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22/02/2021 

 

Dear Minister O’Gorman, 

 

I hope this letter finds you well. I am grateful for your invitation to meet on 17/02 and 

to put some of what we discussed in writing. With respect to the Commission of Investigation into 

Mother and Baby Homes, to the recommendations in the Commission’s report, to the aftermath 

of its publication, and to your engagement with Aitheantas and others who identify limitations in 

the report’s scope, I wish to outline some options for a restorative response.  

The principles of stakeholder participation and repairing harm underpin a restorative 

approach. The former requires inclusivity in the process through which justice is achieved, and the 

latter speaks to the core goal of a restorative process. To make good on the promise of ‘restorative 

recognition’, therefore, it is crucial to give as many survivors and other stakeholders as possible a 

voice in a process that seeks to identify their needs and make collective decisions about how these 

can be met and the harm addressed and repaired. Previous efforts to give survivors of institutional 

abuse a voice were well intentioned, but undertaken insensitively and unskilfully so that those 

affected felt re-victimised. For example, as the Ombudsman’s report on the Magdalen Restorative 

Justice Scheme showed, that scheme disappointed many because survivors were not intimately 

involved in its design, and ‘may never have had an opportunity to tell their story’ (p.4). In this case, 

many institutions responsible for the abuses under investigation were excluded entirely from the 

Commission’s remit. Notwithstanding a need to move rapidly on medical cards and other actions, 

there is a pressing need for a restorative process to enable survivors to tell their stories, feel heard 

and play a meaningful role in co-designing the response to the harm they suffered.   

Indeed, achieving this should be more possible than ever because of the international 

examples on which we can draw, and because of the sizable and growing capacities within Ireland 

in restorative practice and mechanisms of citizen participation. First, we can learn from the many 

recent international efforts to use restorative processes in response to mass harm. In New Zealand 

in 2019, the Ministry of Health asked restorative practitioners to facilitate face-to-face forums, 

using restorative practices, enabling 246 survivors of surgical mesh implants to tell their story, feel 

heard and believed, and have an input into the response. An online database was also established 

so that those who could not attend a face-to-face meeting could contribute (n=484). You can find 

a webinar in which the process was discussed here (90 mins). Also in 2019, Nova Scotia published 

reports, videos and summaries from the Home for Colored Children Restorative Inquiry. You and 

your colleagues may be particularly interested in some of the short videos they produced: 

 What is a restorative inquiry? (7 mins) 

 Experiencing the restorative process (12 mins) 

https://www.ombudsman.ie/publications/reports/opportunity-lost/Magdalen-Scheme.pdf
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/responding-to-harm-from-surgical-mesh-dec19.pdf
https://www.patientsafetyinstitute.ca/en/education/webinars/Pages/New-Zealands-approach-to-healing-after-harm-from-surgical-mesh-2020-10-15.aspx
https://restorativeinquiry.ca/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I6Zk6BHgVwY&ab_channel=RestorativeInquiry
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HtH4mHTXCRE&ab_channel=RestorativeInquiry
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 What difference did it make? (18 mins) 

 

Secondly, Ireland has a large and ever-growing community of restorative practitioners, 

and experience of enabling direct citizen participation in policymaking. Ireland is a world leader in 

using restorative practices to respond to, and support victims of, serious harm (e.g. Keenan, 2018; 

Walshe and O’Connell, 2019; Glencree Centre for Peace and reconciliation, 2020; O’Dwyer, et al., 

2021), and in the production of knowledge on this subject. Meanwhile, the Restorative Practices 

Forum of Northern Ireland is engaging with the devolved administration around its commitments 

to ‘a victim-centred’ investigation into institutional abuses that are ‘co-designed with victims and 

survivors’. Ireland can also draw on recent efforts to enable citizen participation in policy decisions 

via Citizens’ Assemblies and user-led design: the Citizen’s Assembly on gender equality is ongoing, 

and the Department of Justice has a new user-led design team working on victim policy and other 

areas. It would be unfortunate not to take advantage of these skills to enable abuse survivors to 

participate in an active and meaningful way in co-designing the response to their trauma.  

Restorative practices teach us that there is a skill in enabling people to articulate the 

full complexity of their narrative of harm in ways of their choosing, which contribute to the process 

of healing. Restorative practitioners have these skills, can facilitate meetings with survivors when 

they are consulted on the design and delivery of the process of investigation, and can train people 

in restorative inquiry. This should be of interest to Mary Rogerson’s group in your department, to 

those who sit on the interdepartmental group designing the restorative recognition programme, 

and to all those whose work will involve engaging with survivors. Adopting a restorative approach 

could turn this into something that people look to internationally as an example of good practice.  

Please feel free to contact me any time if you have any questions, or if I can otherwise 

be of any assistance with this work. To give the final word to the poet Maya Angelou: ‘There is no 

greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you’. 

 

Kind regards, 

Dr. Ian Marder 

ian.marder@mu.ie  

Lecturer in Criminology, Maynooth University Department of Law 

European co-ordinator, Restorative Justice: Strategies for Change 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVfiXavvYq0&ab_channel=RestorativeInquiry
https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/bitstream/10197/11185/2/IJRJ_Training%20for%20restorative%20justice%20work%20in%20cases%20of%20sexual%20violence.pdf
https://caranua.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Consultations-with-Survivors-of-Institutional-Abuse-on-Themes-and-Issues-to-be-addressed-by-Survivor-Led-Consultation-Group-002-1.pdf
https://www.glencree.ie/programmes/peace-iv-addressing-the-legacy-of-violence-through-facilitated-dialogue/
https://restorativejustice.ie/service-map/
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