, co urts , and
prison service in having an accurate base of informatio n whi ch , for exa mple, may facilitate
det ection and subseque n t se n tence and reh abilitation planning. To dat e thi s crim ino logi­
cal database has been lacking in Ireland". O the r jurisdi ctions do undertake analysis o f
homicid es rat es and trends' . Review of the scien tific research lite rat u re o n the subjecr'"
reveals a re lative pa ucity of syste matic descriptive stud ies of homicide in th e Europea n
co ntext. with the possible exception of the Scandinavian countrics''" . T he few cOlll prc­
hcn sive stud ies that have been undertaken!" a rc often limited to a review of completed
murders, i.e . co urt decisions o f murder, rath er th an th e broade r phenomenon of homi­
cide . T he presen t study aims to a ttempt to bri dge th is gap in cr imino logical kn owledge
in the Irish co ntex t.

T his study is lim ited to a descript ion of the charac teris tics o f homicide occurring in
Ireland . It docs not purport to co mprehe nsively re view and discuss the legal issues
invo lved in homicide suc h as degrees of responsibility, etc. Definitions of various types
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of homicid e. th eir se rious ness. and the legal process invo lved in prosecution differ
depending on th e jurisdi ction invoked, Xluch of Irish law in thi s area mirrors th e English
legal s)'sle m in terms o f definition , case precedent , etc. For a re cent review of English
case law in relat ion 10 the prosecution of homicid e cases the read er is urged to co nsult
Mitchell" .
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CHA PTER 1

Method

Data was gathe red fro m a re tro spective ana lysis of all available Ga rda Crime files in cases
o f felonious homicid e (excepting suic ides and reckless or dangerous driving cases) occur­
r ing betwee n I J anuary 1972 and 3 1 December 199 1. Broadly this would inclu de th e
categories of Murd er, Manslau gh ter. In fanticide. and Psychiat r ic cases (u nfit to plead and
insani ty). T he analysis included not only cases which resulted in successful det ection and
conviction but also those which did not so resu lt for a variety of reasons (incl ud ing excus­
able homicide. e.g. accidental or self-defence ). In fo rm ation under a varie ty of headings
was gathe red using a specifi cally designed questionnai re (Appendix 1). and th e info r­
mation was analysed using th e Epi Info (v5) Ep idemiology Dat abase program" . In
addition to a global analysis of th e figures for the twe nty year peri od a se pa rate ana lysis
was undertaken of eac h four-year period to att empt to detect any significant shifts in the
patt ern of homicid e occu rri ng within the period of investigat ion. It had been hoped
to include a more comp rehensive review o f factors which might influence decision and
se ntencing practice in the courts , part icularly the possib le influence of psychia tric evi­
dence in relation to verd ict or sente nce length. Un fortunately. th is was not possible as.
except in cases of appea l. there is no written tran script of the court proceedings kept.
Unlike the U.K.. where fo llowing many homicide cases including th ose where a ruanda­
ta l) ' life se nte nce is passed the tr ia l j udge will submit a report to the Home Secre tary
outlin ing the circumsta nces of the tri al. the weight given to particular evidence. together
with a recommendation regarding the mi ni mu m du ration of sentence, 110 such for mal
pro ced ure exists in Ir ish courts. In cases where the accused im media tely pleads guilty to
murder the re may be relatively little examinat ion of the circum stan ces of th e offence,
Parad oxically. it is oft en these cases which are the more bizarre and unusu al and which
give r ise to much difficulty man)' years lat e r when co nsiderat ion has to be given to rel ease.
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CHAPT ER 2

Results

Dem ographic Data

During th e period of th e st udy a tot al o f 610 incidents occ ur red resulli ng the de ath of a
101 011 0 1'669 victims. The ,werage populat ion of th e Slate during this period was 3 ,37 1 , 2~ 6 .

This gives an average homicide ra te for th e 20 years of 9.9 per million per rear. T he
comparative figures (based on offences record ed by th e police ra ther than co nvict ions
under a parti cular category) for ot her European jurisdi ction s arc conta ine d in Ta ble I.

TABLE 1

Homicide Offence s Recorded by the Pollee - 1990

Country

England & Wales
France
Germany
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Northern Ireland
Norway
Scolland
Sweden
Switzerland

Source : Council of Europe

No. 01Homicides

669
1.171

743
20 1

27
1.563

82
47
87

12 1
tlO

Rate/million

13
2 1
12
19
8

27
52
11
17
14
16

Tabl e 2 gives a breakdown of the ann ual number of incident s and number of victi ms
duri ng the study period . While th e great est nu mber of incident s (~ I ) occur red in 1987
and th e greatest nu mber of vict ims in any single year in 1 97~ (5~ ) there has been no
overall increa se in th e number o f homicides in each ~ rear period of the twenty rears
under review.

O f th e 6 10 incid ents 584 re sulted in the death of a single persOl1. A furt her 17 incidents
resulted in two deaths, 3 in th ree deaths, and six separate incidents resu lted in -l, 5, 5, 7,
8, and 13 deaths respect ively. A to tal 01' 33 people were killed in four incid ents (car bombs
in Dub lin a nd Mon aghan ) on a single day in 1 97~.

In 28 cases th er e was no perpetrator (or even suspecte d perp et ra to r) detected rhus gil'ing
a tot al of 582 cases where a definit e or sus pe cted per pelrato r was identifiabl e.
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TABLE 2

Numb er of Homicide Incidents and Victims

Year No. of Incidents No. of Victims

1972 23

\

27

I1973 28 104 29 1391974 25 54
1975 28 29

1976 20

I
22

I1977 36 119 36 1261978 33 33
1979 3 1 35

1980 28

I
29

I1981 35 130 37 1391982 33 36
1983 34 37

1984 35

I
35

I1985 29 129 3 1 1371986 24 25
1987 41 46

1988 33

I
34

I1989 30 127 30 1281990 31 31
1991 33 33

- --
6 10 669

Age (yrs) No. of .. Rate/ lOe.,.
Victims per year

0·9 37 6 1 2.85
10·19 64 10 5 4.95
20·29 161 26.5 16.50
30-39 108 17.8 12.90
40-49 82 134 11.78
50-59 55 9.1 9.10
60-69 43 7.1 8.17
70-]9 41 67 11.58
80- 17 2.8 12.84

- --
608 100.0

Age

The age o f th e victims ran ged from 0 to 87 years with a mean age of 37.1 (S.D. 20.2)
years. T abl e 3 outlines th e proport ion of victims in each age decad e together with th e
rat e (per million) for th e population in eac h particul ar age group.

TABLE 3

Age of Victims

In Iwo cases there was insufficient information available to establish the age of the victim.

The age of th e perp etrators ran ged from I :~ to 75 rears with a mean age of 28.11 r ears
(S.D. 11.2).48.9% were between th e age of 17 and 26 years (inclusive) and 8 1.3% were
between 17 and 40 years. T here has been no overall shirt in th e mean age of th e victims
or perpet rators d uri ng the period under review (Ta ble 4). T he mean age of th e victims
(37 r ears) is somewhat o lder than that of the perp etr ators (29 r ears). Taken in conjunctio n
with the standard d evi ation (which is a measure or spread around this mean value) it is
appa re nt that th er e is a mu ch grea te r sp rea d towards the ex tremes o f age in th e case of
th e victims than in that o f th e perpet rators who are mu ch more closely clu stered around
the lucan value.
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In th e sma ll nu mb er of inci dent s with mul tiple victi ms or perpetrators it was o nly possible
to record the age of a single (usua lly the primal)' ) vict im or perpe tra tor.

TABLE 4

Mean victim and Perpetrator Age during each 4 year period

Period Mean age Mean age
(Victims) (Perpe trators)

yrs. yrs.
1972·75 37.75 29.45

1976·79 34.71 29.10

1980·83 402 5 28.94

1984·87 38 02 2923

1988·91 34.58 27.57

Overall 37.05 28.83
(s.d2 0.18) (s.d 11.23)

Elderly Victims

In recent years a number of dramatic incidents have raised concern that the incide nce of
homicide involving elderly victims has increased, pa rt icularly in relati on to the killing of
elderly rural dwellers in th e co urse o f robberi es. During the peri od o f the stud y to I
incidents (16.6% of th e total) involved a victim who was aged 60 years o r more. T he
number of incidents in each of th e four-year periods of th e study showed no overa ll
increase. H omicides involving th is gro up did, howeve r, show a number o f differen ces
from th e overall sample and th ese are outlined in Tabl e 5.

TABLE 5

Significant differences between Elderly (60 yrs and over) and other Homicide victims

Elderly Non-elderly X' p <
(n = 101) (n = 509)

Location
Victim's home 74 136 80.89 0.000 1

(73.3%) (26.7%)

Method
Sharp inslr. 14 148 1000 0.002

( 13.9%) (29.1%)
Gun 6 109 13.19 0 0003

(6.0%) (21.4%)
Blunt instr. 2 1 48 10 84 0.001

(20.8%) (9 .4%)
Asphyxiation 22 56 8.78 0.003

(21.8%) ( 11.0%)

Motive
Robbery 28 47 26.72 00001

(27.7%) (9.2%)
Mental illnessl 23 35 24.75 0.0001

disorder (22.8%) (6.9%)

T his gro up were more likely to be killed in their own home. Elde rly victims were signifi ­
cant il' less likely to be killed by stab bing o r other sharp instrumen t and by shooting, bu t
were significan tly more likely to be killed by hlunt instrument , and by strangulation or
asphyxia tion. Homicid e by ph ysical ball et)' was more co mmon in th e elderly group but
th e d ifference was not sta tistica lly significan t.
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The rela tionship bet ween the perpetr ato r an d victi m sho wed no sign ifican t differen ces
fro m the overa ll sa mple, i.e. there was no greate r tendency for victims to be killed by
strangers.

