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The Killing of 
Desmond ‘Dessie’ Healey
Killed by the British Army on the 9th August 1971

Purpose of this family report
This report has been compiled by Relatives for 
Justice (RFJ) on behalf of the Healey family. From 
its origins, rooted in the work of the Association 
for Legal Justice (ALJ),1 the mantra of Relatives for 
Justice (RFJ) and its stalwarts Monsignor Raymond 
Murray and Clara Reilly - in response to human 
rights violations - was to document, document and 
document. 

In more recent times, families have first faced 
denial about deliberate state killings and collusion, 
and once that dam bursts, they face continuous 
delay. Then, with the passage of time, many of the 
bereaved have simply died decades after waiting on 
truth, justice and accountability. It is quite common 
to hear families say in reference to the state ‘they’re 
doing nothing other than just waiting on us all to 
die’. 

In the absence of an effective, independent and 
human rights compliant investigative mechanism 
to address the legacy of the past, RFJ are working 
alongside families to compile their own bespoke 
family reports into the deaths of their loved ones. We 
are acknowledging the impact of the failure to put in 
place legacy mechanisms is having on families and 
thus heeding the advice of Raymond and Clara to 
once again document the facts.

Family reports form part of our overall holistic 
approach to supporting and empowering families 
and crucially providing a voice. Family reports 
seek to remember, capture and convey the unique 
human essence and individuality of the loved one 

1 The Association of Legal Justice (ALJ) was a human rights 
organisation formed in 1970 to catalogue abuses inflicted 
on residents by British forces and RUC during the armed 
conflict. ALJ took over 4,000 statements from victims of 
abuse or witnesses. Many of these are now held in Monsignor 
Raymond Murrays Collection in the Tomas O’Fiaich Library 
at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, Armagh. RFJ also holds these 
statements.

killed, the special place they held in family, with 
close friends and community, the distinct and 
very much loved person they were and remain 
so for those left behind and the aching gap their 
absence continues to cause in addition to the 
grave injustice of their killings. 

Reports aim to document in so far as possible the 
circumstances of killings examining and providing 
an analysis of the available forensic, ballistic and 
eyewitness evidence including linked cases and 
thematic patterns. Reports also examine what the 
official response was, or in many instances was 
not, by applying and measuring these against 
legal obligations and human rights standards. 
For families, reports provide a narrative account 
presenting their concerns and posing their 
questions, which require official response. They 
also raise wider public interest concerns.

For RFJ and families this work is about historical 
clarification and the recovery of historical memory. 
It is about challenging the oftentimes self-
serving official version by the state when clearly 
irrefutable evidence that was deliberately ignored 
contests such accounts. It is hoped that this work 
and these reports will indeed stand the test of 
time enhancing the local and wider community 
understanding of what actually took place.

It is also hoped that once legacy mechanisms 
are finally implemented and operational, the 
reports will assist families in preparing for 
effective engagement. Family reports also 
provide a necessary confidence to articulate the 
circumstances of bereavement, and injury, and of 
each bereaved relatives’ own particular needs form 
a process.

Family reports are probably most important in 
the sense of satisfaction and achievement they 
provide - not least to aging relatives and families 
- who for the first time are able to hold in one 
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place - a family report - all the questions, concerns, 
thoughts, feelings, fears and views concerning 
the most unimaginable traumatic experiences of 
violent bereavement of a loved one. 

Breaking a silence and giving voice to what were 
once unspeakable truths has in its own way also 
been cathartic within families and this has been an 
equally important journey.

Too many relatives have passed away waiting on 
a process, and this area of our work is so crucially 
important not least for an aging population of 
bereaved parents, spouses and siblings.

Most of all, it is about providing a form of justice 
- doing justice to those killed - seeking to right 
wrong, correcting the historical narrative and 
remembering.

General context and circumstances
Desmond Christopher Healey, more affectionately 
known as Dessie by his family and friends, was 
shot and killed by the British Army in disputed 

circumstances on the 9th of August 1971, during 
disturbances in the Lenadoon area of West Belfast. 
He was only 14 at the time of his death. No 
investigating policeman ever darkened the door of 
Dessie’s family home to find out about his death. In 
fact, the family only heard Dessie was dead three 
days after the incident happened. Dessie’s killing 
has had a lasting and profound impact on the 
family and for some relatives it remains an incident 
that they struggle to even speak about. Their sense 
of loss and injustice is further compounded by the 
false claim - a lie - that Dessie was throwing a petrol 
bomb when shot. 

There was never an effective independent lawful 
investigation into Dessie’s killing. The family seek 
to overturn the findings of deeply flawed and 
partial investigations that favoured the British Army 
version and which continues the harms. The Healey 
family are campaigning for the facts - the truth 
- to finally be told. Rightly, they want the official 
historical record corrected and for Dessie’s name to 

A British soldier observes rioters from behind an armoured personnel carrier in the Lenadoon Avenue area, of Belfast, during 
widespread protests which followed the introduction of internment without trial.    
Copyright Victor Patterson. 
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be finally cleared of the deliberate lie that was used 
to somehow seek to justify the unlawful killing of a 
child. In the absence of achieving these objectives, 
and like so many families, the Healeys cannot 
even begin the process of healing the profound 
generational wounds this tragedy has caused.

However, it is first necessary to analyse the 
broader context and to address the general climate 
that existed at the time of Dessie’s killing, in order to 
understand the issues arising in this report. Dessie 
was killed the very same day of the introduction of 
internment through what the British Army named 
‘Operation Demetrius’, on the 9th of August 1971. 
This military operation lasted two days and involved 
not only the mass arrest of 342 nationalist men 
across the North of Ireland but also the death of 17 
people at the hands of British soldiers, 16 of whom 
were civilians.2 Dessie was one of them. Apart 
from that, it is estimated that about 7,000 people - 
most of them Catholics - fled their homes over the 

2 David McKittrick and others, Lost Lives. The Stories of the Men, 
Women and Children who Died as a Result of the Northern 
Ireland Troubles (Mainstream 2008) 75-89. In total, 20 people 
were killed during those 48 hours (9-10 August 1971): 2 
British soldiers, a UDR man, an IRA volunteer and 16 civilians.

following days.3  By 1971, the British Army had been 
deployed on to the streets of the North of Ireland 
for three years, since the conflict started in August 
1969. British soldiers were initially welcomed and 
accepted by most of the nationalist population 
as a temporary measure for the ‘restoration of law 
and order’ as well as for some form of defence for 
beleaguered nationalist areas under relentless 
attacks from loyalist and B-Special (auxilliary police) 
mobs. However, that changed very soon.

