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ADublin service for
victimsof childabuse
haswarnedof a “dis-
turbing”rise insexual
assaults of teenage
girls by boys of sim-
ilar age,with attacks

becoming increasingly violent.
Referrals for peer-to-peer sexual
abuse have increased by almost a
third in four years at the Alders Unit
in Dublin.
Most referrals were of adolescent

girls abusedbyboysof similar agewho
were known to them, with reported
abuses ranging from inappropriate
contact to rape.
They also included a smaller num-

ber of girls who experienced sexual
exploitation in their peer group or by
young men in their community.
Another worrying development

flaggedby theAldersUnit is amarked
escalation in the violence used.
EimearLacey, principal socialwork-

er at the unit, said the increase is a
“cause for grave concern”.
“Certainly, for a lot of us who have

been working in services for a long
time, while there have always been
peer-to-peer sexual assaults, the level
of violencewe have seen is absolutely
increasing in terms ofwhat is coming
through the door,” Ms Lacey said.
“Andoften, theremaybemore than

one person involved in that assault.
And some of these assaults are then
recorded and shared.”
In 2019, 27pc of 13- to 18-year-olds

whowere referred to the Alders Unit
reported being sexually abused or ex-
ploited by a peer. The figure rose to
56pc in the first 11months of this year.
The figures echo a recent review of

Sexual Assault Treatment Units that
found a significant increase in the
number of teenage girls presenting
to these centres.

Thecauseoftheincreaseinteenage
sexual violence against youngwomen
has been linked to the proliferation
of violent adult pornography online
and on social media, both here and
internationally.
BreegeMaxwell, interimdirector of

theAldersUnit at Tallaght, said cases
of peer-to-peer abuse are often layered
with complexity.
Adolescent girls may struggle to

process abuse by a peer. They may
not always understand that what
happened to them constitutes abuse
if the abuser is someone of a similar
age and in their social group.
Adolescentgirlsmaydelay reporting

this type of abuse as a result.
“There is a lot of shame in sex abuse

and there is huge shame inpeer abuse.
There is a real tendency not to name
it,” Ms Maxwell said.
Victimsworryabout theconsequenc-

es of “telling” on their friendships, on
thepeer group, on theparents of those
in the peer group.
“All teenagers strugglewitha journey

before they actually disclose it. Usual-
ly this involves deteriorating mental
health, strange andunsafe behaviour,
staying out all night, using alcohol or
drugs, or a marked withdrawal,” Ms
Maxwell said.
In somecases, children’s experience

of sexualassault is compoundedbybul-
lyingwithin the peer group or online.
MsLacey andMsMaxwell have also

found that many victims of peer-to-
peer abuse have vulnerabilities, such

as autism spectrum disorder, ADHD
or other neurodiverse and psychiat-
ric diagnoses. They may be children
in care or childrenwith developmen-
tal trauma.
To compoundmatters, parents and

professionals who have a lot of con-
tact with children are experiencing a
“lack of confidence” inmanaging the
impact of the flood of social media
on children.
This is particularly the case for par-

ents of neurodiverse children, who
may already struggle withmanaging
difficult behaviour and may find it
difficult to interpret behaviours that
are signals of abuse,MsMaxwell said.
TheStaySafeprogrammeintroduced

atprimary schools to reduce children’s
vulnerability to abuse is effective, but
the apparent “normalisation of sex
without consent” among young peo-
ple requires a bigger conversation,
according to Ms Lacey.
“The typesof sexual assaults thatwe

have been seeing increasing numbers
of often involve aggression,” she said.
“It couldbeotheradolescentspoten-

tially holding a door, so that someone
else can’t get in or the young person
can’t get out, or dragging someone or
hitting someone or the use of highly
sexualised language.
“Where is this exposure to this very

explicit, veryadult sexualised language
and interaction coming from? I think
it is beyond a consent conversation.
It feels more than that.
“This is somethingweneed to think

about together, collectively, as a soci-
ety, to ask, ‘How we address this?’”
TheAldersUnit provides specialist

services that include a broad range of
therapies for children aged three to 18
with a moderate or severe trauma in
response to sexual abuse.
With centres in Tallaght and Con-

nollyhospitals andcatchment, around
340 children andanumber of parents
are currently receiving services across
both sites.
Forensicmedical examinations are

carried out at the Laurels Clinic at
Children’s Health Ireland, Tallaght,
for children up to the age of 14, and
non-forensicmedical examinationson
children up to the age of 16.
Aideen Walsh, advanced nurse

practitioner and co-ordinator of the
paediatric forensicmedical unit, said
attendances have increased to 110 a
year from 35 in 2016.
Thepeak age for children attending

are four and 13.
“Themajority of those 13-year-olds

are victims of peer-to-peer abuse,”Ms
Walsh said.
The proliferation of teenage sexual

violence is clearly regarded as a pend-
ing crisis for those who are working
in the field.
“We need to be thinking now as

a society about how we can talk to
parents and children about what is
happening online,”MsMaxwell said.
“For society, parents and teachers, it

is about building self-esteem early in
children so they can recognise when
they are being exploited and say ‘No’,
evenwhen it isuncomfortablebecause
of who they are saying ‘No’ to.
“Careful planning by the Depart-

ment of Children and Education in
consultation with parents’ groups
and thoseworkingwith sexual abuse
should be the first step in devising a
national strategy to prevent peer sex-
ual assault.”
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