In relati on to the motive (or th e killing o f th is elderly group there were a number of
sign ifica nt di fferen ces from the overall sample. In a signi fican tly high er propo rti on th e
prime moti ve was ei ther robbery or so me for m of menial illness or di sorder. In the 13
cases where the mo tive was so me fo rm of psych o tic iIIuess the perpetrat ors were o n
average o lder (mea n age 40 .8 yrs.) th an the mean perpetrato r age (33.4 yrs.) for th e
eld erl y group.

In terms of case ou tcome, d isposal, ctc., thi s gro up showed no significa n t di fferences
fro m the overall sample.

Juvenile Homicide

Un like ot her j u risd ictio ns, particularly in No r th America, where th ere has been a wo rrying
r ise in the number and pro portion of homicid es co mmitted by j uveniles under 18 yea rs
of age'u, , \ th ere has been no evidence of suc h a tr end in Ireland . Overall 5 I (8 .4%) cases
invol ved a perpetrat or who was aged under 18 yea rs. No perpetrat or was aged u nder 13
years and 25 (49. 0%) were 17 yea rs old. Over half (28) of this group killed by stabb ing or
sharp instrume nt. T he main Illatives were ange l/ rage in 2 1 cases and robbe ry in a further
6 cases . T he vict ims were p redominantly " fr iends" (2 1 cases) or stra ngers (14 cases). O ver
half (28) of th ese cases res u lte d in a manslaugh ter verdict with a fu rther 8 cases leading
to a murder verd ict. Where a sen te nce of imprisonmen t (ei ther effective or sus pende d)
was im posed th e mean se n te nce len gth was 54.5 mo nt hs , T his does no t differ sig ni fica nt ly
fro m th e mean sen te nce len gth in the overa ll sa mple o f 57. 1 month s (ex clud ing those
cases where a 40 year sentence was imposed for capital murder).

Sex

In 439 (72. 0%) o f th e incidents th e main vict im was male. In th e 587 inciden ts whe re the
sex of the perpet rato r was kn ow n [including a small number o f cases (5) wh ere there was
no indication as to the precise ident ity of the perpetrato r(s)] th e main perpetrat or was
male in 545 (92. 8%) and female in the remaining 42 (7.2%) cases. T his gives a male.female
rati o for homicide perpe trat ors of 13.9:1. In 396 cases both perpe trat or and vict im were
male, while in a furthe r 149 cases a male perpet rator killed a female vict im .

In those cases where the perp etrator was female the victim was male in 27 cases and
fem ale in 15 cases. Females a re signi ficant ly more likely to kill a spouse o r relative than
males. O f the 42 cases where the kn own perp etrato r was female , in 14 (33.3%) th e victim
was a spouse and in a further 22 (52.4%) the victim was a relative. T he respective figu res
for male perpe trators (545) are 37 (6.8%) and 79 (14.5%) and th is di fference is highl y
sig n ifica n t (X' = 86.00; d f=2; I' < 0.0001). In o nly o ne case (2.4%) did a woman kill a
stra nger, co mpa re d to 159 (29.2%) of cases where th e perpetrato r was male. This pattern
of females predominantly killing family members is similar to that seen in o ther juris­
dicti ons'",

Location of incident

The matter of physical locati on of the incidents was exa mine d fro m two aspects. Firs tly,
th e incident s were categorised on the basis of wh ether they occ urred indoors o r ou tside ,
and whe th er o n private o r public ground. T hese findi ngs are p resent ed in T able G-
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Location

Victim's Home
Perpetrator's Home
Other Indoor location
Outdoor private
Outdoor public
Not known

TABLE 6

Location of Incident

No.

220
37
67
57

225
4

6 10

36 1
6.1

11.0
9.3

36.9
0 .7

100 .0

Wh ere th e pe rpetrator and vicum were living in the o ne locati on and the incident
occurred therein th is was co ns idered as th e victim's home for the purpose o f th is analysis.
Examples o f Outdoor Privat e locations would be a ga rden, o n a farm, c tc., whe reas Out­
door Public lo ca tions would typically be areas suc h as stree ts, park s, e tc. As is ap pa re n t
from the Table most in cid ents occurred ei ther in the victim's home or o utdoo rs in a
publi c pla ce.

Incid ent s were a lso ca tegorised on th e basis o f th e Garda Division in whi ch th ey occurred .
The co unt ry is divided into 18 se pa rate Garda Divisions (see Appendix 2) . Whil e th ese
divisions broadly foll ow co u nty boundaries the re are various areas where sectio ns o f a
co unty a re included in ano the r Division. In later ana lysis of these incid ents in relat ion to

the local population effo rts were made to take these anomalies into account.

Ap art from th e 18 co u ntry Divisions th e Dublin Metropol itan Area ( D . ~ I.A .), which
includes th e city area together with part of th e North cou n ty and part of north Wicklow ,
is di vided into a number o f Districts. The 17 D.M.A. Districts have been ama lga mated
in to 5 Divisions for the purposes o f th is analysis (see Appendix 3 ). The number of inci­
dent s occurring in the various Divisions is indicated in Table 7-

As indicat ed previously an effo rt was made to a na lyse the p roportion o f inci den ts occur­
r ing in any pa rt icula r Garda Division relati ve to the populati on of tha t area. This was
co mplicated so mewhat by the fact that in a Humber o f instances the boundary o f a particu­
lar Garda Division d oes not co rres pond to a co u nty boundary. The popu lat ion was calcu­
"ned by taking th e average value based o n the census figures for 197 1 and J(19 1. Appropri­
a te adj us tme n ts were made (aga in based o n ce ns us figures fo r electoral d istrict s, c ic.) to
take into account discrepancies between Garda division s and COll ll t)' boundaries. Th e
D. ~ I.A . was treated as a sing le area for thi s purpose . The homicide ra te (per million of
the populati on per yea r ) for the vari ous a reas of the co u nt ry is o u tlined in Table 8 below ,

T im ing and Circ ums ta nces

For the purposes o f th is analysis the day was di vided int o three 8 hour periods, 4 a. m. to

12 midday, 12 midday to 8 p.m. , and 8 p.m. to 4 a.m, In 20 (3.3%) cases it was not
possible to establish th e time o f th e incid ent even within the wid e bands indicat ed. Of
th e remainder 57 (9.3%) occurred between 4.00 am and midday. A further 136 (22 .3%)
o ccurred bet ween midday and 8.00p m. T he majori ty o f incid ents, 397 (65 .1%), occurred
betw een 8.00p m and 4.00am the following morning.

There was a significa nt difference in the tim ing o f those in cidents wh ich eve n tually
resulted in a psychiatric verdict, i.c , Un lit to Plead (UTP) o r Guilt)' But Insane (G Bl) in
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TABLE 7

Location of Incident by Garda Div ision

Garda Division No. 01 %
Incidents

Donegal 16 2.6
Galway West 18 3.0
Mayo 12 2.0
Roscommon/Galway 17 2.8
Sligo/Leitrim 17 2 8
Carlow/Kildare 23 3.8
Cavan/Monaghan 28 4 6
Laois/Offaly 9 1.5
Longford/Westmealh 17 2.8
Louth/Meath 46 7.6
WexfordJWicklow 18 3.0
Waterford/Kilkenny 22 3.6
Clare 5 0.8
CorkE.R. 41 6.7
Cork W.R. 14 2.3
Kerry 13 2.1
Limerick 43 7.1
Tipperary 19 3.1
Tech. Bureau Admin. 3 0.5
DMA North Ce ntral 59 9.7
(C. D. & U Districts)
DMA South Central 39 6.4
(A. B, & E Districts)
OMA Northern 53 8.7
(H. J. K. & R District s)
OMA Southern 52 8.5
(G. L, M. & P Districts)
OMA Eastern 25 4.1
(F. N, & W Districts)

609 ' 100.0

'One incident occurred outside the country but was prosecuted within Ireland.

TABLE 8

Homicide Rale by Garda Div ision

Garda Division Av. Popn. No . 01 Rate/ 106

1971-9 1 Homicide per yr,
Victims'

Donegal 118.230 17 7.18
Galway Wesl 111.181 18 8.09
Mayo 110.119 13 5.90
Roscommon/Galway 111.275 18 8.09
Sligo/Leilrim 72.464 21 14.49
Carlow/Kildare 143.200 23 8.03
Cavan/Monaghan 108.401 36 16.6 1
Laois/Ollaty 103.948 11 5,29
LongfordlWestmeath 86 .998 18 10.35
Loulh/Meath 191 .807 48 12.5 1
Wexford 133.854 19 7.10
Waterford/Kilkenny 154.067 22 7.14
Clare 82.963 5 3.01
Cork E.R. 267.428 41 7.67
Co rk w.R. 114,182 14 6. 13
Kerry 119.833 13 5.42
Limerick 143.621 44 15,32
Tipperary 135,754 20 7.37
D.M.A. 950.151 263 13.83

•A small number of victims (6) were not classifiable by Garda Division.
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TABLE 9

Time of Occurrence of Homicide Incidents

Time of Incident

04 .00 - 12.00
12.00 - 20.00
20.00 - 04 .00
N/K

No.