1971 witnessed the militarisation phase of the 
conflict, as the political situation was reaching 
a critical stage in the North of Ireland. The 
‘honeymoon’ period between the British Army and 
the nationalist community was long over and it was 
indeed hostile by then. The clear turning point for 
this deterioration took place a year earlier with the 
Falls Curfew in July 1970,4 when the British Army 
sealed off a district of approximately 3,000 homes 

3 Tommy McKearney, ‘Internment, August 1971: Seven 
Days that Changed the North’ (2011) 19 CH. Also, CAIN, 
‘Internment: A Chronology of the Main Events’ (https://cain.
ulster.ac.uk/events/intern/chron.htm) accessed March 2021.

4  Gerry Adams, Before the Dawn: An Autobiography, 2nd ed. 
(Brandon 2001) 142; Thomas Hennessey, The Evolution of the 
Troubles 1970-1972 (Irish Academic Press 2007) 38.

British soldier ill-treating a Lenadoon resident following the introduction of internment without trial.  
Copyright Victor Patterson. 
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in the nationalist area of west Belfast, imposed an 
illegal curfew that would last 36 hours, fired a large 
number of CS gas cartridges, raided and wrecked 
houses, arrested 337 people and killed 4 civilians.5 
Dessie’s family originally came from that area on the 
Lower Falls Road.

Not only did that incident change the sentiment of 
the nationalist community towards the British Army 
but also the strategy of the Provisional IRA shifted. 
Its Army Council sanctioned offensive operations 
against the British Army at the beginning of 1971, 
and the organisation killed its first British soldier in 
February. This and the killing of three other British 
soldiers in March 1971 infuriated unionists, and the 
escalating situation became more volatile. Voices 
within the unionist community started to demand 
the (re)introduction of internment without trial.6 
One of those voices was that of Brian Faulkner, the 
newly appointed Prime Minister for the North of 

5 Colm Campbell and Ita Connolly, ‘A Model for the `War 
Against Terrorism’? Military Intervention in Northern Ireland 
and the 1970 Falls Curfew’ (2003) Vol 30, n 3 JLS 341.

6 4,000 shipyard workers marched to Unionist Party 
headquarters in March 1971 to demand the internment of 
IRA leaders.

Ireland.7

Proposed by the Stormont Government under 
Faulkner’s leadership, the British Government 
approved the introduction of internment, and the 
British Army designed and put into action the first 
operation of mass arrest and detention between the 
9th and 10th of August 1971, codenamed Operation 
Demetrius. The general and theoretical premise 
was to arrest anyone ‘who is (was) suspected of 
acting or having acted or being about to act in a 
manner prejudicial to the preservation of the peace 
and the maintenance of order’.8 However, all of the 
342 people arrested in the first internment sweep 
(as well as all the following sweeps until February 
1973) were nationalists,9 equating the Catholic 

7 He also held the post of Minister of Home Affairs for 
Northern Ireland.

8 Civil Authorities (Special Powers) Act (Northern Ireland 1922-
43), Regulation 12.

9 It was not until February 1973 that the first loyalists were 
detained. Internment ended on December 1975. During 
that time 1,981 people were detained; 1,874 were Catholics/
nationalists, while only 107 were Protestants/loyalists. It 
was clear that the one-sided nature of internment was 
deliberate. See, for instance, Martin J McCleery, ‘Debunking 
the Myths of Operation Demetrius: Introduction of 
Internment in Northern Ireland in 1971’ [2012] IPS.
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community with armed Republicanism.10 Among 
those arrested were old republicans, civil rights 
campaigners, trade unionists and other ordinary 
people.11 Many of them were subject to brutal ill-
treatment.

The people in nationalist areas who did not flee 
their homes felt the need to defend themselves 
with barricades, and many people like Dessie took 
to the streets to impede the one-sided military 
operation. Riots erupted as British soldiers removed 
the barricades, assaulted civilians and arrested 
people. There are thousands of accounts that could 
be used to explain the atmosphere and realities 
of those days. Ray Derrick, a former British soldier 
serving in Ireland in August 1971, narrates a 
relevant one:

‘It was 2am, 9 August 1971. I was a sergeant in 
charge of a platoon of British soldiers (…). We had 
all been roughly woken up an hour previously, 
and given a briefing for the day’s events. We 
were excited, apprehensive. It really was going to 
happen. (...)
We were issued with 20 rounds of ammunition, 
all signed and accounted for. I carried another 
20 rounds, spare, unaccounted for and given to 
me by the commander of a platoon of Guards 
that we had previously relieved. I was told that 
the ‘spares’ were in case we had any accidental 
discharges. Nod nod, wink wink. In reality, it meant 
our platoon could patrol the streets, return up to 
20 rounds of fire, and not be accountable for any 
bodies should there ever be a court of inquiry.’12

That was the context and atmosphere in which 
the British Army entered the nationalist areas where 

10 Rosa Gilbert, ‘No Rent, No Rates: Civil Disobedience Against 
Internment in Northern Ireland, 1971-1974’ [2017] JIS 24. 
Most of the detainees were not associated with any armed 
group.

11 British soldiers were told that if ‘suspects cannot be 
identified by mil [sic], all males over 18 yrs at the selected 
address are to be arrested’ (confidential operation 
instructions HQ 19, 8 August 1971, mentioned in Martin J 
McCleery, ‘Debunking the Myths of Operation Demetrius: 
Introduction of Internment in Northern Ireland in 1971’ 
[2012] IPS 6.

12 Ray Derrick, We Came in the Morning… (Book Guild 2002). 
First chapter available in CAIN (https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/
events/intern/docs/derrick02.htm) accessed March 2021.

Dessie and 15 other civilians were killed in a tense 
and tragic period of 72 hours, between the 9th and 
the 11th of August 1971. 

Desmond ‘Dessie’ Healey and the 
impact of his death on the family
Dessie was born on the 19th of 
December 1956. He, and his twin 
brother Edward - also known as 
‘Ted’ - were the eldest siblings 
in a family of four boys, their 
two younger brothers Daniel 
and Michael, and their parents 
Daniel ‘Danny’ and Margaret 
‘Peggy’ Healey. The family originally came from the 
Lower Falls Road area, where Dessie had attended 
St. Finian’s Primary School. The family moved to 
Bunbeg Park in the Lenadoon area after that. He 
then attended St. Peter’s Secondary School at 
Brittons Road, in the Whiterock Road area.

As published in the book Children of the Troubles, 

“Dessie was the taller of the Healey twins, and 
the more adventurous - even though he was the 
younger, by an hour. ‘A bit wild’ is how his brother 
Ted describes him. ‘We used to go up to a place 
where there were banks of red muck and there was 
a dam there and we used to go swimming.’
“The twins also swam in the ‘half-moon lake’ near 
their home, though Dessie spent a lot of time with 
friends in Leeson Street on the Lower Falls, where 
the family used to live.”13

Dessie’s friends describe him as a young boy who 
was always full of life and always out and about. 
They say he loved to go swimming at the Falls Baths 
or at the ‘coolers’ in the Falls Park, but was not too 
keen on other sports. Being in his early teens he 
enjoyed going dancing with his friends too. The 
Saturday night Clonard dance, which took place 
beside Clonard Monastery, was his favourite venue. 
He also went to local dances in the Lenadoon estate 
on Tuesdays and sometimes Friday nights. He was a 
music lover and his favourite record at the time was 

13 Duffy, Joe and McClements, Freya, Children of the Troubles: 
The Untold Story of the Children Killed in the Northern Ireland 
Conflict (2019) p 19.

