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B
rian McDonagh’s name is  
well known in certain circles. To 
Apple, he’s the man who scuppered 
its data centre in Athenry. To Ulster 
Bank, he’s the man who owes it 
€22 million, along with his two 

brothers. To An Bord Pleanála, he’s the man 
who took it to the highest courts in the country 
and won. To the Supreme Court, he’s the man 
who lacked candour in his judicial review 
against the Apple data centre. To Wicklow 
County Council, he’s a permanent presence.
to page 2

By Barry J Whyte

Brian McDonagh, a little 
known businessman, 
helped to shoot down 
a €1 billion investment 
in Athenry by Apple, the 
world’s biggest company. 
But that’s not the only fight 
he’s been embroiled in. 
Today, The Sunday Business 
Post looks at one man’s 
long data centre war

The curious case of the man 
who stopped a €1 billion 

investment by Apple
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According to McDonagh himself, he’s 

just an ordinary businessman trying to 
get ahead, assailed on all sides by his 
enemies: a man who has tried for more 
than a decade to get a data centre built 
on a plot of land he bought on the bucolic 
grounds of Mount Kennedy House in Co 
Wicklow. 

His efforts have cost him plenty, fi-
nancially and personally; and his fights 
with Ulster Bank, the National Roads 
Authority, Wicklow County Council, the 
Supreme Court and the world’s biggest 
technology company have racked up tens 
of millions of euro in debt and legal fees. 
And, according to McDonagh, the battle 
is far from over. 

]]]

The problems all stem from a plot 
of land in rural Wicklow that 
McDonagh, a heat pump and 
refrigeration engineer, bought 

in 2007 from the estate of businessman 
Cecil Quinn, Ireland’s former honorary 
consul to Nigeria.

Along with his brothers Kenneth and 
Maurice, McDonagh negotiated a €22 
million loan from Ulster Bank to buy 
the land with the intention of building 
an industrial estate on the site. 

They immediately ran into planning 
problems. According to McDonagh, just 
as they had submitted a plan for per-
mission to build their intended tech-
nology park, they discovered the site 
was going to be de-zoned by Wicklow 
County Council under the next phase of 
the county’s development plan – a move 
that would be likely to see it designated 
unsuitable for employment purposes, 
torpedoing their plans. 

McDonagh recalls being told just “a 
couple of weeks after we bought it that 
these lands are going to be de-zoned and 
there’s new lands going to be zoned over 
here”, a reference to a plot of land near 
his newly bought site. “They were taking 
away our zoning for employment,” he 
says, and transferring it to another plot 
nearby, in effect. 

It was a shock to the McDonaghs. “We 
said: ‘Holy God, you can’t be serious, we 
just borrowed a lot of money to develop 
this’.”

What followed was a series of heavily 
disputed events.

For starters, McDonagh alleges he 
was approached by a number of people 
who proposed that he buy a different 
site nearby for €40 million. The land, 
McDonagh says he later discovered, was 
part-owned by Wicklow County Council 
and – worse – was unzoned. 

McDonagh says he was assured plan-
ning would be forthcoming on the land, 
and he says he was shown a draft version 
of the local area plan which, as well as 
showing the zoning for this proposed plot 
of land, showed conclusively that his land 
would be de-zoned. Instead of agreeing 
to the deal, he immediately sent in his 
lawyers, Whitney Moore, to threaten to 
injunct the local area plan. 

However, despite that threatened 
injunction and McDonagh’s lobbying 
efforts among the local councillors, the 
new local area plan was enacted – thus 
de-zoning the land he had just spent €22 
million to buy.

Soon after, McDonagh says that he was 
invited to a meeting with local council-
lor Pat Vance in the Ramada Hotel. “I 
remember he didn’t want to have it in 
the reception area, so it was over in the 
corner where no one could hear.” 

Vance remembers it entirely differ-
ently, describing it as a good faith effort 
to broker a compromise. Either way, as 
both McDonagh and Vance remember 
it, he was presented with two options 
for zoning on the site: data centre or 
agricultural. 

“What choice had we got?” McDonagh 
recalls of the proposition. “What would 
you have done?”

