
Aneat pile of clothes sits on No-
eleen Delaney’s kitchen table.
They have been washed, ironed
and folded with almost military

precision by a mother’s loving hands.
This has been the ritual now for almost a

decade; much of her days are dedicated to
the care of her son, though he is now a
36-year-old father-of-two himself.

Back in 2008, Noeleen’s and Terry’s
only son Robert had just become a father
for the second time.

The early days of the recession had seen
the construction trade devastated, and
with it his painting and decorating busi-
ness. But the then 27-year-old had secured
a new job, as a postman, in the nick of time.

And as his second daughter arrived into
the world it seemed he was one of the lucky
ones; a boom-time construction worker
who had sidestepped the prospect of
long-term unemployment. But his luck
wouldn’t hold.

Today Robert Delaney lies motionless in
a bed in Peamount Hospital in Co Dublin
in a permanent vegetative state. He’s now
in his 10th year in that condition. And the
medical staff believe he could survive that
way for several more decades.

Nolifesupport
The gunshot he suffered at his home in the
early hours of Wednesday, October 22nd,
2008, effectively killed his brain but not
his body.

He is not on a life support machine as he
doesn’t need one.

He is fed and watered from a small de-
vice that delivers the optimum hydration
and nutrition he needs.

He has been in this sleep-like state for
3,321 days. His family were, and still are,
heartbroken.

But somehow they are still standing.
“Everybody says it to me; I got my laugh

back, though it has taken me years,” No-
eleen says.

“I lived in hope. I prayed so hard. I really
hoped God would give Robert back to us.
But he didn’t; you know. I miss him every
day. As long as I am alive and he is alive
then we will go to him; we will go and see
him. We’d never turn our back on Robert;
no, never.”

The horror story began in August 2008,
when Robert Delaney intervened to rescue
a man being beaten up outside a pub in Sag-
gart, Dublin.

Unknown to Robert at the time, the man
he fought off was connected to the republi-

can movement.
In the immediate aftermath of the inci-

dent, threatening phone calls were the
first indication something serious was
afoot. Then came demands for money, to
“compensate” the man Robert had struck.

Not long after that came a 6.30am
knock on the door of the apartment were
Robert lived with his partner Mags and
daughters Megan, then aged six, and Katie
who was just one year old.

Robert got out of bed and looked over
the balcony of his apartment on Russell
Rise, Tallaght, to see who was calling so
early.

A masked gunman below discharged a
shotgun up in his direction.

The pellets sprayed the young father in
the face, and he slumped to the ground,
badly wounded and unconscious. Mags
and young Megan looked on in horror.

Dealingwiththreats
The gun attack was the first Terry and No-
eleen Delaney knew that their son had
been dealing with threats for a number of
months; their shock was compounded as
Robert had never been involved in any
form of crime.

But very quickly they would learn who
the suspects were – republicans who organ-
ised and paid for the shooting of their son
in revenge for his intervention in Saggart.

Initially Robert was rushed from the
crime scene to Tallaght Hospital, where
staff expected him to die of his injuries.

He was transferred to Beaumont Hospi-
tal across the city, where surgeons re-
moved parts of his skull to allow his brain
to bleed and swell without killing him.

He would develop epilepsy from his inju-
ries as well as life-threatening heart palpi-
tations and even MRSA.

However, he was in excellent physical
health before the shooting, and that car-
ried him through the most dangerous first
weeks and months.

He went on to be treated at the National
Rehabilitation Hospital in Dún Laoghaire,
where staff could find no trace of brain ac-
tivity, before eventually being transferred
to Peamount in Newcastle, Co Dublin.

Nothing has really changed for Robert
in those nine years, nor will it ever change
for him.

But Peamount and its staff have helped
the Delaneys come to terms with his condi-
tion. “It’s a nursing home and they’re abso-
lutely brilliant,” says Terry. “In Tallaght
[Hospital] Robert was a curiosity for obvi-
ous reasons – ‘that’s the guy who got shot,
that’s the guy who got shot’.

“But in Peamount, the unit he’s in is a
brain injury unit, and there are people
there with greater or lesser brain injuries;
some terribly tragic circumstances.

“The one thing you do in Peamount is
that you stop feeling sorry for yourself.
You meet other families and you exchange
stories; you say to yourself ‘jeeze, how did
that happen’.”

Noeleen once mentioned to staff that
her son “used to love having a bath, you
couldn’t get him out of it”. Immediately

those who cared for Robert took it upon
themselves to start giving him baths.

On another occasion, when Terry told
the staff his son loved Christy Moore, they
organised for them to go to one of the sing-
er’s gigs at Vicar Street in Dublin’s city cen-
tre, with Robert in an adapted wheelchair.

“We got the best seats in the house,” re-
calls Terry of the outing.

“We brought his bodhrán, and Christy
Moore signed it for us; ‘To Robert, ride on
bro’. It was a real tear-jerker for us, very up-
setting.

“But the staff from Peamount took the
attitude, ‘What’s the big deal, he’s in a
wheelchair, so what? Let’s get on with the
gig’.”

Their lives now revolve largely around
their daily visits to their son’s bedside. No-
eleen says while they are frustrated the ar-
rests of several suspects in the case down

the years have not resulted in anyone be-
ing charged with shooting her son, she is in
a better place now.

They can even bring Robert home, in a
mobile bed, to spend special occasions
such as Christmas in their house. But while
their near-decade of grief has morphed
into a better life, Noeleen says the fact her
two granddaughters have been denied
their father remains devastating to her.

“Megan had a great relationship with
her dad, she really did, and she remembers
the times they had together,” she says.

“With Katie, she will tell you she remem-
bers Robert, but she was too young. She’d
love to have those memories.

“Megan flew through her Junior Cert
with nine honours, I know her dad would

be so, so proud of her; like we are.”
But for the 15-year-old Megan, the pain

of what has happened to her father floods
out tearfully the moment she begins to
speak about him.

