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SHORT BACKGROUND. 

1. The Appellant appeared before the Special Criminal Court and was convicted on 15th March 2001 upon an indictment containing 16 counts. One count alleged the murder of the journalist Veronica Guerin on the 26th day of June, 1996, and the remaining 15 counts concerned drug and arms related offences. 

2. The Appellant was convicted only upon those counts that related to drugs. Specifically he was convicted of six counts of possession of a controlled drug, namely cannabis, for the purpose of sale or supply (contrary to section 15 of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1977) and five counts of unlawful importation of a controlled drug, namely cannabis (contrary to sections 21 and 27 of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1977).  He received a sentence of 28 years imprisonment in respect of each count concerning possession for the purpose of sale and supply (to run concurrently) and a sentence of 12 years imprisonment in relation to each count concerning importation (to run concurrently). 

3. Appeals were brought before the Court of Criminal Appeal on grounds that challenged both his conviction and the sentence imposed by the Special Criminal Court. By way of a judgment dated the 8th August 2003 the Court of Criminal Appeal upheld the Appellant’s convictions. 

4. By way of a separate judgment dated the 12th November 2003 the Court of Criminal Appeal considered the Appellant’s sentence. It ruled that the sentences of 12 years for the offences of importation were justified but that the sentences of 28 years for offences of possessions ought to be reduced to terms of 20 years imprisonment (to be served concurrently). The Court of Criminal Appeal found that the sentencing court appeared to not restricted itself in the sentencing exercise to the individual charges that were proved and that also in light of the fact that the court had held that the Appellant was not the leader of the gang that the sentences were disproportionate having regard to the sentences that other members involved received. 

5. The Court of Criminal Appeal certified, pursuant to section 29 of the Courts of Justice Act, 1924, that its decision on the 8th day of August, 2003, refusing leave to appeal against a conviction of the Special Criminal Court on the 15th day of March, 2001 on charges of possession of a controlled drug for the purpose of selling or otherwise supplying to another and unlawful importation of a controlled drug, involved points of law of exceptional public importance and that it was desirable in the public interest that an appeal should be taken to the Supreme Court on that decision. 

6. The points of law certified were (i) In what circumstances and to what extent is evidence which may have been obtained from witnesses under a state Witness Protection Programme inadmissible and/or inconsistent with trial in due course of law as guaranteed by Article 38.1 of the Constitution? (ii) Is corroboration in the sense described in R v Baskerville [1916] 2KB 658 required in respect of the testimony of accomplice witnesses who have participated in a state Witness Protection Programme? If not what is the appropriate test in relation to such witnesses?

7. The Supreme Court, adhering to its own jurisprudence, established under section 29 of the Courts of Justice Act, 1924 treated the appeal as a full appeal from the decision of the Court of Criminal Appeal. Thus in addition to grounds based on the two certified points of law, a full set of grounds of appeal was lodged with the Supreme Court, comprising the same grounds of appeal as were argued before the Court of Criminal Appeal.

8. On the 23rd November 2005 the Supreme Court dismissed the Applicant’s appeal upon conviction. The Appellant pursued an appeal against sentence to the Supreme Court. Two broad issues had to be argued and were so by Mr James Lewis QC and Ms Claire Dobbin from the English Bar: 

(i) Whether the Supreme Court had the jurisdiction to determine, upon appeal, a question relating to sentence in circumstances where the certified question related to conviction alone?

(ii) Whether the sentence duly arrived by the Criminal Court of Appeal was still excessive in all the circumstances and should be further reduced? 

The Supreme Court Hearing 29th May 2006. 

9. Counsel argued he jurisdiction of the Supreme Court was primarily derived from the Constitution:  Insofar as the Constitution sought to demarcate the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court Article 34, s.4  provides:

4. 1.The Court of Final Appeal shall be called the Supreme Court. 

2. The president of the Supreme Court shall be called the Chief Justice. 

3. The Supreme Court shall, with such exceptions and subject to such regulations as may be prescribed by law, have appellate jurisdiction from all decisions of the High Court, and shall also have appellate jurisdiction from such decisions of other courts as may be prescribed by law. 

4. No law shall be enacted excepting from the appellate jurisdiction of the Supreme Court cases which involve questions as to the validity of any law having regard to the provisions of this Constitution. 