57
136
397

20

610

%

9.3
22 .3
65 . 1
33

1000

co ur t. Of th ese 3 1 cases 7 (22.6%) occur red between -l.Ollam and midday, 1:\ (~ 1.9%)

between midday and S.OOpm, and a ni)' 10 (32 .3%) between 8.00 pm and ~ .OOam the fol­
lowing morning. In one case (3.2%) the time of occurrence was unknown. This varia tion
fro m the overall sa mple is h ighl ), significant ( X' = 17.18; df=:1; I' < 0.0006).

Degree of Pre-meditat lon

An attempt was made to assess the circumsta nces of the ind ivid ua l incidents, whether th e
assault was planned and intention al, o r whether it was unpl ann ed and occurred spo n­
taucously as a result of prov ocati on, disinhibition , e tc. A further ca tegory wer e th ose cases
where the homicide incid ent was conside re d to have occu rred sec o ndary 10 so me o the r
cr ime, e.g. in the co urse of a ro bbe r)' o r during a sexual assault. In I~ (2.3 %) cases it was
impossib le 10 even tentatively assess the circumstances. In 233 (38 .2%) it was co nsidere d
that th e assau lt causing the homicide was planned (though the eve ntual ou tcome m ight
not have been in tended). A further 270 (~~ .3%) cases were considered to have been
unplanned, impulsive eve n ts. In 93 (15.2%) it was fel t that the homicide incident had
OCCUlTed as a secondary event in the com m issio n of ano the r crim e.

Method of Homicide

The method of homicid e is out lined in Tabl e 10. Examinati on of eac h fo ur-year segme nt
of the twent )' years under review indicat ed th at while individual methods showed tempor­
al)' variations there was no significant change in the prop ortion due to allY particular
method.

TABLE 10

Method of Homicide

14

Method

Sharp instrument

Blunt instrument
Physical battery
Hand-gun
Rifle/shotgun
Stranqulation/asphyxiatic n

Poisoning
Other methods
N/K

No.

162
69

133

42

73
78
2

49
2

610

%

26 .6
11.3

2 1 8
6.9

12.0
12.8

0.3

8.0

03

100 .0



T he usc of a sha rp instru men t, such as a kn ife o r an axe , and physical battery were the
most co mmo n method s or causing dea th in this se ries . Th e Othe r meth ods category
co nta ine d a varie ty of me thods and these are o ut lined in Table 11-

T he usc of a hand-gun was signi fican tly more common where the perpet rato r and victim
were stra ng ers. Twe nty-six ( 15 .3%) o f th e 170 cases whe re th e vict im and perpet rator
were stra ngcrs involved th e use of a hand-gun. Ov erall use o f a hand-gun occu rred in 42
out o f li I0 (li.9%) cases , T h is excess o f hand-gun usc in strange r ho micides is sta tis tically
significan t ( X2 = 25 .99 , P < 0.000 I). T he usc of a firea rm was sign ifica ntly mo re co m mon
in th ose cases co ns idered te rrorist or subversive in natu re in that 23 (62 .2%) o u t o f 37
such cases involved the usc o f a firearm co m pared to 115 ( 18.9% ) out o f 6 10 ove ra ll
(X 2 = 50.72 , P < 0.000 I ).

TA BLE 11

Other (misce llaneous) methods of Homicide

Method

Drowning
Fire
Bomb
Struck by Car
Exposure
Fall from height
Starvation (neglect)

No.

17
13
12
3
2
1
1

49

%

34.7
26.5
24.5
6.1
4.1
2.0
2.0

100.0

Strangulation or asphyxiation as a meth od was more common where the motive was
sex ua l. Twenty o f 37 (54 . 1%) of suc h sex ua l mot ive cases involved strangu lation compared
to 78 of 6 lO cases ( 12.8%) overall ( X2 = 60.15, P < 0.0001 ).

In th e 133 cases where physica l battery was th e method o f killing the perpet rat or was
intoxica ted in 96 (72 .2%). T h is comparcs to 283 cases (46.4%) overall in whi ch th e pcr·
petrat o r was int o xicated ( X2 = 45.48, P <0.000 I ).

Relationsh ip between Victim and P erpetrator

T h is ana lysis so ugh t to estab lish the closeness o f rel at ionsh ip bet ween th e VIcti m and
perpetra tor, fro m husband and wife a t o ne ex treme to stra ngcrs at the ot her, T he in for­
ma tion is outlined in Tab le 12-

TABLE 12

Relationship between Victim and Perpetrator

Relationship

Married (incl. de facio)
Other blood relation
Friend (known > 24 hours)
Acquaintance (known < 24 hours)
Stranger
Nol Known

No.

51
101
180
86

170
22

610

%

8.4
16.6
29.5
14.1
27.9
3.6

100 .0

From thi s Table it ca n be ded uced th at app roxi mate ly a quart er o f homicid es involve
famil y members and a fu rt her quart er involve strangers unknown to each o ther. Over a

15
E



half o f ho micides invo lve people who would be wel l known to each o the r (family o r
friends) ,

Motive

Based o n analysis of the vario us statements and evidence co ntained in the Crime File a
subjective a tte mpt was made by the autho r to attribute a primal)' mo tive for the homicide
incident. In m all)' cases the mo tive was obvio us from the circumstances while ill o the rs
an est ima te was made b)' thc aut hor based on thc evide nce ava ilable. In a nu mber of
cases it was impossible to attribu te an)' particular motive. T his was particu larly th c case
where the victim was not discovered for so me tim c after th c event and where no sus pect
or pcrp ctrator was apparc nt . T he breakdown of incidents b), motive is co ntai ne d in
Tablc 13-

TABLE 13

Motive for Homic ide

Motive

Anger/rage
Robbery
Jealousy
Revenge
Psychosis
Other mental abnormality
Sexual
Self-defence
Sadistic
Accident
Suicide pact
Terrorism/subversive
O ther
Not known

No .

246
75
13
30
3 1
27
37
44
17
19
o

37
10
22

6 10

%

40.7
12.3
2.1
4.9
5. 1
4.4
6. 1
7.2
2.6
3.1
0.0
6.1
1.6
3 .6

100.0

11)' far the sing le most common moti ve fo r homicidc is so me form o f angcr, ragc, or
q uarrel which leads to th e fat al assault. Killing in th e co urse of so me form of ro bbe ry is
thc second most frequent mot ive, T his patt e rn of motivation shows a co ns iste ncy inter­
na tio na lly'r " .

T he sma ll number of inciden ts in th c Othe r motive ca tegory were listed in Table 14-

TABLE 14

Other (miscellaneous) Moti ves for Homicide

16

Motive

Gangland leud
Recklessness
Break up 01 a relalionship
Chronic child abuse
Financial gain (Insurance)
Impulsive (fear)
Concealment 01birth
Panic a lter childbirth
Stress alter childbirth

No.

2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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" Psychia tric " Cases

In o nly 58 cases (9.5%) o f the total was the primary motive for the ho micide co ns ide red
to be so me form 0 1" psych ot ic illn ess o r ot her mental di sorder. T hese cases. however,
sho wed a number 0 1" sig n ifica lll di fferen ces co m pared to the overall g ro u p. Firstly. the
pe rpelra lo rs were more likel y to be female (though thi s tendency d id not reach sta t istical
sign ificance) . Seven (12.1%) 01" th e 58 perpet rat ors were female co mpared 10 42 (7.2%)
ou t 01"587 in th e overall sample (X' = 2 .34 . I' <0.13). T his finding that a highe r p roportion
or abnormal ho micide is co nu n iucd b)' women is similar to that found elsewh ere" . There
was a m uch greater ten dency lo r female perp elra tors to kill ot he r women. This o ccurred
in 7 (12 . 1%) cases co m pared 10 15 out 01" GIO (2.5%) in th e overall sample
(X' = 24.G8, I' < (J.(JOOI ).

T he vic ti ms were more likel y to be YOlmg. In 17 (29.3%) 0 1" th e 58 cases th e main victim
was aged under 15 yea rs com pared 10 44 (7.2%) o u t 0 1" GIO in th e overa ll sa mple
(X' = 4(i.7G. I' < 0.0( 0 1).

These " psychiatric" homicides o ccu r red more Ircq ucnt ly in the vict im 's home. 3 1
(5:~.'I %) 0 1" 58 co m pared to 220 (% .1%) 01" GIO overall ( X' = 8A O. I' <0.(04 ). The pattern
o f th e incident occu rring at night was reversed in that 15 (25.9%) occu rred during th e
early mo rn ing pe riod (4 a.m. to midday) co m pa red to a tot al 0 1" 57 overa ll: a furth e r 2 1
(:\(,.2%) occurred during the a fternoo n (m idday to 8 p .m .) peri od co m pa red 10 1 :~5 in
the overa ll gro up . T his tendency for psychi atrica lly motivated inciden ts to o ccu r during
the day-time was highl y sig nifi can t (X' = 3:\.(,3; df=3; I' < 0.(001) and m irrors th e li nding
(no ted above ) for tho se inciden ts which eve n tua lly lead 10 a psych iatric d isp osa l in co urt
10 o ccu r duri ng the day-tim e.