Mostvivid
Approaching her seventh birthday on the
day her father was shot, she says she has dif-
ficulty recalling all of the events of the
time. Cruelly, the memory of seeing him
collapsed after being shot remains most
vivid for her.

“I remember parts of the day; I remem-
ber seeing him on the floor. And I remem-
ber being brought to my auntie’s house
and being put in a chair wrapped in a blan-
ket.

“I can remember sitting on that chair
and being told what had happened. I was
scared for years. I couldn’t sleep. I was
scared they’d come back.”

Asked how she explains to friends what
happened to her father, Megan says she
has avoided broaching the subject.

Terry and Noeleen say she has never spo-
ken about it, and they marvel at her willing-
ness to do so now in an interview.

“I never really told any of my friends. I
think now they know and they don’t say an-
ything,” Megan says.

“But back then, I’m not sure they knew;
we were too young. Nobody brings it up
and I don’t tell anybody. For me I think it’s
just too hard to explain.”

They joke that Terry has become a fa-
ther figure to her and is even dragged on
regular shopping trips to Dundrum.

“She has me broke,” he laughs at the im-
pact of Megan’s shopping on his wallet.

‘Evenstronger’
“What happened with Robert I think in a
strange way has made the bond between
us and Megan and Katie even stronger,” he
says.

“You fear that bond might be broken;
you hear of that happening in families. But
it’s the opposite with us.

“The two girls have their own bedrooms
in our house and they stay with us when
they want and come on holidays with us.”

For Megan, now on the cusp of adult-
hood, the next years will likely see her final-
ly process what has happened to her fa-
ther; as her grandparents have in recent
years.

She says she misses him dreadfully. Her
deep upset is clear when she ponders the
missed opportunities with him that should
have been part of her growing up.

“I remember things like going horse-rid-
ing with him. What happened makes [life]
harder. I often think to myself, ‘What if he
was here now?’”

Robert Delaney lies
motionless in a bed

in PeamountHospital in a
permanent vegetative
state. He’s now in his 10th
year in that condition

‘‘

T
o grasp the sheer weirdness
of the current political crisis,
it is best to recall an experi-
ence that most parents have

had at some stage. You walk into a
room and your five-year-old looks up
at you with a panicked expression:
“It wasn’t me! I didn’t do it!”

But you can’t see any obvious
damage, any evidence of a childish
crime. And however hard you press,
all the kid will say is “It wasn’t me! I
didn’t do it.”

The Government is protesting its
innocence but acting guilty – and it’s
not at all clear precisely what it is
guilty of. It is a bizarre way to cause a
general election that nobody really
wants.

In this latest twist in the intermina-
ble saga of Maurice McCabe, three of
the most senior figures in the State –
the Taoiseach, the Tánaiste and the
Minister for Justice – have behaved
like first-year students in drama
school.

The teacher announces that the
instruction for today’s improvisation
class is: “Act guilty. You have some
dark, shameful secret and you are
desperate that it does not come out.”
Leo, Frances and Charlie throw
various shapes: furtive, sneaky,
shifty. But they’re so bad at it that the
teacher has to bawl them out: “Come
on boys and girls! If you ever want to
make it as a professional, you’ll have
to be more subtle than that.”

What we’ve been getting from Leo
Varadkar, Frances Fitzgerald and
Charlie Flanagan is a crude exercise
in acting guilty. If they have been
involved in wrong-doing they are
extraordinarily incompetent at
covering it up. They are running
away from the scene in masks and
stripy jumpers with a big bag marked
“swag” on their backs.

But what makes the moment so
peculiar is that it is hard to believe
guilty people would behave so

obviously like pantomime villains.
In retrospect, the outburst by

Flanagan in the Dáil on November
15th looks exactly like the little kid’s
“I didn’t do it!” The Taoiseach was in
the course of giving what we (and he)
now know to be a false account of the
Tánaiste’s state of knowledge about
the Garda strategy of attacking
Maurice McCabe’s credibility and
motivation at the O’Higgins inquiry
into his allegations of Garda malprac-
tice.

Passionateoutburst
Flanagan was not being discussed at
all and Labour’s Alan Kelly, who has
been persistently asking questions,
had not spoken at all that day. Yet
Flanagan suddenly intervened with a
passionate outburst: “I will not have
my good name, or my professional
reputation traduced by deputy Alan
Kelly, both inside this house and
outside . . . I will ask deputy Kelly
now to desist from engaging in a
smear campaign against me person-
ally and professionally.”

The Ceann Comhairle was clearly
puzzled: “Deputy Kelly hasn’t said
anything here, in my hearing.”

Flanagan was doing an
over-the-top impersonation of “man
with bad conscience”. And as it
happens, we now know that there
was at least something for him to
have a bad conscience about. His
department had found the now-infa-
mous email of May 15th, 2015, to
Fitzgerald a full six days before this
curious eruption. Flanagan was
sitting beside his Taoiseach, who was
blithely reassuring the Dáil in
complete ignorance of this crucial
development.

Flanagan and Fitzgerald are
behaving like sinners, but as yet it is
not at all clear what the great
transgression is that they are so
anxious to deny. The alleged crime,
although no one in the Dáil is naming
it explicitly, is a conspiracy by the
Department of Justice to collude
with the Garda strategy of attempt-
ing to destroy Maurice McCabe in
the witness box at the O’Higgins
inquiry.

If this happened it is, to evoke the

word that did most to bring the
McCabe saga to wide public atten-
tion, “disgusting”. Apart from all the
questions of bad governance, it
would be, at the human level, a gross
betrayal of a good and brave man.
The then government – including
Varadkar and Fitzgerald personally –
were assuring McCabe that they had
his back. If they were indeed stab-
bing him in that back, their behav-
iour was revolting.