5. The decision of the Supreme Court on a question as to the validity of a law having regard to the provisions of this Constitution shall be pronounced by such one of the judges of that Court as that Court shall direct, and no other opinion on such question, whether assenting or dissenting, shall be pronounced, nor shall the existence of any such other opinion be disclosed. 

6.The decision of the Supreme Court shall in all cases be final and conclusive. 

10. Counsel further argued the extent of the jurisdiction of the Court was as prescribed by section 29 of the Courts of Justice Act 1924. Specifically it provided that: 

29.—The determination by the Court of Criminal Appeal of any appeal or other

matter which it has power to determine shall be final, and no appeal shall lie from that court to the Supreme Court, unless that court or the Attorney-General shall certify that the decision involves a point of law of exceptional public importance and that it is desirable in the public interest that an appeal should be taken to the Supreme Court, in which case an appeal may be brought to the Supreme Court, the decision of which shall be final and conclusive.

11. Counsel submitted that Judgment of the Supreme Court in The People v Ronald Giles [1974] I.R. 422 was determinative as to the Court’s jurisdiction to determine the appeal upon sentence. The Supreme Court’s starting point in Giles was that it had always been the practice when an appeal was brought to serve a notice of appeal, to set out the grounds of appeal and these were not confined to the point mentioned in the certificate [per Walsh J at 428]. 

12. The Court had never heard it suggested that the appeal had to be restricted to the point of law specified. 

13. Equally Giles made it clear that it is of no consequence that an Appellant advances grounds of appeal against conviction in circumstances where the certified question relates only to sentence. By parenthesis the same rationale applied where the certified question related to only  conviction and grounds are advanced in relation to sentence. Indeed the Court referred to those cases where the certified question related only to conviction and where the grounds of appeal against conviction and sentence were raised [see page 432]. 

14. The Appellant did not limit his appeal to the Court of Criminal Appeal on grounds relating only to sentence or conviction. Where an Applicant appeals on both grounds to the Court of Criminal Appeal it is that that determines the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court upon an appeal from the Judgment of the Court of Criminal Appeal [see page 436]. 

15. As a matter of constitutional law the rationale for this is manifest. If the Supreme Court represents the definitive, final means of judicial redress for a person wrongfully convicted or subject to an unlawful sentence then it is critical that it has means to address these issues notwithstanding that they did not comprise the certified question. It is essential that a Supreme Court has the ability to effectively deal with any matter subject to the constraints it is bound by the Constitution that formed the basis of the ruling of the inferior court. Not to do so would be to fetter the discretion of the Supreme Court without reason or rationale. 

16. The Supreme Court has historically regarded its jurisdiction as drawn in this way. 

17. The Appellant was convicted in respect of five counts concerning the importation of cannabis and six counts concerning the possession of cannabis for the purpose of sale and supply.

18. It was submitted that the Court of Criminal Appeal erred in reducing the Applicant’s sentence to only 20 years in respect of the offences of possessing cannabis for the purpose of supply or sale for the following reasons:

(i) Notwithstanding the Appeal Court’s purported application of the principles contained in R v Kidd the sentence ultimately arrived at was still manifestly disproportionate. 

(ii) The Court of Criminal Appeal gave insufficient weight to the fact that the convictions were limited to the possession for the purpose of sale and supply of cannabis as opposed to other drugs universally considered more harmful. 

(iii) The Court of Appeal gave insufficient consideration to parity in sentencing as between the offence of possession for the purpose of supply or sale and the offence of importation of cannabis. 

19. The Court of Criminal Appeal below recognized the principle established in R v Kidd [1998] 1 WLR 604 that an individual cannot be sentenced for offences neither admitted nor proved by verdict. This principle has been reiterated in the jurisprudence of the Court of Appeal of England and Wales in cases where a person has been convicted of possession with  intent to supply on specific occasions. Thus in  R. v Brown [2000] 1 Cr.App.R.(S.) 300 the Appellant had been convicted upon one occasion of  being involved in the supply of cannabis. A search of his home had uncovered  scales, self-sealing bags and building society account books showing that £43,000 had been deposited in the accounts between 1994 and 1996. The Court of Appeal held that the trial Judge had not been entitled to sentence him as a substantial drug dealer:

“Rather than sentencing this appellant as a substantial drug dealer, it was not open to the learned judge to sentence him as anything other than a person who had supplied or been concerned in the supply of drugs on one occasion and had possession of a further fairly modest quantity of the same drug on the day of his arrest”.