However, McDonagh’s version of 
events is far from undisputed. In fact, 
as part of his lengthy wrangling over 
planning on the site, he asked for help 
from Dick Roche – the former junior 
minister for European affairs, who had 
lost his seat in the general election held 
in early 2011 – who wrote to the secre-
tary general of the Department of the 
Environment to raise the issue. Roche 
outlined McDonagh’s description of the 
planning dispute and, in early 2012, he 
got a response from Desmond O’Brien, 
the director of planning at Wicklow 
County Council. 

O’Brien’s letter – which is written in 
the most florid language – contests Mc-
Donagh’s version of events. 

For starters, O’Brien said, there was 

no dispute over planning, since the 
McDonaghs’ land was never inside the 
boundaries of the local area plan. “There 
is a possibility that the McDonaghs felt 
there was a dispute as they tried un-
successfully to have their land zoned in 
the local area plan, but by no stretch of 
the language could this be deemed as a 
dispute between the parties concerned,” 
he wrote. 

“There was no question of ‘zoning’ 
on the McDonaghs’ lands being trans-
ferred to another site, as their land was 
not zoned in the then existing local area 
plan in any case,” he added. 

He also insisted that McDonagh was 
not contacted by a senior planning of-
ficial, nor was he invited by the council 
or any of its officials to come up with an 
alternative proposal for his lands. 

“That is not the way regulatory au-
thorities work, and is certainly not how 
Wicklow County Council operates. The 
McDonaghs came up with the idea of a 
data storage centre, and we gave feedback 
that we considered that such a use would 
be within the scope of possibility. We 
never offered to change the zoning on the 
site to agriculture,” he wrote, adding that 
“we couldn’t have, as the site was outside 
the boundary of the local area plan”. 

On the proposed deal in relation to un-
zoned lands, the planner wrote that it was 
an effort to attract business to Wicklow, 
and par for the course for a council and 
its economic development objectives. 

He described as “utter nonsense” the 
characterisation of the meeting as an 
“attempt by a council official to entice 
the McDonaghs to do a deal for another 
site [as] so extraordinary that it merits 
investigation”. 

“To come to such a construction of 
events in itself would be quite amus-
ing,” the official wrote, “if it did not drag 
the good name of not only individuals 
but also of the public service itself into 
disrepute.” 

McDonagh disputes the suggestion 
that his land was not inside the local area 
plan, but the reality is that the planning 
process had moved on and McDonagh’s 
choices in that regard had been dramat-
ically simplified for him. 

Since McDonagh had no background 
in agriculture, and knew data centres 
quite well from his days as a refrigeration 
and heat pump engineer, his best option 
for that site was a data centre. And not 
just an ordinary data centre: one which 
would use energy recovery to harvest the 
enormous heat from the centre’s servers 
for use as electricity. 

“I figured that we could use the same 
technology [from refrigeration] to get the 
heat out and use it for something else,” he 
says. “A data centre produces the heat in 
the winter, other buildings produce the 
heat in the summer and no one wants 
it in the summer. The data centre is very 
unique and it churns out that heat in the 
winter when people are paying 10 cent 
a kilowatt hour for it.”

And so the data centre idea was born. 
But it was not the last hurdle the Mc-
Donaghs would have to leap.
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In 2010, McDonagh withdrew his 
original plan and submitted a new 
plan to Wicklow County Council and 
was granted planning permission. 

It wasn’t entirely incident-free, though. 
For starters, in March 2010 the council’s 
own planning adviser recommended that 
the plan be turned down on the grounds 
that the application was “contrary to the 
principles of sustainable development”, 
that the proposed large-scale industrial 
units would be out of keeping with the 
area, that it would be on the grounds of 
a protected structure in Mount Kennedy 
House, and that it would have an impact 
on traffic. 

This was overruled by Wicklow Coun-
ty Council, which granted permission, 
which was then appealed to An Bord 
Pleanála by the National Roads Author-
ity and a local farmer, Marc Michel, on 
various grounds. The county’s planning 
inspector had actually recommended 
turning down the plan – because it was 
out of keeping with the area and would 
have an impact on the local traffic – but a 
senior officer in the council neatly elided 
that by seeking further information on 
those issues, while scaling down the size 
of the planned data centre. 

Michel, in particular, felt aggrieved 
that the decision to grant was taken af-
ter what he believes was “inadequate 
consideration” – with particular regard 
to the apparent overruling of the original 
planner’s recommendation. 

Meanwhile, despite having declined 
to comment on the original application, 

the National Roads Authority popped 
up to appeal it to An Bord Pleanála on 
the grounds that it would have a major 
impact on local traffic. 