And they have certainly behaved
as if they were indeed trying to cover
up just such an unforgivable person-
al betrayal. If you were to judge the
truth of this affair merely from their
behaviour, they would be guilty as
hell. Why else was the email from a
departmental official to Fitzgerald of
May 2015 withheld from the Charle-
ton tribunal, which is investigating
this whole matter?

If this was done deliberately
rather than through incompetence,
it is potentially a criminal offence –
why would anyone take that risk?

Why is the email itself so odd,
containing as it does apparently
inaccurate information about the
Garda legal strategy?

Explosiverevelation
How could Fitzgerald possibly have
forgotten reading such an explosive
revelation in relation to the most
politically destructive saga of recent
years? Why, when the email was
rediscovered on November 9th did
Flanagan (according to himself) not
read it?

Why did he allow the Taoiseach to
repeatedly mislead the Dáil?

Why, as Katie Hannon has
revealed, were the crucial pages that
pointed to an effort at senior Garda
levels to frame McCabe as a crank
motivated by a personal grudge, left
out of the transcript of evidence
before the O’Higgins inquiry when
they were given, on foot of a court

order, to the Garda Ombudsman
Commission?

All of this is not just bad behaviour
– it is extremely risky behaviour.
Politicians have, if nothing else, an
instinct for survival. And everybody
knew that messing around with
McCabe was a sure route to the
political scrapheap. This whole affair
has been a plague on reputations and
careers. Why on earth would anyone
risk catching that plague unless they
were something really shameful to
be hidden at all costs?

And yet we have almost no
evidence of this shameful conspira-
cy. The infamous email is highly
significant but at best it speaks to
what Fitzgerald knew, not what she
actually did. There is, as things stand,
no solid ground on which to conclude
that the Department of Justice,
successive ministers or the Govern-
ment as a whole were parties to an
attempt to stitch up McCabe at the
O’Higgins inquiry. They may have
been – but that is a question the
Charleton tribunal has yet to answer.

Norealevidence
Which brings us back to the sheer
strangeness of this affair. We have a
smoking gun – the email of May 15th,
2015. But we have no body and no
blood on the floor. We have a rotten
smell – but no dead fish. We have all
the behaviour that usually signals a
panicked attempt to bury a nasty
secret – but we have no real evidence
of what the secret is.

It is one of the great clichés of
these political crises that it is not the
crime that brings governments down
but the cover-up. The one thing that
can be said for this particular crisis is
that it is in this sense not clichéd. It is
so far all cover up and (as far as direct
evidence of governmental conspira-
cy to attack McCabe’s motivation is
concerned) no obvious crime.

If the Government does fall, the
show will at least have the merit of
ironic originality. We are used to
guilty politicians getting away with
murder by acting innocent. This will
be the first time a government has
come to grief because it has acted
guilty.

If Government
is innocent
why is it acting
so guilty?

Fintan
O’Toole
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■ Terry andNoeleen Delaney, with their
granddaughterMegan Delaney (16),
whose father Robert Delaney has been in
a permanent vegetative state for nearly
10 years. PHOTOGRAPH: DAVE MEEHAN

■Whatwe’ve been getting from Frances Fitzgerald (above), Leo
Varadkar, and Charlie Flanagan is a crude exercise in acting guilty

‘FORYEARSIWASSCARED
THEY’DCOMEBACK’
Asachild,MeganDelaneywitnessedher father’sshooting.Nineyears later,he
remains inapermanentvegatativestate,andshe isonthebrinkofadulthood
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Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and
Fianna Fáil leader Micheál Mar-
tin are to talk again today in a
bid to avert a snap general elec-
tion over Opposition demands
that Tánaiste Frances Fitzger-
ald step down.

However, both parties will
continue intensive efforts this
weekend to get ready for a
pre-Christmas poll.

Mr Varadkar and Mr Martin
spoke for an hour yesterday at a
meeting described by both as
honest and constructive.

Neither moved from their
stated positions but the fact
that another engagement has
been scheduled for today was
being interpreted in political
circles as a sign that an election
might yet be avoided.

The two leaders have agreed
to continue efforts that might
avert the Government’s col-
lapse next week when Fianna
Fáil and Sinn Féin motions of
no confidence in Ms Fitzgerald
are to be debated in the Dáil.

Whistleblower
Ms Fitzgerald is at the centre of
controversy relating to when
she first learned of the Garda le-
gal strategy to attack whistle-
blower Sgt Maurice McCabe at
the O’Higgins commission ex-
amining issues in the Garda’s
Cavan-Monaghan division. It
emerged this week she had re-
ceived an email about the strate-
gy a year earlier than she and
the Taoiseach had stated.

Last night, Mr Varadkar told

the members of the Independ-
ent Alliance he did not want a
general election and would be
examining compromises with
Fianna Fáil to avoid this.

However, both main parties
have embarked on a pro-
gramme of immediate prepara-
tion for a general election.

Senior Fine Gael figures con-
firmed they had intensified elec-
tion planning, and a meeting of
the Fine Gael executive council
will take place today.

Party strategists have identi-
fied Tuesday, December 19th,
as the most likely day for the
election, although sources say
this could slip by a day or two de-
pending on whether the Dáil is
dissolved next Tuesday or
Wednesday. This would allow
time for counts before the
Christmas holidays begin on
Saturday, December 23rd.

The Fianna Fáil leader held a

meeting of his front bench yes-
terday to discuss the crisis, at
which he advised TDs to stay
“calm and focused”, and urged
them to remember this was a
human issue. He acknowledged
the Fitzgerald controversy was
a difficult issue on which to go
to the country and said it would
be difficult to sell emails and
timelines to people.

However, Mr Martin insisted
there was something “rotten”
about it and Fianna Fáil needed
to be on the side of Sgt McCabe.

Senior figures in both parties
said they were more hopeful
that a way could be found to
avoid an election. One idea be-
ing floated was that Ms Fitzger-
ald might step aside while the
Disclosures Tribunal investi-
gates the controversy.