20. In Brown  sentences of 18 months and three and a half years were thus deemed inappropriate. 

21. Similarly in R v Twisse [2001] 2 Cr App R (s) 9 the Court of Appeal held that the importance of sentencing only in respect of criminality proved or admitted was reinforced by Article 6 of the European Convention on Human Rights. If the Prosecution proved a defendant had been a supplier over a substantial period of time it can reflect this by charging a number of offences of supplying or possessing on different dates or by charging a conspiracy to supply over the same period. The Court of Appeal further held that where this does not take place and the conduct is not admitted the sentencing judge should refrain from drawing inferences as to the extent of the criminal activity even if such inferences are inescapable…..

22. It was submitted having regard to the Court of Appeal’s overt acceptance of the Kidd principle that nonetheless the sentence ultimately imposed remained manifestly excessive and disproportionate having regard to the way in which the indictment was drafted and the fact that the convictions only related to cannabis. It was accepted that a Court in sentencing could not blind itself to the obvious however there was nothing inherent in the factors that the Court of Criminal Appeal took into account that warranted the sentence of twenty years. 

23. It was submitted that whilst the legislative scheme for offences concerning possession of prohibited drugs for the purpose of sale and supply applied without discrimination to proscribed drugs of all types that in order for the scheme to be meaningful Courts must distinguish between types of drugs on the basis of the harm they present. 

24. If it was accepted that gravamen of the offence was linked to the nature of the drug concerned and that the sentence should accordingly reflect that then it became axiomatic that sentences in the region of 28 years or 20 years should be confined to those cases related to the supply of cocaine or heroin. 

25. The Respondent sought to justify the imposition of a sentence that appeared to be more appropriate to the supply of cocaine or heroin by reference to the ‘huge quantities’ of cannabis that the Appellant possessed. 

26. It was argued great care had be taken (in light of the Court of Appeal’s acceptance of the Kidd principle) as to whether it is legitimate to sentence on the basis of ‘huge quantities’. Moreover such an approach lacked certainty and inadequately reflected the fact that the nature of the drug was relevant to sentence. 

27. It was submitted that in order for sentencing in relation to the supply of drugs to be meaningful that the Court ought to reserve the most severe sentences for those types of drugs commonly regarded as constituting the greatest harm to society. That was not the case as regards the instant sentence and accordingly it was submitted the sentence ought to be reduced accordingly. 

28. The counts that related to importation and possession all appeared (with the exception of one count of possession) to concern the same drugs. It was submitted that the sentence imposed ought to have reflected greater parity as between those offences and that ultimately a sentence of 12 years ought to have been imposed in respect of each count of possession for the purpose of supply or sale. 

29. The rationale for that submission was that the conduct the formed the basis of the possession counts was a continuation of the counts that related to importation. In essence there was a course of continuing conduct in respect of the importation counts. Once the act of importation had taken place it became axiomatic that the Appellant possessed the drug for the purpose of sale and supply. 

30. If a sentence of 12 years was considered appropriate in relation to importation then, as a matter of principle, it was difficult to conceive of a rationale for the imposition of a much greater sentence in relation to supply. 

31. It was argued that it was the act of importation that connoted the more serious conduct. As a general rule Courts think it more serious that defendants have developed the means of accessing drugs from abroad and setting up the infrastructure to deal with that importation. In the instant case the Court of Criminal Appeal considered it a relevant consideration that the drugs entered Ireland by way of a sophisticated procedure. This was a consideration that appeared more pertinent to the offence of importation than possession. 

32. It was submitted that having regard to the facts of the instance case there was nothing inherent in the facts that warranted the imposition of a greater sentence in respect of possession as opposed to importation. This is particularly so when one of the factors deemed relevant by the Court of Criminal Appeal in justifying the 20 years sentence was more relevant to the 12 year sentence imposed for the importation counts.  

The Supreme Court of Ireland-: Judgement handed down Monday 10th July 2006

33. Mr Justice Fennelly gave a dissenting judgment and in essence stated: “  The certified points concerned conviction only.  The jurisdiction of this court to hear the appeal is regulated by statute.  In my view the court has no jurisdiction to entertain the appeal against sentence”.

34. Mrs. Justice Denham delivered the majority ruling of the Court. The Supreme Court answered the first question in the affirmative with regard to jurisdiction and the right to hear an appeal against sentence: “Consequently I am satisfied that the Court has jurisdiction to receive submissions and consider an appeal by the applicant against his sentences”. 