T h is psychi ar rical ly motivated gro up were less likely 10 kill strangers and mo re likel y 10

kill rela tives. Seven ( 12.1%) killed a strange r co m pa red to 170 (27.9%) overall whereas 34
(58.G%) killed a spouse o r re lati ve (ma in ly a re la tive as o nly 3 cases in vol ved spo uses)
co mpared to 152 (24.9%) in th e overa ll sample. This tendency oft he psychi at ricall y motiv­
at ed g ro up 10 kill re la tives is h ighly sign ilicant (X' = 38. 9 1; I' < 0.00(1 ).

Death was less likely to be ca used by ph ysical bauc ry (5.2% vs 2 1.8% overall) a nd more
likely 10 be ca used b y stra nb'lilatio n (20.7% \'S 12.8%) overall,

T he usc 01" Drow ning as a mel ho d of homicid e was pa rti cul arl y not eworthy in thi s grou p.
In the total su r\'ey th ere were o nly 17 cases o f homicid e caused by d ro wn ing. Eight 01"

th ese occu r red in the " psych iat r ic" group. All eigh l victims were under e leve n yea rs 01"

age (four were under one). all were killed by a close re lative, an d in 7 cases th is re lative
was female (usua lly the mo th e r ). In o n ly two o f th ese eigh l cases d id a co nvictio n resu lt.
In rhc single case involving a male perp etrato r th e ou tco me was a Guilty hut Insane
verd ict. O ne 01" the seven female perpet rat ors pleaded gu ilty 10 in fanticide a nd a fine was
imposed. T he o ther seven cases resulted in e ither no charge being brought or a Nolle
Prosequ i being ente red.

In th e overall sa mple it was co nsidere d tha t 233 (38.2%) 0 1" inciden ts were planned o r
in tended. T he co rrespo nd ing Iigure for the " psych iatr ic" group was 41 (70 .7%) o f 58 .
T his difference is highly significanl (X ' =28.G7; I' < 0.0001).
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T hc " psych iat r ic" group were sign ifica lll ly more likel y to co m mit su icide in th c immediate
afte rmath of the homicide inci den t. Five (8.6%) did so co mpared to a to ta l o f 12 (2.0%)
in thc overall sam ple gro u p (X' = 14.71; P <0.00 I ). In toxica tio n a t th e tim e o f th e in cid ent
was relative ly infrequent in th is gro up in th at o nly 8 (13.8%) showed evidence of bcing
in toxicated a t th e tim e o f thc in cid ent compared to 283 (46.4%) of the overall sa mple .
T he tendency for psychot ic perpet rat ors of homicide not to be in toxicated has been not ed
elsewh ere !",

As would be ex pected the majorit y (bu t by no mean s all) o f thi s group had a previous
psych iatric histo ry. Forty-two (72.4%) had evidence of previ ous psychi atric co n tac t co m­
pared to 74 (12.2%) of th c overall sa mple.

Whilc the motive for th e homicid e inciden t was co ns idered to be so me for m o f mcntal
d isorder in th is group it is o f no te th at in o nly 29 (50.0%) was a psychi atric defence raised.
In a fu rthcr 5 (8.6%) cases psych iat ric evidence was sub m itte d in mitigati on. In 24
(39.7%) o f thc 58 cases th c ou tcome was a psych iatric di sp osal by th e co u rt (us ua lly Guilty
but Insane , occas iona lly Unfi t to Plead), T his rc p rcscllls 77.4% o f a ll psychi atric verd icts
by the co urts during this pe riod. In a sing lc case a verdict o f Infanticid c res u lted , It is
wo rth noting tha t in II o f these 58 cases ( 19.0%) no chargc was brought o n th e instruc­
tion s of the DPP, or a Nolle Prosequ i was entered. This co mpares to similar decision s in
50 (8.2%) o f th c overall sam ple an d thc di screpan cy is significa lll (X' = 9.88; p < 0.002).

Action of perpetrator after the incident

An a ttem p t was made to ca tcgorisc the ac tion o f the perpet rator after th e incident fro m,
at a ile extreme persistent denial o r co ncealmen t of invo lvemen t, throu gh admiss io n
(poss ibly afte r so me delay), to the su icide o f th e perpetrato r at the o ther ex treme. In
ge ncral, pers istent d en ial for longc r than 24 hours after initi al qucst io ning in rela tion to
the incident was classed as denial or concealment regardless of subsequent admission.
T he breakdown o f su bseq ue nt ac tion is co n ta ined in Table 15-

TABLE 15

Action of the SuspecUPerpelralor afte r the homic ide incident

Action alter incident No. %

Concealment/denial 236 38.7
Admission of involvement 355 58.2
Self-injury by perp. 5 0.8
Suicide of Perpetrator 12 2.0
Other (Garda investigation)' 1 0.2
N/K 1 0.2

610 100.0

'This case involved the dea th of a man with a history of heart problems in police cus­
tody. He had alleged (prior to his sudden death) that he was assaulted in custody. A
full Ga rda investigation 01the events surrounding this dea th took place . As a result a
charge of manslaughter was brought aga inst a member of the Garda Stochana which
resulted in an acquittal.

In th e maj ority o f cases th c perpet rator ad mitted involvem ent spon taneous ly o r wh en
quest ioned by th e police , In over a third the pe rpc trato r so ugh t to co nceal h is/ hcr
involvement or persisted in d enial when questi oned by th e pol ice . A sma ll number 1'01­
lowed up th c incid en t by an ep isode o f self-in jury and in 12 cases th e perpet ra tor co m mit­
tcd suici de immediat ely after th e homicid e inc ident (a fu rthcr 3 pcrpctrat ors killed th em­
se lves while on remand prior to tr ial) .
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Influence of Alcoho l/Drugs

Based 0 11 the evidence p resented within the Crime File an aHe mp t was made to assess
the influ ence of' int o xication , bot h of the perpetrator and the victim o n these incident s.
\Vhile this particular assessment is necessarily subjective, given that it is based on accounts
o r co nsumption, etc., rath er than scien tific es timatio ns o f blood or urine alco ho l, it is
based on th e probabi lity th at o ne o r o the r pany would have had (at th e timc of thc
incid cu t ) ap p roxi mately th c level of int oxicat io n as wo uld re nder driving illcga l. T hc
re su lts o f th is assess men t arc o u tlined in T ablc 16-

TABLE 16

Involvement of Into xication In Homi cide Incidents

Party Intoxicated

Perperrator
Viclim
Both
Neither
Perpetrator only
Vichm only

No.

283
255
20 1
239
80
45

.',.
46.5
4 t.9
33.0
39.2
t3.1
7.4

Because there is overlap between the various categories the totals excee d 100 %.

Sligh tly under hal f (~6%) o f th c p crpct rat ors were int o xicat ed and so mewh at fewer (42 %)
o f th e victims. In a thi rd of cases bo th victim an d p crpctrat or were intoxicat ed wh ereas
in :~D% o f" cases ne ith er party was intoxica ted. In 42 and 20 case s respectively it was
un kn own whe ther the pcrpctrator or victi m was intoxicat ed at th e tim e o f the inciden t.
T hc linding thai a pp roximately hal f th e pcrpc trators were in to xicated at th e rim e o f th c
incide nt is sim ilar to that in o therju risdic tio ns" hi.

Previous Psychiatric Histo ry

It is o ften ass u med th at some fo r m o f me ntal ab norma lity is a prc rcq ll lSn c in th c pc r·
p ctrat o rs o f ho m icidc. T hi s is es pecially tru e in th c mo re bi zarre or inexpl icable incid en ts.
It was decid ed to ex am ine thc background o f th c pcrpctrato rs to ident ify cases wh ere
th e re was a clea r history o f p revious psychiatric in vo lvement. In o n I)' 74 ( 12.2%) cases
was the re a n)' suc h evide nce, T we n ty (3.3%) had o nly a h ist o ry o f G P o r o u t-pa tient
co ntac t while a fu rt h er 5~ (8.9%) had a hist o ry o f in-pati ent treatme n t, In most o f th ese
cases th is psych ia tric history was not re levan t to th c ho micide incident . In the 70 ( 11.5%)
cases wh e re it was possib le to es ta blish a p rimary d iagnosis th c break down was as fo llo ws-

TABLE 17

Previous Psychiatric History in Homicide Perpetralors

Psychiatric diagnosis No. %

Schizophrenia 9 1.5
Other psychosis 2 0.3
Allective illness 19 3.1
Neurosis 5 08
Alcohol Abuse t2 2.0
Drug Abuse t 0 .2
Personality disorder 14 2.3
Organic illness 8 1.3

(incl. mental impairment)
No diagnosis known 540 88 5

610 100.0
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Apart from th ose cases where the perpet rator had a previous psych iatri c h istory which
mal' o r mal' not have been o f rel evance iu co nu u iui ng the o ffence a further (a nd to a
d egree o verlap p ing) ca tegory of cases arose where evidence of psychiatric di sorde r which
was co ns idered relevant to the co m missio ning o f the o ffence was ad d uced in Court. eit her
in d efence to the cha rge o r in miti gati on in rel ati on to sentence. The ligures which fo llow
arc based o n a perusal o f reports of the trial as ex ist in the Crime Files.