This option was boosted
when Mr Justice Peter Charle-
ton, chairman of the inquiry, an-

nounced yesterday he would be-
gin examining the matter on
January 8th. The next module
will focus on the legal strategy
enforced by former Garda com-
missioner Nóirín O’Sullivan
and contacts with Ministers
and Department of Justice offi-
cials.

Fianna Fáil sources said it
could be acceptable to them if
Ms Fitzgerald stepped aside
while the tribunal was examin-
ing the matter. Mr Varadkar
told RTÉ that if Ms Fitzgerald
had questions to answer, “ it
was at the tribunal that is start-
ing hearings in the next few
weeks”.

However, Ms Fitzgerald is
understood to be adamant she
will not resign, and sources
close to her said she will not
countenance any suggestion of
standing aside temporarily
from her position.

Asked on RTÉ whether he
would accept Ms Fitzgerald’s
resignation, Mr Varadkar said:
“I do not believe that is going to
arise. I haven’t sought her resig-
nation; she has not done any-
thing wrong.”
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The family of a man who has
been in a permanent vegetative
state for nearly 10 years after be-
ing shot in the head has called
for a Garda cold case review.

They hope people who were
afraid to help gardaí at the time
will feel able to do so now be-
cause the suspects have lost
their republican connections.

Postman Robert Delaney
was 27 when he was shot at his
home in Tallaght in west Dub-

lin in October 2008.
The father of two, who had

no involvement in crime, was
targeted after he intervened to
save a man being beaten out-
side a Dublin pub two months
earlier.

The men suspected of organ-
ising and paying for the shoot-
ing had strong links with the
IRA and dissident republicans.
However, they have been
shunned by the republican
movement since the attack on
Delaney.

The injured man’s parents,

Terry and Noeleen Delaney, be-
lieve a Garda cold case review
might turn up crucial informa-
tion which was not forthcoming
at the time because people
were afraid of the suspects.

Paramilitarysupport
“[The suspects] went to Belfast
and they were told to leave and
not come back,” Mr Delaney
snr told The Irish Times. “And
now there is not the same fear
around them.”

Nobody was ever charged in
connection with the attack.

However, nearly 10 years lat-
er, Mr Delaney believes “the
fear – or even status as some
would see it – that the suspects
had over people is gone”.

Delaney, whose daughters
Katie and Megan were aged
two and seven when he was
shot, is a patient in the brain in-
jury unit in Peamount Hospital
in west Co Dublin. He does not
need a life-support machine
but he has no brain function
and no prospect of recovery.

“He’s in a bed and you’d just
think he was asleep if you saw

him. He could live for at least 20
more years,” said his father.

The gunman who shot him,
Daniel Gaynor from Dublin, car-
ried out shootings for money.
Gardaí believe he was paid
¤10,000 to shoot Delaney.

Gaynor was shot dead in
Finglas, north Dublin, in Au-
gust 2010. A number of gangs
co-operated to kill him as he
had been a Real IRA killer.
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Youask therickshaw
driverand ifhedoesn’t
havewhat you’re looking
for,manyof themwill
bringyou toanotherdriver
whodoes. It’s very simple

It’s Friday night in Dublin’s city centre.
The rickshaw driver slouches over the
handlebars of his bike as he chats to his
would-be passenger.

After a few moments he gestures down
Grafton Street towards Trinity College; as
if giving directions or pointing to a nearby
destination.

And with that the passenger, a man in
his 20s, jumps into the rickshaw’s cab and
they’re gone.

What they don’t know is that their every
move is being watched from the shadows.
They are being covertly tracked by a team
of undercover gardaí as they pedal slowly
away before quickly accelerating as the
bike’s motor kicks in.

The bike, effectively a giant tricycle with
a cab for passengers, makes light work of
the couple of hundred metres to the junc-
tion with Suffolk Street, where is swings a
sharp left.

By the roadside a little further on, the
first sign emerges that something is not
quite right. The passenger is being deliv-
ered into the arms of another rickshaw
driver, who is clearly waiting to meet
them.

The passenger, over from London for a
weekend, gets out even though his journey
has lasted less than 30 seconds.

There’s a brief three-way exchange be-
tween the British tourist and the two Brazil-

ian men driving these rickshaws. And then
the real purpose of this gathering begins to
unfold. The tourist takes a ¤50 note from
his wallet. One of the drivers produces a
tiny plastic bag from a pocket down his
trouser leg.

A transaction is under way.
With that, those watching on from the

shadows break cover. Three gardaí sprint
down the street from both directions; rap-
idly closing in on their targets.The plastic
bag is thrown in the air and lands on the
pavement. The Londoner looks confused.
The rickshaw drivers less so.

They know the men who have run to-
wards them are undercover gardaí. This is
an ever-more-familiar scene to drivers of
Dublin’s rickshaws.

“Gardaí! Stay where you are,” comes a
firm instruction.

It works. None of them moves. There is
full cooperation with every instruction,
with no sign whatever of resistance.

One of the detectives retrieves the dis-
carded bag. A sniff confirms that it’s canna-
bis.

Arrest
Once the Londoner realises he’s not the
target of the bust he chats freely with the
gardaí. He admits he was in the process of
buying a ¤20 bag of grass and gives his
name and contact details. “I’ve never been
arrested before,” he tells one of the gardaí.

The siren from a rapidly approaching
Garda car fills the air: at least one of these
men is about to be taken away to Pearse
Street Garda station.

The tourist is allowed to go; sauntering
off ¤50 lighter and with no cannabis but
with a good story to tell.

The rickshaw driver who picked him up
is also searched, as is his bike. Nothing is
found and he is free to go. He leaves his
companion as he is being handcuffed on
the street and placed into the back of the

unmarked Garda car. The man is taken
away for questioning back at the station.
One of the undercover officers cycles the
rickshaw back to Pearse Street.