Dessie Healey
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‘Coco the king of dancing’.
The Healey brothers were children when the 

conflict broke out in 1969 and the British Army 
was sent on to the streets of the North of Ireland. 
The deterioration in the relationship between the 
nationalist community and the British military made 
disturbances and riots commonplace. As Dessie’s 
twin brother recalled in a recent interview given 
to the Irish Times, this could be exciting for a child. 
“You had all the freedom, throwing stones, which 
children loved to do, and when you got chased by the 

(British) Army your adrenalin was going.”14 They were 
children, and although extreme and exceptional, 
the war-like situation made riots a game for them. 
These children did not expect to be shot by real 
bullets while ‘playing’, nor did their family and 
friends.

The death of Dessie had a deep and lasting impact 
upon his relatives and friends. Among Dessie’s 
friends was Martin Livingstone, who witnessed 
Dessie’s killing. Martin’s younger sister Julie died 
after she was hit by a plastic bullet a decade later, 
in 1981. His other sister Elizabeth talked about that 
lasting impact in the article above mentioned as 
follows:

“Every time we were talking about Julie, Martin 
would always talk about Dessie, and I think what 
we’ve discovered is the ripple effect their deaths 
had on their contemporaries, on the kids that went 
about with them.”15 

The book Children of the Troubles explains that 

14 The Irish Times, ‘Children of the Troubles: They took a 
child off the road, put a hood over his head and killed 
him’ (05/10/2019) (https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/
books/children-of-the-troubles-they-took-a-child-off-
the-road-put-a-hood-over-his-head-and-killed-him-
1.4037704?fbclid=IwAR3lgZPiIeWgADbmGWCbSKspR7k
aJ1TNaS9NUJ37ghJAHIq1CbxBhNlh8Go)accessed in March 
2021.

15  Ibid.

Rioting in the Lenadoon Avenue area of Belfast. Copyright Victor Patterson.

Dessie (right) in happier times
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Ted Healey was among the rioters on the morning 
internment was introduced, unaware that his twin 
brother was also there. The book reads as follows: 

“Believing Dessie was staying with friends in 
Leeson Street, the family did not realise for several 
days that he was dead. ‘It was a real shock for me 
personally. I think a bit of myself died with him’, 
says Ted.”16

Dessie’s nieces Natasha, Katherine and Martina 
wrote the following piece as a tribute to their uncle:

“Dessie, 14 years old, shot in the chest by British 
Army. Dad at the same age was devastated at the 
loss of his twin brother, their bond now broken. 
The family were in turmoil at such a tragic loss. 
None of the family received any counselling or 
support to try and help deal with the tragic death 
and grief within themselves, at the void now 
with their family circle. Dad, his parents and two 
younger brothers were still in shock and wonder at 
Dessie’s death when another tragic hit the family 

16 Duffy, J. and McClements, F., op. cit. p 19.

as they lost their dad a few months before Dessie’s 
inquest. His mum found it difficult to cope with 
the unsurmountable loss within the family and 
became very distant and unwell. From what dad 
can remember from that particular time, there was 
no investigation into Dessie’s death.

“This was a dark chapter in the family’s lives which 
no-one ever recovered from. Dad is very reluctant 
to talk about his twin brother, feelings have been 
buried deep within and have never emerged thus 
his health and wellbeing have never been in a 
good place.

“Dessie never had the chance to grow into an 
adult and experience life. It is sad that we never 
got to meet him, but we are proud of dad given 
the huge loss and trauma he has experienced at 
such a young age and the deep and lasting impact 
Dessie’s tragic death had on his family. Dessie is 
deeply loved and remembered, and his family 
deserve justice and peace of mind after a lifetime 
of pain and trauma.”
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The tragic day in 1971
On the 9th of August, the tension was palpable in 
every corner of nationalist areas. The British Army 
started Operation Demetrius early that morning 
with the help of the RUC, but they found their 
target zones barricaded and taken by locals, who 
were trying to stop what they perceived as another 
sectarian and outrageous attack against their 
community.

The mixture of that sense of injustice along with 
the restlessness and passion that characterise 
teenagers led Dessie on to the street. Along with 
many other youths of the Lenadoon area in West 
Belfast, Dessie spent the morning of that dreadful 
day behind the barricade at the junction of 
Glenveagh Drive and Lenadoon Avenue.

The barricade consisted of a single Ulsterbus and 
it was initially positioned in Lenadoon Avenue at 
the junction with Creeslough Park at 7.30 am. Locals 
poured petrol into the bus and it was ready to be 
ignited when British soldiers from the Parachute 

Regiment of the British Army arrived at the area and 
removed the bus around 11.30 am. However, the 
invisible line drawn by the large vehicle remained 
for the rest of the day between local youths and 
the British soldiers, who engaged in a constant 
confrontation and riot. According to witnesses, the 
youths threw stones and empty glass bottles at the 
British soldiers, who were positioned at the junction 
of Creeslough Park and Lenadoon Avenue. The 
British Army fired rubber bullets at the crowd. This 
went on for hours. 

Sometime around noon, a group of locals hijacked 
a lorry from which teenagers appropriated crates 
with HP sauce bottles for the riot.17 The youths 
brought these new ‘projectiles’ to where the crowds 
were at the junction, and they started throwing the 
sauce bottles at the British soldiers, who kept firing 

17 It is not clear from the witness accounts what lorry this was. 
Two vehicles are mentioned: a Lyle and Kinahan truck, which 
was later careered down Lenadoon Avenue and crashed at 
Cresslough Gardens; and a NAAF (Navy, Army and Air Force 
Institution) lorry.

Rioters

C
BD

Site of Dessie’s death showing the position of rioters and soldiers ‘cyphered as B, C, and D’
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rubber bullets. Dessie was one of those teenagers; 
it is believed he threw at least one bottle of HP 
sauce at the British Army. Then, the 14-year-old 
bent down to take another one, but he never got 
to launch it; a British soldier fired a live round from 
a high velocity rifle aimed at his chest as he was 
about to throw the sauce bottle. Dessie fell to the 
floor, and panic ensued.

Some of his friends tried to lift Dessie up in an 
attempt to bring him to a safe place, but they were 
forced to leave him on the ground and run when 
the British Army fired more rubber bullets and CS 
gas.  Then, a snatch squad charged along with a 
military vehicle to where Dessie was lying, British 
soldiers threw his lifeless body into the armoured 
car, and they drove away in the direction of 
Stewartstown Road.