Unfo rt unate ly, with the excep tion o f those cases which progress to a ppeal there is no
standard accessible accou nt of trial proceedings kept. Co nsequen tly, th ere might well be
cases apart fro m those o u tlined below where psychiauic evidence was p resented. It is.
u nfortunately, impossibl e to assess the influence , if an )'. o f thi s evidence o n the tr ial
process. In 55 0 (90. 2%) cases th ere was no pos itive ind ica tion in th e files th at psych iatri c
evidence had been presen ted in co urt. In a further 38 (li.2%) cases psychiatri c evide nce
has heen presented in defence to th e cha rge (e ith er in rel ati on to Fitness to Plead o r as
a plea of G uilt)' but Insane ). In 22 (3.li%) th e re was ind icat ion tha t psychi arric evidence
had heen present ed at some stage prio r to sentenci ng, usu all y in miligation .

Legal O utcome

While the cases in this study have been re ferred to as homicides th is is a descri pti on of
the act ra th e r than of th e legal o utcome. Fo r a "arie t)' of reaso ns th e killin g o f o ne or
more people b)' anothe r ma)' no r res ult in a legal (cou rt) decision o f homicide . At o ne
ex treme homicid e mal' occur as an accid ent or in se lf-defence and not just if)' a charge .
At th e o ther ex tre me. in sp ite o f int en sive investiga tio n b)' the poli ce no perpe trato r ma)'
be ap p re hended o r the re m Ol)' be ins u fficie n t evidence to cha rge a sus pect.

Ana lysis was undertaken of the investigative and legal ou tcome of th e incid ents of homi­
cide during the period under review, In approx imately a third of cases no co nviction
resulted. whil e in over 50 % of th e sam ple a co nvictio n for murder or manslaught er
resu lted . The remainder were either co nvicte d of o the r forms o f homicide (infanticid e o r
psyc h iatric ) o r of lesser offences (Table 18).

TABLE 18

Legal Outcome of Homicide Incidents

Case Outcome

No Cha rge/Conviction

Murder
Manslaughter

Inlanlicide
Psychia tric (UTP/GBt)
Lesser conviction
Outcome
undetermined/unknown

No.

203

111
205

2
3 1
55
3

6 10

0/0

33.3

182
33.6

0.3
5. 1
9.0
0.5

100 .0

Dis posal

In Ireland co nvrcuon for murder ca rries a mand atory life sentence. In cases where a ll

Insan ity p lea (u nder the Trial o f Lunati cs Act 1883) is successful (techn ically a verd ict of
not gu ilt)' o f murder ) the Court is o bliged to order the d etenti on of the acc used in the
Ce n tral Mental Hospital for trcauncut until fu rther o rder of the Govern me nt. Apart from
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these categories the co urt retains the power to im pose an appropriate se ntence, taking
into account the nature of the offe nce and an)' mitigating circumstances . For an o ffence
as apparently ser io us as manslaughter the co urt has, o n co nvictio n, the discre tio n to apply
anylh ing Irom a d isch a rge a t one ex tre me to a lire sent ence at the othe r. T he fo llowing
Table ind icates the range o r sanc tio ns applied . In Tab le 18 abo ve it will be seen that there
were 1 I I convictio ns Io r murder. T he ap pa re nt d iscrepancy in Table 19 in that there are
on ly 107 lire sent ences reco rded is exp lained by th e fact that in a furt he r four cases a
co nvictiou for capital ruurdcr occurred. In these cases death sen te nces were co mmuted
to sentences o f 40 years imprisonme nt witho ut re missio n and these have bccn reco rd ed
in the ca tego ry o r O ther Disp osal.

TABLE 19

Legal Disposal of Homicides

Disposal No. %

Life Sentence 107 17.5
Discretionary Sentence 174 28.5

-ceuecuve
Discretionary Sentence 6 1 10.0

- suspended
Psychi atric (UTP or GBl) 3 1 5.1
Other Disposal 23 1 37.9
Undetermined/Un known 6 1.0

6 10 100.0

The ca tegory or O ther Disp osal includes those cases whe re a tr ial d id not occu r due to
facto rs such as fa ilu re to ap prehe nd a perpe trat o r, lack o r evidence , the d eat h o r th e
perpe trat or, a decision by th e DPP not to p ro ceed (Nolle Pro sequ i), togethe r with those
cases where th e accused was round no t gu ilty. Table 20 o u tlines th e breakdown o r th is
catego ry.

TA BL E 20

Descripti on of outcome in "Oth er Disposal" category

Outcome No. %

No perpetrator detected 53 22 .9

Perpetrator absconded 5 2.2

IDeath of perp. (nat. causes) 2 09
Suicide 01perp. (pre-trial) 15 6.5

No charge (DPP) 2 1 9.1 INoll e p rosequ i (DPP) 29 12.6

Case dismissed 5 2.2

)
Not guilty (unspecified) 17 7.4
Not guilty (direction of judge) 8 3.5
Not guilly (AOABH or GBH) 4 1.7
Not guilty 01Manslaughter 20 8.7
Not guilty of Murder 24 10.4

Probation AcUComm. service 10 4.4

1
Discharged 3 1.3
Fine 8 3.5
Death commuted to 40 years 4 1.7
Sentence deferred 1 0.4

Outcome unknown 0.4
Case pending 04

23 1 100.0

9 .6

21.7

33 .9

11.2
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Bro ad ly speaking in over 50% o f the "other d isposal" ca tegory the case d id no t proceed
du e to ins ufficie n t evide nce o r re su lted in an acqu itta l in co urt In ove r 200/0 no per­
pe trato r was d et ected wh ile in a further 10% th e pe rpetra to r absconded o r d ied prior to

arrest or trial. I n over 10% the court applied SO Ble form o f sanctio n 0 11 co nvictio n , Mostly
this invo lved ei ther an inde finite de ferral of se ntence or Probatio n. At the o ther ex tre me
arc included the small number (4) o f cases where a cap ital m urder co nvictio n resulted in
the co m m u ting of a Death se ntence to o ne of 40 years im priso nment.

In 53 cases no perpet rato r was detected or there was insufficient evide nce to bring a
charge (in cases where th e likel y id entit y o f th e perpet rat o r might have been kn own to

th e Gardai}. In 12 (22 .6%) cases th ere was no id en tifiable mot ive , Twen ty-six (49 . 1%) of
these " u nd etected " cases came under the mot ive ca tego ry of T crroristy su bvc rs ivc. T his
represents 70 .3% o f the Tcrrorisr/su bvers ivc moti ve ca tegory.

Female perpetr ators were significan tly more likely not to be charge d or to have a No lle
Proseq ui entered . In those cases invo lving a fema le perpe trator (42) no cha rge or pros­
ecu tio n occurred in 14 (33 . ~\%) co mpared to 36 (6.6%) o f the 545 cases inn }l\"ing male
perpe trators (X' = 35 .75 ; I' < 0.000 1). In a furt her 10 (23.8%) cases a co nvictio n result ed
in a suspended sen tence co mpa re d to 5 1 (9.4 %) in cases involving male perpet rat ors
(X' = 8.75 ; I' < 0.003).

TABLE 21

Sentence Length where Discretionary Sentence was applicable

Sentence 1972-75 1976-79 1980·83 1984·87 1988·91 Overall
Length

No. No. No. No. No. No.
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

< tz mts. 2 5 2 4 2 15
(5 7) (94) (4 3) (8.1) (3 6) (7.1)

12-24 mts. 11 12 16 7 5 49
(31.5) (22.7) (34.0) (14.3) (9 1) (20.5)

2-5 yrs. 17 24 18 15 22 96
(48.6) (45.3) (38.3) (30.6) (40.0) (40.2)

5- 10 yrs. 5 9 7 19 25 65
( 14.2) ( 16.9) (14.9) (38.7) (45.5) (27.2)

> 10 years - 3 4 4 1 12
(0.0) (5.7) (85) (8 1) (1.8) (5.0)

Mean (mls.) 44.5 503 68.0 84.2 69.0 64.2

Mean (excl. 40yr. 44.5 50 3 49.7 67.4 69.0 57.1
sentences)

Se ntence Length

A tot al o f 239 incide nts resulted in a sen tenc e of imp rison men t, e ithe r effec tive or sus­
pe nded . This was apa rt from those cases wh ich re ceived a man d ato ry life sen te nce . Len gt h
of se n tence varied Irom 1 mo nth to 40 ycars with a m ean se n tence lc ng th o f ll-l,2 mo nths
for the twenty yea r per io d o f the study. T he mean se ntence length increased fro m 44.5
months dtlr ing the years 1972-75 to 84.2 months during the pe riod 1983-87. It fell back
to 69.0 months during the years 1988-91 . The rise in d uring the periods 1979-83 and
1984-87 ca n part ly be exp laine d by th e d isto rting effe ct o f two incid ent s in eac h o f these
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peri ods when a se n te nce of 40 yea rs was im posed. If these excep tio nal cases arc excluded
th en it is appa ren t tha i, with the exce p tio n of the period 1980·83, th ere has been a ll
inc rease in the mean sen tence len gth through out the study period (Table 2 1). The most
no ticeable increase has been in sentences o f between 5 and 10 }'ea rs in duration.