A thorough search of his person yields
more than ¤350 tucked away in his under-
pants. The gardaí confiscate it on suspi-
cion that it’s the proceeds of crime.

They charge the man with possession of
¤20 worth of cannabis for sale or supply,
and after a couple of hours he is granted
station bail. The low value of the drugs
makes his release inevitable.

As this driver is being processed in the
station, the undercover team venture back
out on the street and are soon observing
more interactions between drivers and pas-
sengers.

Telltale signs are communicated to
team members over the Garda radio using
discreet ear pieces. They move as a group
in tracking suspect passengers and driv-
ers. If a street deal begins, they pounce.

The gardaí working the streets are in
their 20s or early 30s. They are dressed
like anyone else socialising around town.

Some are even more covert, concealed
in positions and guises that they ask The
Irish Times not to reveal. Suffice to say that
they blend seamlessly in to the Dublin
streetscape.

Long gone is the stereotypical awkward
young garda straight off the bus from Tem-
plemore trying to act natural in the city.

These gardaí – from the Pearse Street
and Kevin Street drug units and the south
central crime task force – have developed
an impressive stealth-like street craft.

They work Grafton Street and the
streets off it regularly but also other
hotspots such as Camden Street and Tem-
ple Bar.

But is drug dealing in the rickshaw trade
such a big problem? And why are teams of
undercover gardaí being dispatched onto
the streets of Dublin to deal with ¤20 bags
of grass anyway?

Last year a pattern began to emerge of
those working in the rickshaw trade being
found with small quantities of drugs dur-
ing the course of regular Garda patrolling
in Dublin’s city centre. A closer look
showed drugs were openly being offered
for sale by some drivers to their
passengers.

The drivers were mainly aged in their
20s or early 30s and were almost all for-
eign nationals. Many are from Brazil.
Many were in Ireland on two-year student
visas and were permitted to work for 20
hours per week. Others were studying Eng-
lish and were in Ireland on nine- month vi-
sas. These were short-stay student work-
ers who took up rickshaw driving because
the barriers to entry are almost nonexist-
ent. They need no licence, no Garda vet-
ting and no tax or insurance.

Donations
They rent their rickshaws from one of five
main hire companies in Dublin for be-
tween ¤80 and ¤100 per week. There is no
suggestion that any of these companies
are involved in drug-dealing. Equally,
many rickshaw drivers do not deal.

Because the drivers’ work is not regis-
tered anywhere and they claim to take only
a “donation” from their passengers rather
than a fee, there is no need for them to pay
tax. And a large number of those attracted
to the business were clearly willing to take
some chances to supplement their income
by dealing drugs to their passengers.

And so the Garda’s Dublin South Cen-
tral Crime Task Force and the Pearse
Street Drug Unit became involved. Sgt Ger
Walshe of the Pearse Street team and Sgt
Paul Murphy from the taskforce took the
lead.

They have been supported by their uni-
form colleagues and also the Drugs and Or-
ganised Crime Bureau.

Walshe says word has quickly spread
that rickshaw drivers are the most obvious
source for illegal drugs in the city centre.

“You ask the rickshaw driver and if he
doesn’t have what you’re looking for,
many of them will bring you to another
driver who does. It’s very simple.”

Walshe and Murphy, with almost five
decades of policing between them, accept
some people many learn of the small quan-
tities of drugs being seized and wonder
why the Garda is focusing on it.

But they say if the dealing is left un-
checked in what is an unregulated trade, it
would pose a serious safety risk, including
for passengers in the rickshaws. It would

also create the impression that open drug
dealing was somehow tolerated in the Irish
capital. There is also concern in Garda cir-
cles that that would undermine the city’s
reputation domestically and even interna-
tionally.

The rate of arrests of late suggests rick-
shaws in Dublin are fast becoming the new
“street corner” for drug purchasing.
While three rickshaw drivers were arrest-
ed in the first 10 months of 2016 for drug
dealing, there were 23 arrests in the final
two months of the year.

And so far in 2017, the number of arrests
has reached 85 in the Garda district cov-
ered by Pearse Street station, the main
trading area for rickshaws.

A total of 78 drivers have been charged
with drug dealing and 23 drivers have been
convicted. Some 44 cases are ongoing and
in 19 cases the drugs seized are yet to be for-
mally certified as banned drugs. A waiting
list for such work is delaying the cases.

Small numbers of cases have been
struck out and in others bench warrants
have been issued when those due in court
failed to show up. In 12 cases the drivers, al-
most all foreign nationals, are believed to
have returned home.

The average quantity of drugs found in
the drivers’ possession has been between
¤300 and ¤400, though quantities of over
¤2,000 have been found in follow-up
searches at their homes.

Ecstasy, followed by cannabis and co-
caine, are the drugs most commonly found.
However, ketamine, LSD and the psycho-
stimulant NRG have also been discovered.

The work to catch dealers is labour-in-
tensive; requiring teams of gardaí to cov-
ertly observe drivers and passengers for
hours before an arrest can be made.

Countertactics
And the driver-dealers don’t make it easy.
Drivers communicate with each other via
WhatsApp when working and so when an
arrest is made word spreads instantly.
That means each Garda operation normal-
ly nets a small number of arrests before the
rickshaw drivers stop dealing.

And while the early operations were
easy, because the drivers had drugs hidden
on their person or in their rickshaws, the
drivers have changed their behaviour to
combat the Garda attention.

They now tend to work with a supplier,
who walks the streets where the drivers op-
erate, carrying a large quantity of drugs.

The drivers carry only a selection of
drug types in ready-for-sale street deals.
As they make sales and run low on stock,
they discreetly meet the middleman for a
resupply.

It means that when the drivers are
caught, they almost always now have just a
small number of street deals in their pos-
session.

The driver-dealers also use “walkers” –
look-outs who try to spot the undercover
gardaí watching the drivers, and share tips
of suspected Garda activity via WhatsApp.