When Dessie did not go home that evening, his 
parents thought he had probably gone to the 
home of one of his aunts in the lower Falls Road. 
As mentioned before, the Healeys were originally 
from that area and Dessie was always returning 
to it to stay with relatives and friends. However, 
confirming their son was with relatives was no easy 
task, given the situation and time. The violence 
following the introduction of internment continued 
for days, public transport had ceased in many areas 
and hijacked vehicles blocked roads and streets. 
Schools, work places and businesses in the area 
were closed and telephones were a rarity in most 
working-class homes at the time and so getting 
a message to a relative or neighbour in another 
district was impossible. The disruption effectively 
paralysed the community and it was unsafe to even 
go out beyond your street. All his parents could 
hope was that when things settled, their son would 
contact them. But he did not.

It was not until a few days later that Dessie’s mum 
Peggy found out about her tragic loss, on the 13th 
of August 1971. She could not believe it. The RUC 
had released a photo-fit of a youth shot dead earlier 
that week and the reports portrayed him as being 
6 feet tall and aged between 17 and 19. Peggy did 
see the photo-fit and the description, but it bore 
no resemblance to Dessie; it bore no similarity to 
him, and none of his relatives thought it was the 
schoolboy. As reported by Belfast Telegraph, it was 

Tom Shaw, a neighbour of the Healey’s, who went 
to Lagan Valley Hospital to see the body of the 
“mystery” youth nobody claimed, and he recognised 
Dessie “straight away”.18  Dessie’s uncle Patrick 
Downey also identified the body at Lagan Valley 
Hospital.

Original investigation and inquest
There is very little information available about the 
original investigation and inquest into the killing of 
Dessie. The Public Record Office of Northern Ireland 
(PRONI) “cannot locate an Inquest file”.19 The little 
we know comes from the post-mortem report, the 
Historical Enquiries Team (HET) draft report (see 
following section) and from a brief piece of news 
published in the Irish News on the 6th of November 
1971, after the last day of the original inquest.

The post-mortem examination into the death of 
Dessie was carried out by Thomas K Marshall on the 
10th of August 1971 at the Lagan Valley Hospital, 
Lisburn. He established that death was caused by 
a “bullet wound of the chest” fired “by a high velocity 

18  ‘A mother who can’t believe schoolboy son is dead’, Belfast 
Telegraph (13/08/1971). 

19 Letter sent by the Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals 
Service to RFJ on 30/11/2011.
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bullet”.20 Otherwise, Dessie was “healthy. There was 
no natural disease to cause or accelerate death or to 
cause collapse”.21

However, Dessie’s body was admitted to the 
Mortuary the previous day, the day he was 
killed, the 9th of August 1971. Dr Derek J L Carson 
was supposed to carry out the post-mortem 
examination, but he did not because he “was 
informed that his identity was not yet established”.22 
Instead, “to save time later and to have photographs 
available as an aid to identification” he decided to 
remove Dessie’s clothing and to take photographs.23 
He reported a “strong smell of a volatile substance 
resembling petrol or oil from the clothing, particularly 
the trousers and more especially the shoes”.24 
However, the HET report indicates that the results 
of the forensic science laboratory examination of 
the clothing produced negative results, as will be 
explained in the following section.

The original investigation into the killing of 
Dessie was carried out and overseen by the Royal 
Military Police through their Special Investigations 
Branch (RMP/SIB), rather than the RUC. This was a 
consequence of the flawed investigative policy that 
had been agreed between the military and the RUC 
Chief Constable in the early 1970s, which allowed 
the RUC to delegate some investigative functions 
to the RMP when British soldiers were involved in 
fatal shooting incidents. It meant that police officers 
investigating a death caused by a British soldier 
never got to interview the soldier in question. 
Professor Patricia Lundy, who carried out research 
into the HET review processes and procedures in 
RMP investigations, stated the following in her 
research paper:

“The role of the RMP officer seems simply to 
record the facts as described by the soldier, 
rather than to probe or question with a view to 

20 Report of Autopsy; by Thomas K Marshall, MD, FRCPath, 
registered medical practitioner, State Pathologist for 
Northern Ireland, Senior Lecturer in Forensic Medicine at the 
Queen’s University of Belfast and Consultant in Pathology 
to the Northern Ireland Hospitals Authority; at Lagan Valley 
Hospital (10/08/1971); p 4.

21 Ibid.
22 Statement of Dr Carson, MD, Deputy State Pathologist for 

Northern Ireland, attached to the Report of Autopsy.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid. 

ascertaining whether the action had been justified 
or whether the soldiers’ actions were lawful. The 
procedure appears to have been to question 
soldiers as witnesses, rather than to interrogate 
them as suspects, thereby dispensing with the 
need for formal cautions. The adequacy of RMP 
investigations was examined in the Saville Inquiry; 
the following evidence from a military witness 
captures the statement taking process: “It was not 
a formal procedure. I always wore civilian clothing 
and the soldier was usually relaxed. We usually 
discussed the incident over sandwiches and tea”. 25 

This negated any possibility of independence 
and did not meet legal requirements under Article 
2 ECHR, as the High Court declared in 2003. 
This policy was found to have been unlawful. 26 
Furthermore, the perception of the Healey family 
in the aftermath of the tragic incident was that the 
RUC did not carry out any investigation. The family 
had no official contact from the RUC and the British 
Army issued no statement concerning the role of 
their forces in the death of Dessie. Maintaining 
contact with the family and involving them in the 
investigation is another clear duty under case law 
arising from Article 2 ECHR.

The Healey family were left completely 
uninformed of what investigation, if any, was 
undertaken and what progress may have been 
made. No police officer ever knocked on their 
door, and all they heard from official authorities 
was what the British Army claimed; that is, that 
their loved one was throwing petrol bombs at 
the British soldiers the day he was killed. The 
deliberate peddling of lies and misinformation by 
the authorities in order to try and justify what was 
a totally unjustified and unjustifiable killing of an 
unarmed civilian boy is to be deplored. Despite 
being common practice, this has, as again in so 
many instances for families, added insult to injury 
and served only to intensify the long grief of the 
Healey family.

25 Lundy, P, Assessment of the HET Review Processes and 
Procedures in Royal Military Police Investigation Cases, Ulster 
University, 2012 (https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/lundy/2012-04-02_
Lundy_HET-Briefing-Paper.pdf accessed in March 2021).