35. The Supreme Court declined however, to interfere with the sentences imposed by the Court of Criminal Appeal.

36. The basis upon which the Supreme Court declined to interfere further was on a ‘restored’ finding of fact by the Supreme Court during the Appellants main hearing in November 2005.

37. Para.7.1 of the Judgement handed down by Mrs. Justice Denham stated the following: “An important factor is that the applicant was the leader.  This immediately places him in a more serious position for sentencing.  It also distinguishes him from other members of the gang. The fact that he was the leader was considered a serious factor by the trial court who handed down a sentence of twenty eight years.  This was altered by the Court of Criminal Appeal to twenty years, but a key factor in that decision, as recited previously in this judgment, was the overturning of findings of the trial court as to the leadership status of the applicant.  This Court has reversed the finding of the Court of Criminal Appeal and reinstated the findings of the trial court of the leadership status of the applicant.  Consequently, this factor now remains as an aggravating factor”.  

38. The Supreme Court is a creature founded by the Irish Constitution.

39. Art.34 of the Irish Constitution is recited as follows:

“1.    Justice shall be administered in courts established by law by judges appointed in the manner provided by this Constitution, and, save in such special and limited cases as may be prescribed by law, shall be administered in public. 

2.    The Courts shall comprise Courts of First Instance and a Court of Final Appeal. 

3.    1° The Courts of First Instance shall include a High Court invested with full original jurisdiction in and power to determine all matters and questions whether of law or fact, civil or criminal. 

2° Save as otherwise provided by this Article, the jurisdiction of the High Court shall extend to the question of the validity of any law having regard to the provisions of this Constitution, and no such question shall be raised (whether by pleading, argument or otherwise) in any Court established under this or any other Article of this Constitution other than the High Court or the Supreme Court. 

3° No Court whatever shall have jurisdiction to question the validity of a law, or any provision of a law, the Bill for which shall have been referred to the Supreme Court by the President under Article 26 of this Constitution, or to question the validity of a provision of a law where the corresponding provision in the Bill for such law shall have been referred to the Supreme Court by the President under the said Article 26. 

4° The Courts of First Instance shall also include Courts of local and limited jurisdiction with a right of appeal as determined by law. 

4.    1° The Court of Final Appeal shall be called the Supreme Court. 

2° The president of the Supreme Court shall be called the Chief Justice. 

3° The Supreme Court shall, with such exceptions and subject to such regulations as may be prescribed by law, have appellate jurisdiction from all decisions of the High Court, and shall also have appellate jurisdiction from such decisions of other courts as may be prescribed by law. 

4° No law shall be enacted excepting from the appellate jurisdiction of the Supreme Court cases which involve questions as to the validity of any law having regard to the provisions of this Constitution. 

5° The decision of the Supreme Court on a question as to the validity of a law having regard to the provisions of this Constitution shall be pronounced by such one of the judges of that Court as that Court shall direct, and no other opinion on such question, whether assenting or dissenting, shall be pronounced, nor shall the existence of any such other opinion be disclosed. 

6° The decision of the Supreme Court shall in all cases be final and conclusive.”

40. The strict construction of the Constitution must be adopted failing which a Constitutional incompatibility will arise.

41. Art.34(3)(i) confers upon the Courts the following jurisdiction: “The Courts of First Instance shall include a High Court invested with full original jurisdiction in and power to determine all matters and questions whether of law or fact, civil or criminal”. 

42. The Supreme Court by Constitutional definition does not have the same jurisdiction. It has an Appellate jurisdiction but only the “Courts of First Instance” or “The High Court” are granted by the Irish Constitution the jurisdiction to “determine all matters and questions whether of law or fact.”

43. Art.34 (4) and (5) are clear in their wording and reflect the wishes of the Founding Fathers of Ireland namely, that as the highest appellate court following and adopting the procedures of (a) The House of Lords, (b) The United States Supreme Court and no doubt other ultimate appellate courts only matters of law would be decided.

44. Findings of fact and more important restorations of findings of fact by the lower courts are and remain unprecedented in foreign jurisdictions.

45. The Supreme Court of Ireland has relied upon  restorations and reversals of findings of fact in the case of this Appellant in the hearing of an appeal against conviction in November 2005 and is referred to by Mrs. Justice Denham in the said current handed down judgement.