Walshe says the change of tactics has
made the Garda’s job more difficult. “You
can still [buy] the drugs off them, but it is
not quite as straightforward now,” he says.
“This time last year you’d simply walk up
to them and they’d hand it to you, whereas

now there is usually an intermediary. You
are taken around the corner and told to go
to somebody else.”

Where the drivers are sourcing their
drugs to sell is unclear. However, at least
one link between the rickshaw trade and
cannabis has emerged.

Almost four years ago Jason Orr, then
aged 28 years and with an address in
Glenageary, south Dublin, was convicted
of possessing drugs for sale or supply. His
conviction followed the discovery of 39
cannabis plants growing in the attic of a
house where he was living two years earli-
er in Deansgrange.

He was given a suspended sentence of
three-and-a-half years after he agreed to
pay ¤1,000 to charity. The court was told
he was at low risk of re-offending and had a
rickshaw company and also an interest in a
language school.

Orr is also under investigation by Dub-
lin City Council on suspicion of renting sub-
standard accommodation, often with a
large number of tenants crammed into the
properties.

But because of the lack of regulation,
even convicted drug dealers like Orr can
continue to work in the rickshaw trade.

Passports
Dublin City Council this year issued a warn-
ing to the public, saying rickshaws were un-
safe because many were uninsured.

The National Transport Authority
launched a public consultation process
during the summer, seeking views on rick-
shaws in Dublin. Early indications are that
the public favours retaining them, if they
are regulated. The NTA says it has pre-
pared a report that is now with the Depart-
ment of Transport.

It is expected that legislation to regulate
the trade will be introduced. But until
then, the Garda is determined that those
drivers dealing drugs will not be given a
free hand.

Murphy and Walshe say that in some
cases judges have agreed not to jail the driv-
ers on conviction if they leave the country.
Passports can be surrendered to the Garda
and returned by arrangement at the board-
ing gate at Dublin Airport.

The two Garda sergeants are now trying
to determine if deportation or voluntary
departure could be used as leverage to not
only remove offenders from the State but
also deter others from becoming involved.

“We are sending the message to them
that if you come here and try this; we are
targeting it and they will be caught,” says
Murphy. “Wherever you have drug deal-
ing, you have risk – to the people buying it,
selling it and to us.

“Anywhere people are making money
from drugs you have the drugs middle
men, the enforcers, debts building up, peo-
ple overdosing. There is maybe a percep-
tion that it’s okay because it’s not taking
place in an inner-city flats complex. But we
see this for what it is; it’s not minor.”
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■ Undercover gardaí search a rickshaw
driver on Dublin’s Suffolk Street after
observing a drug deal. The identity of the
people in the picture has been obscured.
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Members of the Defence Forc-
es have described an organisa-
tion that is now in crisis, coping
with poor pay, declining train-
ing standards and ever more
people seeking to leave.

In an unprecedented piece of
research, 600 serving person-
nel spoke anonymously in focus
groups to researchers at the
University of Limerick, commis-
sioned by the Defence Forces.

The findings make for grim
reading.

There is near unanimous
agreement across all ranks and
age profiles that the Defence
Forces – made up of the Army,
Naval Service and Air Corps –
that all three arms are now at
risk.

Some officers have told how
they are kept awake at night by
concerns about whether work
carried out on aircraft in the Air
Corps leaves them safe for fly-

ing because so many experi-
enced personnel have left.

“There is going to be a huge
safety issue in the Air Corps,”
said one officer.

Others describe an accident
rate and safety record they feel
is now worse than international
military.

Pay and conditions are now
so poor that young people are
quitting as quickly as they can
after training: “The Defence
Forces has been turned into a
JobBridge,” one member said.

Others said Naval Service
personnel on Mediterranean
rescue missions return
traumatised and applying to
leave, while some chaplains
said they have given up
encouraging people to stay in
the uniform.

Living quarters for young
recruits are sharply criticised,
with one described as “Hotel
Rwanda”. One soldier said “the
people from Apollo House [a
building in Dublin occupied by
homeless people for a time in
2016-2017] wouldn’t live in the
conditions”.

Ratesofpay
During their time with
researchers, some senior
officers questioned how those
at the top of the Defence Forces
can stand over pay rates that
are so low that a quarter of
personnel are entitled to social
welfare.

In one area that will come as
a concern, personnel describe
how they and their colleagues
almost routinely hide stress.

Instead of going to the
medical services provided, they

have sought credit union loans
for private mental health
treatment because they would
suffer if the Defence Forces
knew they had problems.

The testimony from the fo-
cus groups is called Workplace
Climate in the Defence Forces
Phase 2: Results of the Focus
Group Research.

The work was commissioned
by the Defence Forces and car-
ried out between last Novem-
ber and January.

The Irish Times set out some
of the key findings in reportage
earlier this year, but the
first-person testimony from the
military personnel has not
emerged before now.

The authors of the report –
Dr Juliet Mac Mahon, Dr Sarah

Mac Curtain and Claire Har-
nett from the University of
Limerick – recommend better
pay and advise senior officers to
face up to the problems
exposed by the research.

With pay at ¤21,000 for
privates, those with families
qualify for family income
support, a reality that rankles
badly with rank-and-file,
particularly those who have
served abroad.

A number of privates spoke
of struggling to survive, often
depending on their parents.
Some of the quotes in the re-
port include:

“People have to leave to sur-
vive.”

“I can’t get a mortgage.
Some members are even on
family income supplement. We
would be better off on the dole
as we would have no bills.”

“People are sleeping in cars.
Two people in Athlone couldn’t
afford to pay to stay in the bar-
racks or commute home, so
they stayed in their cars at the
weekends.”

“I have to live with my par-
ents along with my wife and
kids.”

Noncommissioned officers
confirmed the accuracy of the
testimonies:

“We can’t help them . . . The
only thing we can do is give
them time off so they can save a
day’s childcare,” said one.