26 Kerr J. in the Re Mary Louise Thompson’s Application for 
Judicial Review [2003] NIQB 80.
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In any case, that flawed investigation led to the 
original inquest as the Irish News and the Evening 
Herald reported in November 1971, only three 
months after the incident.27 According to the brief 
news piece, the Coroner Mr J Owen Wylie sat with 
an eight-man jury in the Cathedral Church Hall 
in the garrison town of Lisburn. British soldiers 
were not compelled to give evidence, so their 
statements were handed in by Peter Kingstone, 
Major in the 1st Parachute Regiment who was in 
charge of the operation at Lenadoon Avenue. The 
rest of the British soldiers were granted anonymity, 
which the lawyer for the next of kin, Mr Michael 
Lavery, opposed without success.28 The British Army 
claimed Dessie was throwing petrol bombs when 
he was shot, and the jury favoured that view, even if 
civilian witnesses contradicted it. The jury returned 
an open verdict.

The term ‘open verdict’ was used by coroners’ 
courts in the North of Ireland when someone was 
killed but no-one was held to account by way of a 
criminal prosecution. The coroner or the jury would 
be required to establish the day, date, time and the 
cause of death after hearing the evidence, but s/he 
or they could not apportion blame in the matter of 
the death.29

It is also noteworthy to mention the following 
paragraph reported by the Evening Herald: “A 
fingerprint expert said that when he was examining 
the body there was a strong smell of petrol from the 
dead boy’s clothes. But Mr V. Beavis, a forensic expert, 
said that when he examined the clothes and the 
body two days later there was no presence of petrol.”

27 The inquest was adjourned on the 15th of October 1971 after 
the family solicitors James T Johnson & Co. attended with 
five civilian witness statements. That was the reason why the 
inquest was subsequently held on the 5th of November 1971. 
Evening Herald, ‘Shot boy, 14, was a petrol bomber - Army’ on 
05/11/1971. Irish News, 

28 It was common practice at inquests then for soldiers to give 
evidence anonymously. Their names were erased from their 
depositions (statements) and were replaced by a letter of the 
alphabet. The coroner was normally passed a slip of paper 
with the name, rank, regiment and service number of the 
soldier. At the completion of the inquest, the coroner would 
hand the note back to the military. It was military policy to 
destroy the slip of paper after the coroner had returned it to 
them.

29 The Coroners’ (Practice and Procedure) (Amendment) 
Rules (Northern Ireland) 1980 replaced verdicts with 
the term ‘findings’ at inquests in the North of Ireland, 
allowing coroners to give more of a commentary on the 
circumstances of a death than had previously been the case. 

Dessie’s twin brother, Ted, was only 14 when the 
inquest took place. Their dad had died by then, and 
their mum Peggy was ill. He and the rest of Dessie’s 
relatives have been battling for truth and justice 
since then, unable to understand how a trained 
British soldier, an adult, killed Dessie, a 14-year-old 
defenceless schoolboy who posed no real threat to 
the military, and why that same soldier was never 
held to account.

The Healey family have had to endure the awful 
loss and trauma that comes with the violent 
bereavement of their loved one, as well as the 
added aggravated trauma of realising that those 
they would normally rely upon to investigate and 
deliver justice are themselves (at a hierarchical 
level) part of the policy framework in administering 
impunity. 

The Historical Enquires Team 
review of Dessie Healey’s Killing

The Historical Enquiries Team (HET) was established 
by Hugh Orde, the then Chief Constable of the 
PSNI, between 2005 and 2006. Its remit was to 
review all conflict-related deaths, and to assist in 
bringing a measure of resolution to those bereaved 
by producing reports for the families. The Healey 
family were contacted by the HET staff who advised 
that they intended to look at Dessie’s case. Having 
lived with the mistruths and obscurity about the 
circumstances of Dessie’s killing for decades, the 
family felt this was an opportunity to reveal some 
truth, and Dessie’s twin brother, Ted, engaged with 
the HET on behalf of the family.

Nevertheless, the HET was the subject of 
significant controversy in its practice and policy, 
particularly in relation to investigations of state 
forces. Staffed and managed mostly by former 
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British police officers, the approach they took to 
British Army killings in particular was insufficiently 
sceptical, and largely accepted the historical 
statements of British soldiers who had killed people 
during the conflict, a policy clearly reflected in 
Dessie’s case. The Policing Board took the decision 
to have the HET inspected by Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC), and its report 
stated:

“We consider the HET’s approach to be entirely 
wrong in that:

1. It is clear that the HET has adopted a different 
approach between cases that have state 
involvement and those that do not; and

2. The approach that the HET has adopted 
in state involvement cases is susceptible of 
challenge, as it appears to be based on a 
misunderstanding of the law.”30

Apart from that, the report stated that the Public 
Prosecution Service (PPS) had been making 
representations to the PSNI that the HET was not 
capable of delivering an ECHR Article 2 compliant 
investigation since 2010.

The HMIC report had a considerable impact, with a 
follow-up inspection being commissioned to ensure 
the issues raised by the HMIC had been addressed 
and the necessary changes had been made. This 
inspection began in September 2014, but on the 
18th day of that month the Chief Constable attended 
the Policing Board and advised that whilst all the 
changes had been made, he was shutting down the 
HET. 

The Healey family had already received a Draft 
Review Summary Report into Dessie’s killing by 
then. Replete with all the issues exposed in the 
HMIC report, it was not conclusive regarding 
what happened to Dessie. The HET investigators 
accepted the historical statements of British soldiers 
and based the report almost exclusively on their 

30 HMIC Report Inspection of the Police Service of Northern 
Ireland Historical Enquiries Team (pp 17-18) (https://www.
justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/media/inspection-of-
the-police-service-of-northern-ireland-historical-enquiries-
team-20130703.pdf) accessed in March 2021.

account, ignoring several civilian witness accounts 
that were collected at the time mainly by ALJ and 
later by RFJ and Padraig O’Muirigh Solicitors, acting 
on behalf of the family.

The language used in the report is also relevant, 
since it establishes a subjective perspective of 
the context of the incident, being clearly partial 
in favour of the British Army. For instance, the 
‘Background’ section of the text focuses on the 
British soldiers that were killed during 1971 (29 
between February and October) in the North 
of Ireland, while it omits the 45 people killed by 
the British Army during the same year.31 Another 
example would be that the ‘Outcome of the HET 
Review’ describes that “none of the four witness 
statements (submitted by James T Johnston Solicitors 
to the inquest) confirmed that petrol bombs were 
being used or seen during the disturbance”. That 
assertion is not accurate; civilian witnesses 
categorically denied that anyone threw petrol 
bombs at the British Army on the 9th of August 1971. 
It is also common throughout the report that the 
incident is referred to as Dessie’s “death” rather than 
“killing”, and it is also naturalised in sentences like 
“as the unrest escalated, the events that unfolded lead 
to the shooting and death of Dessie”. Dessie did not 
just die; he was shot and killed by a British soldier 
without justifiable reason, and the report should at 
least acknowledge this throughout the body of the 
text. As far as Dessie’s family is concerned, he was 
murdered.