In the 205 cases which resu lted in a Manslau ght er co nvictio n (Table 18) 193 cases resu lted
in an effective or sus pended priso n se ntence. T hese cases involved 182 males and 11
females. It was no ticeab le th at the II females co nvicted received an average se n te nce o f
4'1.7 months whereas th e 182 males rece ived an 'I\'e rag e sen tence o f 63 .9 month s.
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CHAPTER 3

Discussion

As indi cated in the Introduction thi s stud)' has so ugh t to review the phen omenon or
homicide in Irish soc ie ty over a twenty )'ear peri od . Wh at is appa re nt from the outse t is
that while levels o r crime in ge neral, including crimes o r violence, ma)' have increased
this has not been accompani ed b)' an ove ra ll increase in homicid e. In the co n tex t or
figu res fro m othe r European j urisdic tio ns (Table I ) it is appa rent that Ireland has a lower
rate of homicide than all of the o the r co unt r ies surveye d.

Whil e th ere is no such thing as a "typical " homicide the general picture involves the
killing of a man in his thirties b)' anothe r, some what ),o unge r, man. T he incident is likely
to occ ur late at night, to be un -premeditat ed, and to involve stabbing o r physical batter)'.
Frequentl y one o r bo th parties will be intoxicated. In a majo rit y of cases the vict im and
perpet ra tor a rc known to each o ther and th e motive is so me fo rm of anger or rage. In
the aftermath o f th e event it is most usual for the perpetrator to be imme d iate ly co­
operative with th e pol ice.

The vast majority o r homicides involve a single perpet rat or and a sing le victim. In th e
series under review there were no cases o f repeat homicide, i.e ., co nuni u lng a further
offence after conviction or release fro m prison following a previou s homicid e offence .
T he sma ll number of multiple killings have been mainl y mass killin gs as a res ult of bomb
explos ions. O f the 26 incidents where th ere was more than a single victim 12 were due
to SOIl1C forms of terror ist o r sectarian motive. Nine of these involved so me form o f
bombing incident and the re ma inde r involved firearms.

There is no evidence to dat e in reviewing these cases, particularly those where no per­
pe trator was det ected , that the re has been an)' pattern of serial killing (the killing of a
number of victims b)' a perpet rat o r or group of perp etrators in se pa rate incid ents over a
period of tim e) , This pattern of killing has been particularl y preval ent in thc United
States (though found sporadically elsewhe re ) and is well documented in No rt h Am eri can
criminological lite ratu re" : 2·1. 25. In four cases in the present study two se parate per­
petrat ors were each responsibl e for two se para te homicides occ urr ing within days o f each
o ther.

With in th e mass of results presented there are a number of findings which merit furthe r
discussion .
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The overall det ect ion ra te approache d 96% (582 out of 610 incidents). These were cases
where the Garda i were sa tis fied as to the likely iden tity o f the perpetra tor following inves­
tigati on of the incid ent. This docs not tell th e full story as aware ness of th e perpetra tor
docs not mean that a charge is brou ght, much less that a convictio n results. For a variety
of reasons a co nvictio n for murder resulted in less than 20% of cases (though over 57%
res u lted in convictio n for so me form of homicid e). The annua l crime figures under the
ca tegDl), o f Murder in th e Annual Report o f an Garda Sio chana have been unintentionally
misleading in that th e)' give a figure for incidents invest igated (possibl e murders). Murder
is a legal verdict of a co ur t. Unwarra nte d cruicisms'" 27 o f the appa re n t failure b)' the
Gan lai to bring perpet rat ors to justice hav e been based o n thi s misunderstanding. This
stud)' has shown th at in a third o f cases no charge or co nvictio n results followi ng th e
inciden t. There is a varie ty o f possible reason s for this outco me. In so me cases no per­
petrator is de tected o r there is insufficient evidence to bring cha rges (wh ere th e per­
pet rator ma), be kn own). Secondly, following investigati on b)' th e Ganlai th e Director of
Public Prosecution s may decid e that a prosecution is not warranted (for example in cases
of acciden tal homicide) . Finally, eve n where the re is sufficien t evidence to bring a pros­
ec u tio n th e acc used ma)' be acqu itte d in co urt of th e particul ar offence.

Homicide is p redominantly co mmitted b)' men (over 90% of perpetrat ors a rc men ). The
victims a rc more eve nly di st ribu ted but arc still predominantly male (72%). It is worth
not ing that homicid e b), females is predominantly a family affair (ove r 85% killed a spouse
o r famil)' member). Female perpetrators arc less likely to be indicted and more likely to
receive a sho rter se ntence o n conviction than males.

The ove ra ll homicide rat e for the co un try is marginally under 10 per m illion per ),ear.
T he rate for individual Ga rda divisions vari ed from a low of 3.0 1 (Clare) to a high of
16.61 (Cavan/Monaghan). T he relatively high ra te in a number o f border divisions
(Sligo/Leitrim, Cavan/ Mo naghan, and Louth/Meath) is probably related to their geo­
graphica l proximity to No rthern Ireland with its associat ed terrorist and subve rs ive
troubles over th e period o f th e stud)'. T his has to so me degree sp illed over in to these
areas in relation to a number of shootings and bombings occurring on the southern side
of th e border. The ra te for th e D.M.A. are a (13.83) re flec ts the fact that thi s area includes
the largest urban area in th e State with its rapidly sp ra wling suburba n hinterland . T he
sing le major unexpl ain ed anomaly in the div isional rat es is that for Limerick (15.32) which
essent ially cove rs th e cit)' and coun t)' o f Lim eri ck. Cork East Riding division which con­
tains the mu ch larger cit)' o f Cork has a rate which is a lmos t exactly half o f the Lim erick
rat e. The surro unding d ivisions (Clare, Kerr)', T ip pe rary) all have ra tes less th an half th at
of Limer ick. Any ex plana tion for thi s di screpancy goes further than being related to
geographical factors or urbanisation.

The majori ty of homicid es occ urred during th e lat e even ing / ea rl}' morning hours (8
p.m to 4 a.m .), This probably links with the fact th at some degree o f intoxication (almost
exc lusive ly alco ho l) was present in over 60% of incidents. In assessing th e circumstan ces
o f th e incid ents it was co nsi dere d th at overall 44 .3% (270) were unplanned, impulsive
events. Wh ere either th e perpetrator o r victim was intoxicated th e proportion of
unplanned incidents rose to 58.2% (196 of 33 7 inc idents where either part)' was
intoxi cated ). Wh ere both victim and perpetrator were intoxicated the propo rtion of inci­
dents which were co nsidere d to have been im pulsive rose to 65.7 % (132 ou t of20 1).
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T he m ost co m mon method o f infli ctin g' homicide is th e usc o f a sha rp inst rumcu t (knife,
axe, ctc .), Thi s occurred in over a quarter o f cases and was followed by so me fo rm o f
physical hattery in over a fifrh o f cases. Hand-guns we re sig ni fica nt ly more likely to he
use d in incid ent s whe re the perpe trator and victim were strangers, and also where the
homicide was a tt ribu ta ble to terrorist o r su bvers ive moti ves. No twithstand ing co ncerns
expressed by th e media a nd othe r age nc ies tha t th e usc o f hand-guns is becoming more
co m mo n (particularl y hy cri mi na ls in the co u rse of ro bbery, e tc., or to sett le di spu tes O\Tr
territory. c tc .) th ere is no evidence th a t homicide by hand-gun had become more co m mon
during th e peri od o f th e study (inc idents occurr ing up to th e e nd o f I!J!J I). O bvio us ly
this situat ion co uld change were hand -guns to become mo re available for any reaso n.

Homicid e by strangulatio n o r asphyx iatio n was associated with it sexual mot ive. Th e s ig­
nificant associa tion o f death hy physical batte ry and intox icatio n or the perp et rato r is
indi cative o f the unplann ed natu re o f suc h events.

T hese findin gs indicat e (unsurprisin gly) th at th e method used ge ne ra lly d epends o n th e
circumstances o f the eve nt and the means available at that time. Prio r plann ing or inten ­
tion enables an ap prop ria te method (a nd th e requ ired equ ip men t) to be or!\an ised. In
the maj ori ty o f incidents (incl ud ing many of thos e cases in which an assault was plann ed,
o fte n at short noti ce foll owing a dispute o r argument) thc eve n t occurred with insuff ic ien t
premedi tati on to facili tat e th e o rgan isatio n o f a d efinit e method or wea po n. T he main
exception to this are those cases conside red terrori st or subvers ive in nature which o ften
invo lve much planning. T hese tended to involv e firearms or ex p los ives. T he d egree o f
pl anning and the fre q ue n t existe nce ofa sup port net work for th e perpetrat ors co n tribu tes
to th e low det ecti on ra tes for th is category o f moti vati on. T he rela tive pa uc ity o f the use
of firearms (particularly hand-guns) in " civil" homicid es in th is cou lll ry co mpared to
o ther j urisdi ctions" reflects the rela tive inaccessibility o f suc h weapons in thi s co untr),.
Hand-gu ns a re a relat ively e fficient means of killing (compared to physical ba tte ry. e tc.)
a nd th eir limited ava ilabi lity probably co n tri b utes to th e relat ively low homicide rat e in
thi s co u ntry.