“It’s shameful that our senior
leaders . . . we cannot stand over
25 per cent of our people being
on [family income support]. At
some point someone has to say
‘This is unacceptable’,” said an-
other.

“One person has been work-
ing full time for two years with
the Navy. He is single and still
has no money to buy a pair of
runners,” said another.

Some Defence Forces chap-
lains said they were no longer
encouraging personnel to stay
on.

“Why would I encourage
them to stay in the Army? . . . It’s
now against my better instinct
to try and get them to stay . . .
¤340 [per week] wouldn’t pay
the bills,” said one.

Livingandworkingconditions
Some barracks look good on
the outside, but inside the reali-
ty is different, according to the
survey.

Comments included:
“Two showers for 40 lads

and it took four years of asking
to get another two.”

A junior noncommissioned
office said the accommodation
in Rathmines barracks was
called Hotel Rwanda.

“There is no hot water, the
water isn’t on in urinals for
some reason, no toilet roll,
walls are crusted with damp.
Yeah, I think they are going to
do something – but it’s 10 years
too late . . . We have been bang-
ing on for 10 years and living in
squalor . . . and they can restore
McKee officer mess . . . and they
handed back millions at end of
2016.”

Air Corps personnel com-
plain that some of their living
quarters are a fire risk, while
they also complain about the
food on offer:

“[We] can’t afford to buy our
own food as we pay ¤40 to eat
here and can’t leave at lunch,”
one said.

A colleague added: “Options
were fried battered fish or rib
steak in a white bun and chips.”

Female personnel who have
been away on maternity leave
were sometimes required to
parade before commanding
officers when they returned to
work, which is seen as a form of
punishment within the
military.

Another woman who did
four foreign tours of duty be-
fore she started a family said
she had to leave the Defence
Forces after 21 years because

she had not been overseas in
the years after she had had chil-
dren.

The former junior noncom-
missioned officer said she need-
ed to have done a foreign tour
between her 18th and 21st year
in order to be kept on after 21
years, but she could not do it be-
cause of childcare needs at
home.

Many believe that personnel
shortages are making life un-
safe for those who stay behind.

“We are already seeing it in
the Army – little accidents.
There is going to be a big acci-
dent,” said one senior officer.

“It’s going to come and if it
keeps on unravelling it will
come. We fear a serious inci-
dent with a number of deaths . . .
It could be overseas.”

Agreeing, another senior of-
ficer said growing training
weaknesses may be exposed on
an overseas mission, where the
Defence Forces does its high-
est-risk work.

He said the absence of “mid-
dle management” from many
units was having an impact on
the standard of training of per-
sonnel who would soon be com-
manding men in places like Syr-
ia.

“We have got to the point in
units where we are operating in

such compromised environ-
ment that … we are going to
have guys at commandant rank
who are incapable of making a
decision.”

One member of the Air
Corps was already concerned
safety had slipped considera-
bly.

“In the Air Corps we have
seen that with three or four fa-
tal accidents,” he said.

“The reports are there. And
in them you see that there are
various contributory factors”,
including on occasion “leader-
ship or management at various
levels not being there, or pre-
sent”.

Two others said Air Corps
ground crews are working too
many hours. “That’s just not
safe, and it’s not done outside of
here,” said one airman.

Meanwhile, some Naval Ser-
vice personnel fear that the
Government’s decision to ex-
pand the State’s fleet will make
a bad situation worse.

“We have eight ships, there
is rumours of a ninth. We bare-
ly have enough to man the sev-
en . . . What the hell is going on
here?” questioned one senior of-
ficer.

Stressandtrauma
The Naval Service’s Mediterra-
nean rescue missions are leav-
ing a toll: “They are coming
back mentally scarred, coming
back and being sent out to west
coast for patrols and not get-
ting much more than the dole,”
said one junior noncommis-
sioned officer.

“And we have to motivate
those to stay – we can’t moti-
vate ourselves!”

Another said: “At least 10 per
cent coming back from the Med
will apply for discharge.”

In a focus group with Perma-
nent Defence Force Other
Ranks Representative Associa-
tion, personnel claimed women
returning from maternity leave
were being treated unfairly.

In one specific example,
some women who took two ex-
tra months off were paraded on
their return.

RACO, which represents
commissioned officers, said
1,000 Defence Forces person-
nel were struggling to cope on a
monthly basis.

“That’s a cause for concern …
What are management going
to do to take care of that? The
US military has moved on in
that regard [treatment of
stress]. The Irish Defence Forc-
es has not. There is no screen-
ing for mental health before
coming in.”

A private agreed, saying peo-
ple felt they could not admit to
having any issues. “As soon as
you say you feel stressed, you
are gone: ‘Don’t ever give that
man a rifle again’ – the trust is
gone,” he said.

Anyone who sought help for
stress would be medically down-
graded and would never be up-
graded again, meaning they
would never return to full du-
ties.

A junior officer concurred:
“If you were in any other organi-
sation you would go to your doc-
tor, get time off, get better and
come back – stress and depres-
sion are treated as a medical
condition.

“You come in here and you
are downgraded; your career is
finished.”

Conor
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More than 20,000 farms have
been affected by illegal dump-
ing, according to Minister for
the Environment Denis
Naughten.

Old tyres, domestic rub-
bish, old fridges, cookers and
other kitchen goods are
among the items dumped on
one in seven of the almost
140,000 farms in the State.

The Minister said more
than 1,600 tyre retailer, pro-
ducer and collector premises
had already signed up to a new
regulatory scheme to deal
with the illegal dumping of
end-of-life tyres. Under the
scheme ¤2.80 will be added to
the cost of a car tyre and ¤1.50
to a motorbike tyre to pay for
proper, legal recycling of
end-of-life tyres.

Last month, a clean-up oper-
ation was undertaken to re-
move some 200 tyres illegally
dumped in the Feather Beds
area of the Dublin mountains.