The HET report mentions sixteen witness accounts; 
five of which are British soldiers (Soldiers A, B, C, 
D and E), four police officers and seven civilian 
witnesses.32 Regarding the latter witnesses, the 
HET states that the investigation team traced and 
interviewed at least two of them, who made further 
statements, but it fails to explain the details of such 

31 David McKittrick and others, Lost Lives. The Stories of the Men, 
Women and Children who Died as a Result of the Northern 
Ireland Troubles (Mainstream 2008) 1552-1553.

32 Most of those statements were recovered from a police file 
by the HET. Ó Muirigh Solicitors requested copies of the 
statements referred to in the HET report from the PSNI on 
behalf of the family, but the PSNI refused it. At the time of 
the production of this report, this issue is being pursued 
further with the PSNI by way of a Freedom of Information 
request.
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interviews.33 In any case, only ten out of sixteen 
witness accounts contain some content regarding 
the incident itself - five British soldiers’ and five 
civilian witnesses’. There are major contradictions 
between the narratives of the two groups regarding 
three main conflicting and crucial aspects: the 
alleged use of petrol bombs by locals, the disputed 
warning before shooting, and the number of people 
being shot.

According to Soldiers A, B and D, rioters threw 
petrol bombs which failed to ignite. Soldier C stated 
that he saw two youths carrying a crate of petrol 
bombs, but there is no mention in the HET report 
about this British soldier witnessing any person 
throwing them. A similar aspect should be drawn 
from Soldier E’s account, since the text reads as 
follows: “two youths amongst the rioters were seen 
carrying two crates of bottles from which they threw 
petrol bombs”. His account does not state if he 
actually witnessed that incident.

On the other hand, all civilian witnesses 
categorically denied that anyone used or threw 
petrol bombs at the British Army. All of them 
indicated that only stones and bottles were 
used, and this seems to be corroborated by the 
photographs of the incident taken by Victor 
Patterson on the day. The HET report further states 
that their investigator Paul Spick traced and carried 
out enquiries with photographer Victor Patterson. 
The document reads as follows: “The photographs 
confirmed that a large disturbance was taking place 
involving stone throwing close to the position Dessie 
was killed. The images also confirm the presence of 
bottles scattered on the ground, but no wicks are 
visible.” 34

The second conflicting element of the witness 
accounts relates to the warnings. Four military 
witnesses stated that the British Army gave three 
warnings before shooting live rounds against 
rioters, and Soldier E mentioned warnings without 

33 The HET report says “Mr. Ormsby has been traced and 
interviewed by the HET. He made a further statement, 
details of which can be found in the ‘Outcome of the HET 
Review’ section of this report.”  The same comment can be 
read regarding James McCaughley. However, there is no 
mention about their newest interviews in the ‘Outcome of 
the HET Review’ section or in any other part of the report.

34 HET Draft Review Summary Report concerning the death of 
Desmond Christopher Healey, page 60.

specifying the number. In contrast, none of the 
civilian witnesses recall there was any warning 
given, and one of them, Henry McCabe, explicitly 
said: “During all this period the (British) Army issued 
no warning whatsoever”.35 

The last main contradictory aspect is that of the 
number of people shot by live rounds, and even the 
British soldiers’ accounts seem to be inconsistent 
on this question. Soldiers A, C and D stated only 
Dessie was shot that day, but Soldier B indicated 
that he himself shot another youth who was only 
injured and carried somewhere else by locals. 
Soldier E corroborated this,36 as well as two of the 
civilian witnesses - James McCaughley and Oliver 
Gillen. The other three civilian witness accounts 
mentioned in the HET report only refer to Dessie 
being shot. The book Lost Lives states that “the Irish 
News reported that a 1st Parachute Regiment major 
said a youth was shot dead and another wounded 
after being warned to stop throwing petrol bombs”.37

It is noteworthy that although the HET report 
does contain Soldier B’s and others’ accounts 
regarding a second youth being shot, the same 
document reaches a totally different conclusion 
and not only ignores but contradicts its own 
analysis. The ‘Outcome of the HET Review’ reads as 
follows: “Significantly the soldier’s evidence makes 
no mention of a second youth being hit (…). The HET 
has examined the Army investigation reports into 
the discharge of live rounds for the day in question. 
There is no record of the investigation relating to 
soldiers other than Soldier D discharging a live round. 
(…) Additionally, no mention is made of a second 
youth being hit by a live round”.38 This presents an 
absolute inconsistency which already discredits and 
questions the HET investigation and the resulting 
report, but it is not the only one.

The accounts of the five British soldiers who gave 
statements to the RMP are questionable too. Soldier 
A’s statement was recorded on the 11th of August 
1971, at 5.20 pm. According to the HET report, 
Soldiers B and C gave their statements on the 

35 Ibid, page 26.
36 The part of the HET report explaining Soldier E’s account 

contains “The result was that one youth was shot dead and 
the other wounded”.

37 David McKittrick and others, Lost Lives (…) 85.
38 Ibid, pages 54-55.



relatives for  justice   |  desmond ‘dessie’ healey - died 9 august 1971       15

same day and at the same exact time, at 4.15 pm. 
That is rather suspicious, and it should have been 
noted as such in the HET document. Furthermore, 
Soldier D’s statement, which is that of the British 
soldier who shot and killed Dessie, has no date 
and time recorded. Soldier E uses the passive voice 
throughout his statement, which was made a 
month after the incident, on the 9th of September 
1971; the time was not recorded.

Further, this approach corroborates the view that 
the initial investigation of the time was flawed. 
The HET stated that the original investigation was 
“rendered ineffective” and that the inconsistencies 
between the civilian and military witnesses should 
have been challenged.39 However, the HET ignored 
all those elements and based its conclusion on the 
British soldiers’ accounts, the same way the original 
investigation and inquest did; namely, upholding 
that Dessie was shot whilst throwing a petrol bomb 
and that prior warnings had been given.

The Association for Legal Justice took statements 
from several civilian witnesses who were in the 
Lenadoon area the day Dessie was killed. RFJ is 
in possession of 14 of those historical witness 
accounts that were available at the time - five of 
which are mentioned in the HET report, due to their 
part in the original inquest. All the accounts deny 
that anybody threw petrol bombs that tragic day, 
and the HP sauce bottles are constantly referred to. 
None of these civilian witnesses stated warnings 
were given by the British soldiers; some just did not 
mention it, but some others specifically denied it. 
It is unknown if these statements were ever shown 
or used in the original investigation or the inquest, 
and we do not know the reason why the HET did 
not mention them in the report. 

