
   
 

   
 

Gráinne O'Neill memorial legal essay: 
 
The role the Irish legal system plays in protecting teenagers from online trolling and online 
bullying 
 
The social, political, and economic events of the day shape every generation of teenagers. Today's 
youth are no exception—in fact, they are the first generation to grow up with mobile technology 
and social media. I, a teenager myself, am convinced that we absolutely do have it harder than 
teenagers “back then”. We, are known as the cotton wool generation (the children and teenagers 
of the 21st century viewed as being overprotected as we grow up). Yet we are also the generation 
that has lived through a severe recession, a war on terror, a life changing pandemic, the realisation 
that our planet may not survive and some of the weakest leaders in the history of the world. 
Additionally, teenagers these days are becoming increasingly exposed to online trolling and 
cyberbullying. After the past few lockdowns, adolescents have almost constant access to their 
devices, so trolling and cyberbullying is hard to escape. A cyber bully can cause more distress, 
anxiety and misery for a target of cyber bullying then a face-to-face bully can. Cyberbullies can 
harass, threaten and humiliate you from behind a screen 24 hours a day, even in your own home. 
Bullies do not have to reveal their identity and therefore can say things they would not say to you 
face to face. This can have major consequences for the victim's mental health, with difficulties like 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, low self-esteem, and anxiety making the victim 
feel lonely and shunned.  
When dealing with a cyberbully, we are taught to ban or report the user, to go offline and not 
respond, to notify the authorities (the Gardaí), and to keep a record. This is insufficient, as trolls 
continue to annoy young teenagers from behind screens. Parents may not even know if their child 
is a victim of cyberbullying so our government and our legal system must get involved. When you 
are reporting and responding to your child's welfare concerns, you should follow the child 
protection policy. Tulsa is also a child and family agency which you may find useful when 
responding to such matters, your DLP (designated liaison person) should help with dealing with 
child protection concerns, the Gardaí and the HSE should be able to offer advice and guidance 
regarding your situation and finally, your mobile company and the social media company should be 
able to prevent bullying in the future. Under these circumstances, we should be well protected 
against online harassment, but we are not and the Irish legal system must step in. I hope that after 
reading this essay, you will have a better understanding of the laws, campaigns, and methods in 
place in the Irish legal system to protect us youngsters from trolling and cyberbullying. 
New advances in technology are calling for new laws and regulations to be put in place, so our 
government are constantly in a race with science. Unfortunately, they are usually a step behind as 
the rate at which companies develop and boost their platforms is rapid. In September of 2016, a 
law reform commission published report on “Harmful Communications and Digital Safety’. This 
included a list of 32 recommendations to reach our government with its ambition to modernize and 
correct the existing laws and offences. 
For example, one of the recommendations would call for a reform on the existing offence of 
harassment to included harassment within online activity. A second recommendation would 
highlight the need to reform the existing offence on sending intimidating and threatening 
messages. However, a standout recommendation in the published report would have been for the 
establishment of a statutory digital safety commissioner who would promote digital safety and 
oversee takedown procedures. This was to mimic the similar structure that New Zealand's and 
Australia's government have in place for digital safety within their legal system. 



   
 

   
 

In 2020, our legal system intruded a significant new law, the Harassment, Harmful Communications, 
and Related Offences Act 2020. This act would amend the law relating to harassment, which would 
provide for offences relating to the recording, distribution or sending of threatening, intimate or 
grossly offensive communications. Section 4 of this act would cover the distribution, publishing, or 
sending of these communications, both online and offline, with the intent to cause harm. Section 
11 amended section 20 of the Non-Fatal Offences Against the Person Act 1997, meaning that the 
maximum penalty for harassment increased from 7 years to 10 years imprisonment. This new act 
would amend the following laws: the Non-Fatal Offences Against the Person Act 1997, the Bail Act 
1997 and the Domestic Violence Act 2018. 
The approval of the General Scheme of the Online Safety and Media Regulation Bill 2020 was 
another milestone in 2020 for the Irish legal system in terms of digital safety for Irish net citizens. 
This was approved in November of 2020 and was then published in December by the Minister of 
Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Catherine Martin. Another law known as the 
Deformation Act 2009, had been an already existing law at the time, this act covered online 
comments in the same way as it does commentary offline.  
The process of legislation is the way in which a new law is passed by the Oireachtas (the Irish 
parliament). Under the constitution of Ireland, the Oireachtas is the only institution of the Irish 
state that can pass and make laws. The legislation will start as a bill (a draft of a proposed new law). 
This bill must then be passed by the Dáil and the Seanad (the two houses of parliament). Finally, 
our president Michael D Higgins can sign the bill and the law is written into the Irish statute book. 
As we can see in the past five years, laws have been passed by the Oireachtas with the intention of 
amending and renewing previously existing laws. This is due to the technological advancement 
within the digital industry, this comes spontaneously with the introduction of artificial intelligence 
into our daily lives e.g., robotic hoovers, Alexas, smart home and online payments, all which make it 
easier for trolls and hackers to destroy the lives of our youth. Although it may be a long and 
draining process, laws are still being made, and we are able to rely on them to protect us. 
Law enforcement in the Republic of Ireland is the responsibility of Irelands civilian police force, the 
Garda Siochana, commonly referred to as Gardaí. This is an exceedingly difficult and important job 
as according to a World Health Organisation (WHO) study, Irish teenagers rank in the EU’s top 10 
for cyberbullying and the overuse of social media. Popular apps that are ranked top used among 
teenagers in Ireland include Snapchat, Instagram, Tiktok, Houseparty, Vsco, Facebook and Twitter. 
These apps are built with behavioural design meaning they are deliberately designed to make us 
addicted to them. With this in mind, 87% of Irish teenagers spend at least 2 hours online or on 
social media platforms. Because of the increased online activity, our youths are more vulnerable to 
cyberbullying, trolling, and harassment. In Ireland, 24% of young girls and 12% of young boys have 
reported being victims of cyberbullying. According to research carried out by Cybersafe Ireland, one 
in five secondary school students have accessed inappropriate online content which has disturbed 
them, 11% have met up with somebody they had only ever met online and one in ten have 
admitted to sending revealing photos of themselves to somebody on a social media account.  
Under the Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020, a person who is 
guilty of distributing, publishing, or sending threatening or grossly offensive communications by any 
means is liable to a class A fine or imprisonment for up to six months or the same act with intention 
could face up to two years imprisonment. This can protect our teenagers as according to Cybersafe 
Ireland, nine out of ten teenagers in Ireland worry about their online safety and privacy. With this 
act in place teenagers will hopefully feel more at ease when they are engaging in online activity. 
This act also deals with violations of distribution and publishing without consent and anonymity. 
Not only does this act and many more help teenagers in Ireland by leaving a cyberbully feeling 



   
 

   
 

threatened, there is a new government campaign called ‘be safe Ireland’ to highlight ways to help 
you stay safer online particularly during Covid 19. 
I know from personal experience that cyberbullying is something that can happen to anyone. 
Unfortunately, I have witnessed cyberbullying happening to some of my closest friends. It is not 
something I would like to experience again however; I am realistic and know that there is too much 
potential in an open world. It is hard to avoid this experience in one's lifetime and when it occurs 
the obligation is to report, disclose, and stop this criminal activity. Supporting each other and being 
vigilant for your friends, family members, and even elders is a significant role that I now recognise. 
With the appropriate legislation and individual effort, we can win the war against cyberbullying. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By Martha McSharry 
Our Lady’s Bower, Athlone 
 