Removing illegal dumping
costs local authorities millions
of euro every year. Mr Naught-
en said he had allocated ¤1 mil-
lion to local authorities to re-
move stockpiles of tyres.

Insisting on the need for reg-
ulations to combat illegal
dumping of end-of-life tyres,
the Minister pointed to esti-
mates by councils that more
than 750,000 tyres had been
dumped around the country.

“Over 20,000 farms have
been affected by illegal dump-
ing. The level of illegal dump-
ing of various waste types is a
major environmental prob-
lem that needs to be met
head-on,” he said.

RepakELT
The scheme will be operated
by waste recycling company
Repak ELT, and the Producer
Register Ltd will be responsi-
ble for registration and report-
ing on the regulations.

Tyre industry groups have
opposed the move. They say
the regulations will be unen-
forceable and will do nothing
to stop people dumping tyres.

Fianna Fáil environment
spokesman Timmy Dooley
had asked the Minister how he
planned to address concerns
that the environmental levy
would push consumers to buy
tyres outside the State.

Mr Naughten told him in a
written parliamentary reply
that he had met industry repre-
sentative bodies. “I listened to
their concerns and I have done
my best to address as many of
them as possible.”

The Minister stressed that
the new structures would be
supported by a strong enforce-
ment regime and this would
be a priority for local authori-
ties. He added that the Envi-
ronmental Protection Authori-
ty would have a new enforce-
ment role.

KITTYHOLLAND
SocialAffairsCorrespondent

The human rights of local-au-
thority tenants in Ireland have
been breached by local author-
ities’ failure to provide ade-
quate, clean and safe housing,
the Strasbourg-based Europe-
an Committee of Social Rights
(ECSR) will declare today.

Ina significant judgment
that could affect hundreds of
thousands of people living in
council homes, the ECSR will
rule that Ireland is in violation
of article 16 of the revised Eu-
ropean Social Charter.

Local authorities, the Coun-
cil of Europe body will declare,
have failed to “ensure the
right to housing of an ade-
quate standard for a not insig-
nificant number of families”.

Article 16 of the charter rec-
ognises that “the family as a
fundamental unit of society
has the right to appropriate so-
cial, legal and economic pro-
tection to ensure its full devel-
opment”. Included is the “pro-
vision of family housing”.

The ruling comes more
than three years after tenants
of 20 local authority estates
took a class action, alleging
that poor-quality housing was
breaching their human rights.

Known as a “collective com-
plaint”, it was submitted to the
committee by the Paris-based
International Federation for
Human Rights (FIDH) in July
2014, on behalf of the resi-
dents of estates in Dublin,
Cork and Limerick.

Adverseeffects
Persistent damp, mould grow-
ing inside their homes, persis-
tent odours, poor plumbing,
emergence of sewage from
pipes into sinks and baths, and
a lack of central heating, were
having adverse effects on their
families’ lives and breaching
rights including of the family
and children to be protected
against poverty and social ex-
clusion, they alleged.

In addition, they had no in-
dependent body to which they
could complain about the con-
ditions affecting them – unlike
private tenants, who can ap-
peal to the Residential Tenan-
cies Board.

Instead, local-authority ten-
ants must complain to their
own council – ie their landlord
– about conditions that were

the responsibility of the land-
lord to fix, in the first instance.

The ECSR committee said
it had seen evidence of “sew-
age invasions, contaminated
water, dampness” in the dwell-
ings that raise serious concern
about habitability and the
rights of tenants to services.

“It notes in particular the
high number of residents in
certain estates in Dublin com-
plaining of sewage inva-
sions . . . years after the prob-
lems were first identified.”

‘Diseasevectors’
It says it has “repeatedly held
that the right to housing for
families encompasses housing
of an adequate standard” and
that adequate housing “must
be habitable . . . providing the
inhabitants with adequate
space and protecting them
from cold, damp, heat, rain,
wind or other threats to
health, structural hazards ad
disease vectors.”

It also notes “no complete
statistics on the condition of lo-
cal authority housing have
been collected since 2002 by
the Irish authorities and that
in Ireland no national timeta-
ble exists for the refurbish-
ment of local authority hous-
ing stock”.

In light of these findings,
“the Committee finds that the
Government has failed to take
sufficient and timely meas-
ures to ensure the right to
housing of an adequate stand-
ard for a not insignificant num-
ber of families living in local
authority housing and there-
fore holds that there is a viola-
tion of article 16 of the char-
ter”.

It found four other com-
plaints, including the lack of
an independent complaints
body for local-authority ten-
ants, had not been proven to
breach charter rights.

In a briefing note the com-
mittee says: “All member
states are obliged to take steps
to address any violations
found by the ECSR.

“The Committee of Minis-
ters will now discuss this deci-
sion with a view to adopting a
formal resolution to the Irish
authorities based on the find-
ings. The committee will fol-
low up on a regular basis to see
what steps are being taken to
address the problems identi-
fied”.

‘‘

■Poor paymeans one in fourmembers of the Defence Forces
is entitled to social welfare payments

Home News

Defence Forces under siege: pay, training,
housing cause concern across the ranks

Councilhomes
‘breachrights
of tenants’

Tomorrowin
THE IRISH TIMES

Richie Sadlier | Halloween outings | Lower back pain | Dublinmarathon countdown

Where’s yourheadat?
Life aftera traumatic
brain injury

WIN
Apair of LonginesMaster Collection

watches worth over €3,500

7WI
i f L

For T&Cs visit irishtimes.com/competitions/weirs

It’s going to come
and if it keepson
unravelling itwill
come.We feara
serious incident
withanumberof
deaths

DefenceForces
survey reveals
plummetingmorale
and increasedstress

Retailersandproducers
signuptotyrescheme

Report on footof collective complaint
findsviolationofEuropeanSocialCharter

2 THE IRISH TIMES
Monday, October 23 , 2017