Th e associatio n o f strangulation with sexual m oti vation prob ably refl ects the cucu m­
sta nces of many of these homicides in th at they occu r in situatio ns o f close physical
p roximit y between perpet rato r a nd victim (often during a sexua l assau lt).

There is a pe rjorat ivc perception th at people who com m it a n ac t o f homicide a rc " ma d".
suffering from so me fo rm o f ment al illness, or at \ 'CI)' least mentally d iso rde red in so me
way. It seems diffi cult to accep t that so mebody who takes th e life o f a no ther shou ld be
" norma l". T his amb iguity is. however. th e sit uatio n in th e vast maj o rit y o f cases where
the abe rrant beh aviour occurs in the co ntext of an o the rwise routine life style.

In the 58 cases wh ere th e prim ary motive for the homicide was co nsidered to be so me
form o f men tal diso rder there was a significant excess o f female pe rpetrators and o f
you ng victims . T he predominan t pattern of homicide occ u rri ng impulsivel y. at n ight. by
physical battery in a state of int oxicati on was reversed. Almost half of all homicides by
d rowning occu rre d in thi s group. usu ally involving th e killing of a ch ild by th e mother.
A quart e r (4) o f all victims u nder th e age o f o ne year d ied hy drowning. This find ing
diffe rs markedly fro m th e patt ern in Eng la nd whe re d ro wn ing is a method in o nly a sma ll
minorit y o f ch ild homicid es'".
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It had been hoped to examine the influ ence (if any) o f psychia tric evide nce on th e out­
co me of an)' co u rt proceedi ngs. Unfor tunately. this was no t possible as there is no avail­
able writt en ua nscrip t of tria l proceed ings (includ ing the presen tati on o f any expe rt
witnesses) kept. excel' I in cases of appeal. Fro m th e information available it was possible
10 establish that psychiatric evide nce was presen ted in defence 10 the cha rge in 38 cases
and in mirigariou, following a guihy plea o r co nviction, in a furth er 22 cases. In th e
remain der it was unkn own if such evide nce had been presented, o r clear that it had not
been so .

In a majority of homicides one o r bo th parti es was int oxicat ed. The overall pro po rti on
of perpetral ors an d victims who were in toxicat ed (46.4% and 4 1.8% resp ectivel y) rose to

(jO.5% an d 56.4% in the incidents which occ urred during the per iod 8 p.m. 10 4 a. m,
Given the association be tween intoxicatio n and violent behavio ur this find ing will (Dille

as no surprise.

As discussed above th e occurrence of a homicide (in the preselll con text the accide n tal
o r int en tional killing of o ne o r more peo ple) does not necessaril y imply a cr ime . Even in
the event of an apparent criminal o ffence it is by no In ca ns guaranteed that this will lead
to a co nvictio n fo r so me fonn o f homicide. In this stud)' the outco me in almo st exactly
one third of cases (203 o ut of (10) was thai no co nviction fo r any offence occu rred.

T he single most common reason (Tabl e 19) was that no perpetrator was det ected, T his
ca tego ry includes not only those cases where there was no suspect but also those where
the Gardai were aware o f o r suspected the identity of the perp etrator(s) but th at the re
was n0 1 enough evidence to warrant a charge being brought.

The major gro up within this catego ry were those cases where an accused was bro ught to
trial bUI was acquitted or th e cases was d ismi ssed. In a further group th e perp et rat or or
acc use d absconde d fro m th cjurisd icrion prio r 10 Irial or died prior to tr ial. In the m'Uo rit y
of suicides by perpet rat o rs the even t occurred at the time of the homicid e o r short ly
aft erwards. A small nu mber occurred so me lillie la ter while the accused was o n remand
awaiting trial.

In approxima te ly a quarte r o f th ese 203 cases a decision was taken by DPP fo llowing a
Ga rda investigat ion that no ac tio n should be taken o r at th e trial stage a decisio n was
taken to en te r a Nolle Prosequi. This is literally an unwillingness 10 prosecu te (hy the
prosecut ion) and ac ts to stay the proceedings. It is not eq uivalen t to an acq uittal and does
no t prevent a nell' ind ict ment at a late r dat e for the same offence. Cri ticism has been
made" regard ing the work and function of the O ffice of the DPP, speci fica lly the lack
o f j us tificatio n or public acco uru nbi liry in re latio n to decision s in favour o f or against
prosecution.

In th is study it was appare n t tha t the re were two part icular and relat ed cat egories where
it wo uld appear thai there was a hesitancy to prosecu te, T hese are in cases o f apparen t
In fan ticide (esse nt ially th e killing of a child under one year of age by its mo th er where
th e balance of th e mother's mind may be disturbed du e 10 th e effects o f childbirth ), and
in case s where there was evidence that the perpelr alo r was seriously mentally d isturbed
when the offence occurred.

27



During thc twe nty )'ear period of th e study th ere were o n I)' two co nvictions for Inf an ticide
in Ireland. T his stud)' ind icat ed th at d uri ng that per iod a «Hal o f nin e mothe rs killed
thei r child re n under o ne )'ear o f age. In most o f these cascs the re was no a ppa rc n t di spute
that the mot her was su ffc ring fro m so me form o f mental disorde r a t the timc o f th c
killing (and therefore would have met th c cri te ria for inf anticide under th e Inf anticide
ACI 1949). Ne vert heless, in seve n o f the nine cases no cha rgc was brough t or a Nolle
Prosequi was en te red o n thc instruct io ns o f th e DPP. During the same pe rio d in
Eng land & Wales a to tal o f 136 co nvictio ns fo r Infanti cid c occurred ". Even when th c
re la tive populations of th e two jurisd ictions arc tak en int o account th c Eng lish ra re is still
ap proxima te ly 4 10 5 tim es g rcater. T h is a p pa rc n l hesitancy to la}' chargcs and thc lesse r
likel iho od o f a homicid e co nviction for a female pc rpct rator has becn notcd in a num ber
of stud ies": :'0.:'1 .

With rcga rd to homicide co m mittcd b), ap pa re n tly meniall y di sorde red pcrpct rators it is
nota ble Ihat o n ly :~ I psychia tri c ve rd ic ts were b roll gh t in b), th c co u rt s. This rc p rcscL"s
o nly 5. I% of the tot al .

In a small n um ber o f cases a defe ndan t was co nsidered Unfi t to Plead , At prcscnt th c
n nly psychi atric de fen ce (with th e excep tio n of Infan ticide ) available is a pica o f G uilt),
but Insane (at thc lime the o ffence occu rred ) undcr th c T r ial o f Lunat ics Act 1883 . Su ch
a verdi ct leads to ind efinite d eten tion in the Central Mental Hosp ital for trea tm en t. As a
resu lt a pica of insan ity is rarely ente red and usu ally only in se rious cases wh e re the
alternati ve 0 11 co nvictio n would be a lon g prison se ntence. The re is no form of " d im in­
ishcd res ponsib ility" ve rd ict availabl e in Irish Law. T he inadequacies o f th c prescnt situa­
lion in relatio n to psych iatric d iso rde r befo re the co urts have been di scu ssed at Icngth in
vari o us offi cial rcports:t!. :H. In addition there has been media criticism at what is perceived
at explo itat io n of the preselll apparclll inadeq ua cy in the law in thi s area",

It has been cla imed th at thc lack o f an)' form o f d iminish cd respo nsib ility (o n thc basis
of psychiauic d isorde r) verd ict in Ir ish law, together with the relatively draconian con­
seq nc nccs of a successful insan ity pica has min imi sed the number o f " psych iat ric" cases
co m ing before th e co urt s. Compared to o the r jurisdi ctions where the proportion o f pc r­
pct rat ors co nsidered mentally disordered is mu ch greater thi s would ap pear to be th c
case" I ~ . ", . Officia l s tat ist ics fo r England and Wales' indica te that in an)' singlc )'ca r
ap proximate ly 15% o f homicid e convicti o ns arc brought in unde r the ca tcgo r), o f dimin­
ish cd respo nsib ility (S. 2 of the Homicide ACI 1957) o n the g ro u nds that the accused was
"suffe ring from such abnormality of Blind as substantially impaired his mental rcs pousi­
hilit y for his acts o r o missio ns in doing or being part)' to the killing ." This verd ict allows
d iscretio n 10 the j udgc in sen te nc ing and, if a pp rop riate , the co urt can make an o rd er
allo wing for psychiat ric rreauncn t in co ud itio ns o f appropriate security and supervision.
The existence of a d iminish ed respo nsib ility verd ict in law in England has almost led to
th e demise o f th e insanity defence in murder cascs"" . Whil c th e pe rceived inadequacies
in th c legal situa tio n ma)' co ntrib ute 10 th e re la tive pau cit y o f psych iatric verdict s in
ho micid e cases it has been allege d:" thai there is a hesitancy or refusal o n th e pa rt of the
DPP to authorise the prosecu tio n of people sus pec tcd of hOlllicid e o r OIhe r se rious
offcnces if it is co ns idcred that th c)' were me ntall), ill a t th c lim e o f the o ffencc . Givcn
that it is not th c p racti cc o f Lhe DPP to co m ment o n d ccisions taken b)' his o fficc and in
Ihe absence o f an)' forum fo r exp lanatio n of Ihe ra tionale fo r the d ecision making process
o f the DPP's Officc' ''' 27, '" il is d ifficu lt to refule these claims o f an apparent hesitanc), to
prosecu te such cases.