The HET acknowledged that Dessie died in 
disputed circumstances but concluded that

“Dessie was shot by a member of the Parachute 
Regiment while allegedly throwing a petrol 
bomb”.40 

Further more, that:

39  Ibid, page 60.
40 Ibid, page 12.

“The introduction of petrol bombs caused Soldier 
A, who was the commander of the operation, to is-
sue three warnings to the crowd that anyone seen 
throwing petrol bombs rendered themselves likely 
to be shot. He also issued instructions to Soldier D 
that he was to fire an aimed shot at anyone seen 
throwing a petrol bomb. Civilian witness evidence 
is that no such warning was made.
Dessie had been identified by Soldier D as throwing 
a petrol bomb which did not explode. Almost 
immediately after Soldier A issued the third 
warning, he saw Dessie take hold of a lighted 
petrol bomb and lean back in preparation to 
throw. Soldier D immediately fired one aimed shot 
hitting Dessie in the chest.”41

All the above points clearly demonstrate that the 
HET investigation and the subsequent report into 
Dessie’s killing was biased in favour of the British 
Army and inconsistent with its own reasoning. 
The report was not conclusive regarding what 
happened to Dessie. This left the Healeys with 
more questions than answers, and it subsequently 
aggravated their suffering and trauma.

Some observations regarding 
contradictions in the evidence
RFJ and Ó Muirigh Solicitors conducted a witness 
appeal between November 2011 and April 2015 
on behalf of the Healey family, and eight new 
witnesses came forward to provide statements 
about what they witnessed the day Dessie was 
killed. These statements provided relevant new 
evidence and corroborated the historical civilian 
accounts mentioned above. All of them denied 
that petrol bombs were used and most of them 
indicated that Dessie was about to throw a HP 
sauce bottle when he was shot dead. None of the 
new witnesses mentioned any warnings were 
given - two of them specifying that none was given. 
Regarding a second youth being shot, not only 
did the witnesses mention it, but also one of them 
named him.42 

All in all, it is important to note and repeat 

41 Ibid, pages 59-60.
42 According to Patrick Livingstone, the youth being shot apart 

from Dessie was his friend John McArdle.
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that to this day, twenty-eight witness accounts 
are available describing the incident in which 
Dessie was killed; five are from British soldiers, 
and twenty-three are from civilian witnesses. The 
latter statements have always denied that petrol 
bombs were used by anyone at any stage during 
the disorder, and the only evidence that suggests 
such projectiles were used is that of the military 
depositions collected in disputable circumstances 
by the RMP.

The actions of British Army soldiers deployed in 
the North of Ireland were supposedly governed by 
the Rules of Engagement, frequently referred to 
as the ‘Yellow Card’.43 The yellow card was issued 
to every serving British soldier and contained 
instructions on when a soldier could open fire, 
lawfully. According to these rules, a warning was to 
be given before opening fire, and a British soldier 
could then fire an aimed shot “against a person 
throwing a petrol bomb”.44 

The allegation of the use of petrol bombs or other 
ways of posing a real threat is a deceptive device 
that RFJ have come across in many cases in which 
British soldiers have shot and killed unarmed 
civilians. This misleading narrative was often used 
by soldiers after a fatal shooting to depict a Yellow-
Card-compliant account and therefore to escape 
any responsibility. It is a way of attempting to justify 
the use of unreasonable force, effectively murder, 
and circumvents the Rules of Engagement. It has 
been considered in a number of recent inquiries 
and inquests, and the courts have repeatedly 
rejected the credibility of such soldiers.

Evidence from the Bloody Sunday Inquiry shows 
that many of the soldiers who were members of 
the Parachute Regiment and responsible for the 
killing of the civilians argued that they had been 
fired at by someone who was armed and posing a 
threat. The final report prepared by Lord Saville of 
Newdigate clearly states that “despite the contrary 
evidence given by soldiers, we have concluded 
that none of them fired in response to attacks or 
threatened attacks by nail or petrol bombers. No-one 

43 These rules were instructions in which the British soldiers 
were authorised to use their firearms. The rules of 
engagement were printed on a yellow card - hence the 
name. 

44 Yellow Card, rules 5 and 8.

threw or threatened to throw a nail or petrol bomb at 
the soldiers on Bloody Sunday”.45

Evidence from the inquest into the Ballymurphy 
Massacre - a massacre that was carried out by the 
Parachute Regiment over the very same day Dessie 
was shot dead and the next day - shows a very 
similar pattern. Most of the victims of that atrocity 
were portrayed as gunmen and gunwomen by the 
British Army at the time, and the soldiers who have 
recently given evidence in the inquest maintained 
that they were fired upon, even though none of 
them found any guns on or around the bodies. 
This claim was further disputed by all the civilian 
witnesses and by survivors who had been shot. 
Moreover, many British soldiers indicated that the 
historical statements and depositions which were 
supposed to have been given and signed by them 
were fabricated.46  The coroner’s findings were 
clear; those murdered in Ballymurphy were ‘entirely 
innocent’.47

The deliberate shooting of Dessie Healey, the lying 
to justify this action, the failure to effectively and 
independently investitgate the circumstances, and 
more recently, the repeat of a flawed investigation 
by the HET, constitute systemic violations of the 
human rights of the Healey family and a clear 
breach of the State’s domestic and international 
legal obligations.  That Dessie Healey, clearly 
identifiable as a defenceless child, was deliberately 
targeted and shot dead by a fully trained British 
soldier is nothing short of a scandal. The penalty 
for children throwing stones and bottles at well-
trained, well-protected, well-armoured and armed 
soldiers is not one of death by lethal force. The 
targeting of children constitutes one of the gravest 

45 The Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry, Chapter 3, 
paragraph 3.76 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/279167/0030.pdf, accessed in March 2021).

46 The Irish News, ‘Soldier claimed his name was fabricated 
on Ballymurphy arrest forms’ (https://www.irishnews.com/
news/northernirelandnews/2019/05/25/news/soldier-
claimed-his-name-was-fabricated-on-ballymurphy-arrest-
forms-1628073/ accessed in March 2021).

47 Summary of Coroner’s Verdicts and Findings (Keegan J), 
11/05/2021 (https://www.judiciaryni.uk/sites/judiciary/
files/decisions/Summary%20of%20findings%20-%20In%20
the%20matter%20of%20a%20series%20of%20deaths%20
that%20occurred%20in%20August%201971%20at%20
Ballymurphy%2C%20West%20Belfast%20-%2011%20
May%2021.pdf accessed in October 2021)
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human rights violations as laid down in the UN 
Convention on the Rights to the Child (UNCRC) in 
addition to the European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR) Article 2, the Right to Life and Article 
3 that prohibits torture.

What now?

Supported by RFJ, the Healey family and their 
solicitors, Padraig Ó Muirigh & Co, applied to the 
Attorney General under Section 14 of the Coroner’s 
Act for a fresh inquest into Dessie’s killing. In light 
of all the aspects mentioned in this report and the 
new witnesses who came forward in recent years, 
the Attorney General accepted the case and thus Ó 
Muirigh Solicitors have been granted a fresh inquest 
to examine and establish what happened the day 
Dessie was killed. This is a huge step forward for the 
Healey family in their determined efforts to get the 
truth, set the record straight in terms of clearing 
Dessie’s name, righting a terrible wrong endured 
for decades and to seek accountability. It is a credit 
to them and their tenacity and never give up spirit 
against great odds, and much work remains to be 
completed in the time ahead.