McDonagh felt he could sort it out 
pretty swiftly – but he was wrong. He 
made several phone calls to the NRA to 
try to resolve the matter, he said, meeting 

them a number of times to tease out the 
issues around the Ballyroan interchange 
near the proposed data centre. 

He asked Roche to help out, and Roche 
made several approaches to the NRA, 
Wicklow County Council and the De-
partment of the Environment, all to no 
avail. 

In his letter, Roche suggested that 
the McDonaghs had been caught up in 
“an extraordinary stand-off between 
two statutory agencies” – the NRA and 
Wicklow County Council – over roads 
and planning, and that McDonagh had 
been “caught in the crossfire” between 
the two bodies. 

Meanwhile, McDonagh continued to 
ring the NRA to try to resolve its problems 
with the traffic plan. Eventually he was 
put through to Sean O’Neill, the NRA’s 
director of communications. 

According to McDonagh, during the 
conversation, O’Neill suggested that Mc-
Donagh should talk to a friend of his, a 
property developer named Marc Craven, 
who later got in touch with McDonagh 
offering to meet and talk to him about an 
alternative site. McDonagh was not happy 

that this approach was made, saying that 
it made him uncomfortable. 

O’Neill disagreed with McDonagh’s 
recollection. When contacted by this 
newspaper, O’Neill said: “Yes, to the 
best of my recollection, it was during 
the depths of the recession and there 
was a call that came in accusing the NRA 
of taking jobs away from Ireland. I took 
his passion on keeping jobs in Ireland 
sincerely and in an open gesture as a 
citizen, not as a spokesperson, offered 
to put him in contact with a friend of 
mine who might have a common interest. 
Any inference other than my effort as a 
citizen to keep jobs in Ireland is unfair.”

It’s not the only allegation that Mc-
Donagh makes about that time. He also 
says that someone whom he calls “a very 
senior politician” made a phone call to his 
brother’s mobile phone while they were 
in the offices of the NRA and warned: 
“You better get out of there, the guards 
are coming down to arrest you.”

“That was the biggest mistake we ever 
made. We should’ve stayed and been 
arrested, but we left. And we left the 
report for the NRA to read.”

The Sunday Business Post contacted the 
“very senior politician” who McDonagh 
alleges called his brother, but this in-
dividual denied having ever made the 
call. There is no suggestion that the NRA 
knew of this call. 

With the clock ticking down, An Bord 
Pleanála had to make a decision on the 
plan. McDonagh finally had a break-
through. First, the NRA finally came 
around to his way of thinking about 
the traffic and withdrew its objection 
(though no reason was ever given, with 
Roche saying in his letter that “the man-
ner in which this agreement was ‘pulled 
out of the hat’ after months during which 
both state agencies adamantly rejected 
numerous requests that the two bodies 
settle their differences adds weight to the 
suggestion . . . [that McDonagh] . . . had 
been caught in the crossfire”). 

Soon after that, Michel – the local 
farmer who had objected – also with-
drew his objection after discussions with 
McDonagh. (Despite several efforts by 

The Sunday Business Post to contact Mi-
chel, he did not respond to requests to 
explain why.) 

Either way, McDonagh thought he was 
in the clear with time to spare. Without 
any objectors, the plan could go ahead, 
he concluded. He was wrong. Instead of 
dropping the appeal, An Bord Pleanála 
sat down to consider it. Worse, it reversed 
the decision entirely. 

In its report, An Bord Pleanála’s in-
spector argued that, although the Wick-
low Local Area Plan allowed for the data 
centre – indeed, the inspector wrote that 
“it seems as if the plan was written spe-
cifically to facilitate this development” 
– the inspector concluded that he did 
“not consider that there are any special 
circumstances to justify the location of 
the proposed use on this site – on the 
contrary, I consider the site to be highly 
problematic by way of its location in a 
sensitive site within demesne lands”.

Among the problems were the is-
sue of traffic (again), the likely “minor 
economic benefits to the small number 
of pub/retail outlets in Kilpedder from 
having additional workers in the vicini-
ty”, and the “serious injury to the visual 
amenity of Mountkennedy House and 
demesne”.

So instead of dropping the appeal when 
the objectors withdrew, the planning 
board decided to reverse his permission. 
Once again, McDonagh found himself at 
the bottom of a hill staring up.