28



An )' di scretion in di sposal h)' th e co urts is lim ited b), the fact tha t a murde r co nvictio n
carries a mand ato ry life se ntence. Furthermo re , in those cases where the accused is found
G uilt)' hut Insane th e Co urt is ob liged 10 o rder indefinite detention for trcauncnt in the
Cent ra l Mental Hosp ita l (regard less o f whet her o r not thi s is co ns idered the most a ppro­
priate locatio n for an)' treatment ) unt il lurt her order o f the Government.

In a pp roximate ly two-thirds of the cases under re view th e investigation and co urt proceed­
ings led to a co nvictio n. In those cases (manslaug luer, in fanticid e , and lesse r co nvictio n)
where a discretion ary se nte nce was possible it is no teworth y that the mean sentence
length in creased b)' over 50% with a particul ar increase in the nu mber of sentences in
the 5-10 )'ear range. This increase in se n te nce length ma)' be a re flec tio n b), the co u rts o f
public o pi n ion that co nvictio n fo r an)' o ffence im 'o h'ing the death o f another person
req uires a clear rlcmonstrat ion of societa l ce nsure b)' means of a lengthy term of imprison­
ment. An a lte rnative ex p lanatio n is that qu ality o f defence ad vocacy is succeedi ng in
lessening po ssible m urde r co nvictio ns to manslau ghter, manslaughter 10 grievous bodil y
harm, and so a ll . There has, however, been no signHica nl shift in the relative proportion
of murders, manslaug ht ers, and lesse r co nvictions during the pe riod o f thi s st ud)' whi ch
migh t su pport this co n te n tion.

In the small number o f manslau ghter offences co m miued b)' fema les where a discret ion­
ary se ntence was imposed this was sign ificantly sho rte r than in manslaughter co nvictio ns
iuvolvin g male pe rp etrat ors.
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CHAPT ER 4

Summary

T his stud)' has reviewed all homicides occurring in the Republic o r Ire land during the
peri od 1972 to 1991 (inclu sive). To date th ere has been no simila r stud)' exam ining the
crimino logical aspects o r Irish homicide with emphas is on an)' changes thai have occurred
over th is perio d. Unlike o ther crime the number o r homicides co m mitted annually has
shown no sustained increase. T he rat e o r homicid e in Ireland appears to be among the
lowest in Europe.

Homicides predominan tly involve th e killing o r a male b)' ano the r, somewhat ),o unger,
m an. 1\·10 51 homicides occur at nigh t and a high prop ortion involve intoxication ill o ne or
both parties. Most often the motive is so me form of anger or rage and the inciden t occurs
with out plann ing o r premedita tion, In the small number or homicides involviug female
perp etra to rs th e victi m is significant I)' more likely to be a spo use o r fami ly member.
T he vast majority o r homicides arc det ected b)' the pol ice and a conviction occ urs in
approxima tely two-thirds o r all cases. T he exce ption to this h igh detecti on rate arc th ose
cases conside red due to subversive or terrorist m ot ivat ion where planni ng and the avail­
ability or a suppo rt system contr ibute to low detect ion and co nviction.

Female perp eiralars a rc significant l), less like ly to be co nvicted, and i f convicted Ihe)'
receive significan tly sho rter se n te nces th an thei r male co unt erpa rts. T here has been a
significam increas e in the length o r discre tional) ' se ntences applied . In fanticide appears
10 be re latively rare. "Psychiatric" homicid es show a significant temporal shirt fro m " nor­
mal" homicides in that the)' occur more ofte n during the day-time period. In addi tion
the)' sho w mo re pre-medit at ion and less involvement o r alco ho l. Victims are mo re likely
to be ),oung and also more likely to be family members.

Unlike th e case in o ther j uri sd ictions there appears 10 have been lill ie legal o r public
debat e in relation 10 th e classification o r homicid e, the appro pria te ness o r necessity 1'01'

a mandatory life se ntence for murder convictions, the need for legal provisions in relation
to homicide co m mitted under possible psych iatri c d isability 10 be updated to re flect
develop ments in psychia tri c pract ice, e tc. It is ho ped that the informat ion cont ained in
th is study will provide a factual basis 10 assist those who migh t engage in such a debat e.
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APPENDIX 1

Homicide in Ireland
Questionnaire

[In all cases 9, 99, 999 ind icate Not Known or 1'1 0 1 Relevant ]

I. Incident No.

2. Dale of Incident

Day

Mo nth

Year

3. TOlal No . of Victims

~ . TOlal No . of Pcrpctrato rx/Accuscd

5. Age (yrs .) of Main Victim

(if < I )'1'. re cord 00)

6. Age of Main Perpetratory'Accuscd

7. Sex of Main Victim

(male = I ; fema le = 2)

8. Sex of Main Perp etrato r

( 1-3) [L[]

(~-5) OJ
(~-5) OJ
(~-5) OJ

(10-1I ) OJ
(12-13) OJ (N/K = 99)

( 1 ~ -1 5 ) OJ

(16-17) OJ
(18) 0

(19) 0
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=

9. Lo ca tio n or Incid ent (20) D
(victim 's horn e = I;
perpetrator's home = 2;
o ther indoo r location = 3;
outdoor pri vate (ga rdc n, field, e tc.) =·1;
outdoor public (street, park, crc.) = 5;

O ther (p lease sta te ........................ ........) = (i.

10. Area (Garda Dist rict ) or In cid ent (2 1-22) DO
(See list )

I I. Ti me o r Incident (23) D
(04 .00- 12.00 = I; 12 .00-20.00 = 2;
20 .00-04 .00 = :{; N/ K = D).

12 . Method or killing (24) D
[Sharp instr. = I;
blu n t instr. = 2;
p hysical ba u c ry = 3;
Handgu n = 4; Rillu/shorgun = 5;
asp hyxia rio n/straugu larion = G;
poison ing = 7;

O ther (stat e ......... ...... ............... ..) = 8. J

13. Circu ms tances o r In cid ent (25) D
[pl an ned (incl . p lan ned assa ult) = 1;
" im pu lsive" (incl. unplanned assau lt) = 2;
in the course of other cr ime
(robbery, sex ual, c tc .) = :t ]

14. Relat ionship between Vict im and I'c rpcuru o r (2 (i) D
[married (incl. d e facto ) = I;
blood relat io n = 2 ;
rricnd (known> 2·1 hrs.) = :1;
acquain tance (known < 24 h rs.) = ·1;
strange r = 5. ]

15. Motive (27-28) DO
[Quarrcl/ragc = 0 1; robbery = 02 ;
j ea lously = 03; rcvcngc = 04 ;
psych otic = 05; o ther mental abnormal ity = Oli;
sexua l = 07 ;
se lf-defe nce = 08 ; sad istic = 10;
acc iden t = 11; su icide pa ct = 12;
Tcrrorisnt/Scctarian = 13

Other (sta re .................. ........ ......) = 14

N/ K = 99.]
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Iti. Ac tion after incide nt (29) D
[conr ca lmcn tz'dcnial = I;
volun ta ry co nfess io n (at scene or lat e r) =2;
se lf- injury by perl' . =3;
su icide by pcrp. =4

Other (sta te .... ............................) =5.]

17. Alcohol/Dru gs

a. Was the pcrp. int o xica ted/ under in n. (30 ) D
at time of incide nt

(No =0; yes = I; N/ K =9)

b. Was th e victim iut o xicatcclundcr inn. (3 1) D
18. Previous psychi atric h istory in perpetrator (32) D

[None kno wn =0;
GP/OPD = 1;
In pat ient =2.]

19. Primary d iagnosis (if known) (33) D
[Sch izoph renia = 1;
ot her psychosis =2;
affect ive illness =3;
neu rosis = 4;
alco hol abuse =5;
drug abuse =6;
personality d iso rde r =7;
o rgan ic illness =8;
N/ K =9. J

20. Was psych iat ric histo ry ra ised in Dcfence/Mitigat io n (34) D
[n o = 0;
in Defen ce = 1;
in mi tigati on =2;
N/ K =9.]

2 1. Co urt Decisio n (35) D
[Murder = 1; M/ S =2; Inf. =3;
Psychi atric disposa l =4;
Lesser co nvictio n = 5;
No co nvictio n =6.]

22 . Disp osal (36) D
[Life se ntence = I;
Discretional)' prison se n tence - effec tive =2;
Discretio nary priso n sen te nce - suspende d =3;
Psychi at ric (GI3I o r UT I') =4

Other (Slat e ................... .............) =5.]
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23 . If di scretionary prison se n te nce
state Humber or mo nt hs

24 . Wh ere no co nvictio n resulted stale reason

No perpetra to r d etected = I
Insuffi ci ent evidence to convict = 2

Other (Slat e ) = 3

(37-39) OIl

(40) 0

Com me nts: .
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APPEN DIX 2

An Garda Siochana
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APPENDIX 3

Garda Siochana

The Dublin Metropolitan
Area
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