The readiness of the case was reviewed among 
the forty-one outstanding legacy inquest cases by 
the then Presiding Coroner Mrs. Justice Keegan 
in autumn 2019.48 The aim of these preliminary 
hearings was to coordinate and organise the Lord 

48 Siobhan Keegan was elevated to the position of Lady Chief 
Justice in September 2021, the first woman to achieve this 
position 

Chief Justice’s five-year plan, which started in 2020. 
Surprisingly, Dessie’s case was not listed for the 
first year, even though the readiness of the case is 
considerably advanced and straightforward. 

At the time of the completion of this report, the 
inquest has been listed to be heard in December 
2022.

Conclusion
It is over half a century, 51 years, since the British 
Army took Dessie Healey’s life away, when he was 
only a 14-year-old schoolboy. Yet, there has never 
been a proper investigation into what happened, 
and no-one has ever been convicted for the killing. 
The official account continues to be that of the 
British Army, which is, that Dessie was a petrol 
bomber. This is absolutely contradicted by all 
civilian witnesses.

Labelling civilians and children as gunmen or 
bombers in order to somehow justify their deaths 
was common practice during the conflict, which 
added grievous insult to injury. Dessie’s relatives 
want the name of their loved one cleared - they 
want the historical account corrected. They 
want the new human rights compliant inquest 
to be the official process by which truth, justice, 
accountability and acknowledgement of this 
egregious violation are established.  Accountability 
must also examine the wider systemic policy, 
which was to indemnify British soldiers involved in 
killings. 

On the 14th July 2021, secretary of state Brandon 
Lewis announced our worst suspicion on behalf 
of the UK government; a de facto amensty for 
all conflict related cases. This unilateral and 
unsupported plan includes an end to all legacy 
inquests, investigations by the Police Ombusman 
and civil actions related to the conflict in Ireland. 
It is in reality a new proposal to avoid the British 
Government’s legal obligations by protecting 
those within its armed forces, secret services and 
those within illegal organisations with whom 
they colluded.  These proposals are only set out 
to guarantee state impunity. In order to achive 
this, the UK Government is willing to make the 
interests of every person affected by every killing 

Lady Chief Justice Siobhan Keegan
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expendable. This is breathtaking.
As referenced in the opening section of this 

report, truth and justice are prerequisites for the 
Healey family in addressing the legacy of hurt, pain 
and grief still experienced to this day. Moreover, 
delivering on truth and justice, in accordance 
with the law and international legal obligations of 
the UK, could more generally contribute to wider 
societal resolution of the impact of the conflict. The 
new British proposals are are a threat to this.

The British State is a signatory to the European 
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR); it has been 
since 1953. This places certain legal obligations on 
the British Government, whereby they must uphold 
and protect citizens’ human rights; not least Article 
2 - the right to life. Article 2 protects individuals 
from being arbitrarily deprived of their life by the 
state and imposes a duty on the state to investigate 
where they bear responsibility for a death. The 
European Court on Human Rights (ECtHR) has set 
out specific criteria that an investigation has to 
meet to comply with Article 2: 

•	 The investigation must be initiated by the state.
•	 It must be independent.
•	 It must be effective; in that it is able to identify 

those responsible for the death with a view to 
prosecuting.

•	 It must be sufficiently open to public scrutiny.
•	 It must involve the next-of-kin so that their 

legitimate interest is safeguarded.
•	 It must be carried out promptly and with 

reasonable expedition.

This report has already shown that Dessie’s case 

has been - and still is - far from those criteria. The 
new inquest must comply with the above criteria.

The commitment to prevention or ending of 
impunity is the single greatest signal to victims and 
survivors that society and the State are committed 
to upholding their rights and willing to address 
their suffering. For decades family members of 
people killed and those who have suffered gross 
violations have lived with the impunity of the 
actors who caused them harm and systemic cover-
up of those crimes. This is the lived experience 
of the Healey family. The British Government has 
signed and ratified human rights conventions and 
treaties that also subscribe to ending impunity 
and it has obligations in that retrospect too. Again, 
the new inquest must address this matter. It is 
therefore urgent that the UK abandons its new 
proposals and adheres to the rule of law; and it 
is incumbent that it gets openly and honestly 
involved in the development and implementation 
of comprehensive transitional justice mechanisms 
in the North of Ireland.

Dessie’s killing, the lies, and the lack of 
investigation, has had a huge impact on Dessie’s 
relatives, not only regarding their rights for 
truth and justice, but also on their suffering and 
health. 51 years on and it is still an unspeakable 
loss for his twin brother Ted. It is said that ‘justice 
delayed is justice denied’, but also, the legacy of 
the interminable failure to deliver rights to those 
who suffered harm serves only to compound and 
exacerbate their trauma. It is therefore incumbent 
on the British Government to comply with its legal 
obligations, in order that the Healey family finally 
get the truth and justice to which they are entitled.
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My Wee Milk Boy
By Seamus Robinson

New days will come and old days go,
Some bringing joy, some bringing woe:
But in my heart will never lie,
The memory of my wee milk-boy.

I can still see his cheerful face,
And hear his voice about the place;
O who will blame me if I cry,
When I recall my wee milk-boy.

Young Dessie Healey was his name,
Upon his clan he brought no shame;
He loved his land and vowed to try,
To break her chains, my wee milk-boy.

Then came that awful August day,
The British came to have their way;
They raised their guns, said some must die,
The first to fall my wee milk-boy.

New days will come and old days go,
Some bringing joy, some bringing woe;
But in my heart will never lie,
The memory of my wee milk-boy.

(Seamus Robinson was a singer, songwriter 
and composer who lived in Belfast and 
wrote this song in memory of Dessie 
Healey. He also wrote other songs like “Take 
me home to Mayo” and “Mickey Marley’s 
round about”)

Dessie Healy panel on one of RFJ’s remembering quilts.



R E L A T I V E S  F O R  J U S T I C E  I S  F U N D E D  B Y  T H E  V I C T I M S  A N D  S U R V I V O R S  S E R V I C E

Relatives for Justice
39 Glen Road
Belfast
Co Antrim
BT11 8BB

Tel: 028 9062 7171
Fax: 028 9062 7173

Email: info@relativesforjustice.com
www.relativesforjustice.com

Relatives for Justice
42/44 Irish Street
Dungannon
Co. Tyrone
BT70 1DQ

Tel: 028 8775 1697
Email: dungannon@relativesforjustice.com

Desmond ‘Dessie’ Healey

“Dessie is deeply loved and missed, and he, and our Dad, deserve 
peace, after the years of deep trauma and pain caused by his ruthless 

murder, and the splitting up of two young brothers forever.”

Dessie’s nieces Natasha, Katherine and Martina

Donate to RFJ using this code
Thank You
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