46. Reliance upon such a reversal of a finding of fact by the lower courts has been used by the Supreme Court in denying the Appellant the relief sought.

47. The Supreme Court of Ireland lack jurisdiction to (a) enter into findings of fact (b) retry a case (c) restore findings of fact made by the lower (trial) courts.

48. By doing so, as it has in this case both in November 2005 and by virtue of this judgement it has acted ultra vires and the said judgement may constitute a nullity.

49. As in the case of General Pinochet and the House of Lords there is nothing preclusive in the Appellant now raising the said Constitutional Incompatibility of the said judgement of the Supreme Court to the same Supreme Court with a view to treating the said judgement as a nullity and a review of the sentence.

50. In the case of General Pinochet Judgment was given on 25 November 1998 (see [1998] 3 W.L.R. 1456). The appeal was allowed by a majority (Lord Nicholls of Birkenhead, Lord Steyn and Lord Hoffmann, Lord Slynn of Hadley and Lord Lloyd of Berwick dissenting) on the grounds that Senator Pinochet was not entitled to immunity in relation to crimes under international law. On 15 January 1999 that judgment of the House of Lords was set aside on the grounds that the Committee was not properly constituted: see [1999] 2 W.L.R. 272.

51. There is and can be little to no distinction between a Court that is not properly Constituted-as in the case of General Pinochet-and a Court that has acted ultra vires as such exceeding its Constitutional Authority.

52. The result is similar and as affirmed in the case of General Pinochet where a total re-hearing was necessary including, if necessary, new arguments and new evidence not advanced at the original hearing.

53. The history of the jurisdiction of the Irish Supreme Court is traced to pre-1922 when Ireland was to all intent and purposes subject to the ultimate jurisdiction of the United Kingdom.

54. The United Kingdom Parliament passed the Irish Free State (Constitution) Act, 1922, which repealed the Government of Ireland Act, 1920 in so far as it applied to Southern Ireland. The Dáil enacted the Constitution of the Irish Free State (Saorstát Éireann) Act, 1922, implementing the Irish Free State Constitution, which was based on the terms of the Treaty. The Constitution enshrined the separation of powers between the executive, legislative and judicial arms of government. On the judicial side, a Supreme Court, High Court and courts of local and limited jurisdiction were established. The Constitution provided a right of appeal from Irish courts to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council.

55. In January 1923 the Judiciary Committee was appointed to advise the Executive Council (Cabinet) on the establishment of a new court system. The Committee's recommendations were substantially adopted in The Courts of Justice Act, 1924. It created a District Court to replace the court of petty sessions and the Justice of the Peace. The Justices of the District Court were professional judges and had jurisdiction over minor civil and criminal matters. The Circuit Court had jurisdiction in more serious civil and criminal matters. On the civil side, it replaced the county court, and on the criminal side, it assumed the former jurisdiction of the court of assize. It had appellate jurisdiction over District Court cases. A High Court exercising the same jurisdiction as that proposed under the 1920 Act was created. On the criminal side, the most serious offences, such as murder, were reserved to it. The court was to be presided over by a President of the High Court. A Court of Criminal Appeal to hear appeals from the Circuit Court and High Court was also established. Provision was made for a further right of appeal to the Supreme Court on a point of law of exceptional public importance. The Supreme Court was created as the final court of appeal, to be presided over by the Chief Justice.

56. Art.34 of the Irish Constitution is clear and succinct.

57. The jurisdiction over matters of law and fact are reserved to the Courts of First Instance in the case of the Appellant-the Special Criminal Court. The Court of Criminal Appeal has limited discretionary jurisdiction over both matters of law and fact.

58. The Supreme Court is strictly bound by its creator-the Irish Constitution. It has no jurisdiction on matters of fact that are reserved to the Courts below who try cases, hear witnesses, examinations in chief, cross examinations, hear expert testimony. The lower courts must be compliant with the ECHR and specifically at the least Art.6 and the right to a fair trial.

59. The Supreme Court in the case of this Appellant has conceded in its two written judgments in November 2005 (appeal against conviction) and May 2006 (appeal against sentence) that its Judgement was founded upon restorations of findings of fact from the lower courts.

60. In doing so it has exceeded its jurisdiction and authority and as such it falls within the position created as in General Pinochet in the House of Lords making both judgments against conviction and specifically sentence a nullity.

61. The Appellant, as did General Pinochet, is entitled to a new hearing with the constitution of the Supreme Court wholly different to previous.
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