He immediately contacted Arthur Cox 
solicitors, which was handling a simi-
lar case on behalf of another developer 
in Wexford who had similarly seen an 
application go against him despite the 
objectors withdrawing their appeals. 

McDonagh’s argument was that with-
out an objection to consider, An Bord 
Pleanála had acted ultra vires – that is, 
outside its powers. 

An Bord Pleanála didn’t agree, arguing 
the letters withdrawing the appeals had 
not been received in time and that a de-
cision had already been made in the case.

McDonagh won in the High Court, 
where An Bord Pleanála’s position 
was described by Mr Justice John Mac-

 ‘‘

 ’’

I took a judicial 
review, figuring 
there was a 
mistake made

There were no 
roads, no power, 
no fibre, no water, 
no gas supply. I 
thought, there’s 
not a chance in hell 
Apple are going to 
get through this

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar with Tim Cook, the chief executive of Apple

A computer-generated image of the data centre that Apple had planned to buildThe site in Athenry where Apple planned to build a data centre
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Menamin as “absolutist” and “a house 
of cards”. 

The board appealed it to the Supreme 
Court, with McDonagh rapidly running 
out of money, where it was again told it 
had erred. Seven years after McDonagh 
had bought the site, the data centre could 
now finally go ahead. 

]]]

Unfortunately, the Supreme 
Court victory had been a 
pyrrhic one. Four years had 
passed since the McDonaghs 

had drawn down on their loan with Ulster 
Bank, and the bank was beginning to 
get itchy feet.

That wasn’t entirely unreasonable. The 
delays meant that nothing had been done 
on the site, and meanwhile McDonagh 
had fallen behind in his repayments. 
Though he says that he hadn’t been in 
arrears, court proceedings from a re-
lated case from 2014 suggest a compli-
cated situation. In his judgment from 
that earlier case, Justice David Keane 
notes that McDonagh “avers to certain 
legal disputes that arose in connection 

with the development of the Kilpeddar 
lands. Evidently this had implications 
for [McDonagh’s] repayment of the loan 
. . . although the plaintiff is reticent in 
addressing the nature and extent of his 
default in that regard”. 

It meant that, six months before An 
Bord Pleanála finally caved on the plan-
ning appeal and granted him permission 
to build, McDonagh and his brothers had 
been forced to come to a compromise 
agreement with the bank which would 
see the McDonaghs sell off a number of 
private properties, including his family 
home and a holiday home in Portugal, 
along with the site for the proposed data 
centre. Sell the assets, the compromise 
deal said, and the bank would wipe out 
the rest of the debt.

“We said it was very tough but 
we’d do it,” he says. “It was absolutely 
gut-wrenching; we were floored.”

It was nothing like the clean break 
either McDonagh or the banks had hoped 
for. To begin with, there was a dispute 
over just when the compromise agree-
ment legally began – which had major 
significance when the agreement began 
to come apart. 

For example, in October 2014, Mc-
Donagh initiated proceedings against Ul-
ster Bank, claiming that it had breached 
the agreement by sending in receivers 
over the properties. He secured an in-
junction against the bank doing so, 
claiming as part of those proceedings that 
the bank had wrongly taken €325,000 
from one of his accounts, contrary to the 
terms of the agreement. 

McDonagh had sought an injunction 
preventing Ulster Bank from taking any 
further actions to enforce the compro-
mise agreement on the grounds that it 
had breached the compromise agree-
ment by withdrawing funds from his 
account, that it had placed receivers over 
the data centre lands, and that it had 
refused to accept a deal on the sale of 
the land.

For its part, the bank claimed that the 
compromise agreement wasn’t operative 
because McDonagh hadn’t initialled the 
agreement to establish its effective date – 
thus they hadn’t been bound by its terms. 

Ulster Bank’s sales agent had lined up a 
buyer in Australian businessman Robert 
Edward Bradley Speirs, the new owner 
of Mount Kennedy House – just next 
door to McDonagh’s planned data centre. 

Meanwhile, the McDonaghs had used 
their own agent to set up a deal with a 
company called Granja Limited for an 
amount of €1.501 million after a lengthy 
bidding process. Granja was owned by 
one Tain Su Ooi, a Malaysian business-
man who also happened to be the brother 
of McDonagh’s then girlfriend (now his 
wife). 

Ulster Bank, for its part, argued that 
McDonagh hadn’t told them about the 
deal with Granja, and that he hadn’t made 
“a full and frank disclosure” of who was 
behind the company. 

It was an intractable, he-said-she-said 
series of allegations, but Judge Keane 
concluded that McDonagh had not dis-
closed to the court the date on which the 
compromise agreement was to become 
operative, and hadn’t disclosed his rela-
tionship to Tain Su Ooi.

According to Keane, the omission of 
these facts was material, stating that 
“it’s difficult to conceive that those facts 
would not have affected the mind of the 
court” in granting the interim injunction, 
since McDonagh had not supplied infor-

mation about when the compromise deal 
came into effect, nor had he been clear 
about the appointment of the receivers; 
and finally that he hadn’t disclosed his 
close relationship with the buyer.

Keane said that “while I do not go so 
far as to find that the non-disclosure at 
issue was deliberate, I am quite satisfied 
that it involved a culpable failure on the 
part of the plaintiff”. 

He struck out the injunction and re-
fused McDonagh’s application for inter-
locutory injunction. 

That was not the end of the legal wran-
gling, however, and the battle between 
McDonagh and Ulster Bank erupted 
again earlier this year when the bank 
– apparently frustrated at the lack of 
progress – went to the court seeking a 
judgment against the brothers over the 
loan, claiming that Granja had been ‘a 
front’ company for McDonagh himself. 

McDonagh denies the claim. The 
brothers have yet to file a defence in 
the case. 

Meanwhile, McDonagh is being sued 
– along with the bank – by Granja over 
the failure of the deal to go through. Both 
cases will be back in court next month. 

]]]

Amid all this legal kerfuffle, Mc-
Donagh had time to instigate 
the legal action for which he 
is arguably most famous – 

though, by his own telling, it’s been badly 
misrepresented by the media.

In 2015, he heard that Apple was ap-
plying for planning permission to build a 
data centre on Coillte lands near Athenry 
in Co Galway.

At the time, he says, he went over to 
have a look at the site to assess its suit-
ability.

“There were no roads, no power, no 
fibre, no water, no gas supply, and it 
was six miles outside Athenry village. 
I thought, no way, there’s not a chance 
in hell they’re going to get through this 
because An Bord Pleanála had refused 
the grant to [give him permission in] 
Wicklow. So I’m thinking there’s not a 
chance in hell they’ll let a data centre  
[be built] and destroy a forest.”

For this reason, he says, he did not 
object to the application when it was 
before Galway County Council because, 
in his words: “I didn’t feel the need.” 

It came as a shock, then, when Apple 
got permission from An Bord Pleanála. 
It left him with only one – expensive 
– option. 

“I took a judicial review, figuring there 
was a mistake made. An Bord Pleanála 
can’t have said that a site in Wicklow 
is not suitable and a site in Athenry is 
suitable. I took a judicial review simply 
to see if there was a mistake made. That 
was the basis of my judicial review.”

McDonagh took the case himself since 
he couldn’t afford the fees, but it didn’t 
go so well. As he puts it himself, “I got 
a damning judgment against me in that 
case.”

As well as deciding that McDonagh 
had no locus standi, the judge said that 
“an applicant for leave to apply for ju-
dicial review must exercise the utmost 
good faith and make full disclosure of 
all material facts”. McDonagh, he said, 
hadn’t done so. 

The judge said McDonagh “did not dis-
close in his grounding affidavit that he 
was the company secretary, director and 
shareholder of a limited liability com-
pany called Ecologic Datacentre Ltd . . . 
[which] was the beneficiary of a grant 
of planning permission from Wicklow 
County Council for the construction of a 
data centre” in Newtownmountkennedy. 

Moreover, “McDonagh [had] informed 

the Commercial Court that he advised 
the promoters of the data centre de-
velopment . . . but that he had no other 
involvement with that project”. 

Though McDonagh claimed the lands 
had been sold to Granja, the judge in-
sisted the lands remained his – at least 
according to the Land Registry – and that 
he should have told the court this when 
he was making his application. 

On top of all this, McDonagh had 
“sought to market his lands with ben-
efit of planning permission to Apple to 
meet its data centre requirements”, and 

the court was shown that “a number of 
emails were exhibited concerning this 
matter”. 

The judge accused McDonagh of “sig-
nificant non-disclosure and lack of can-
dour in these proceedings” in relation to 
his interest in challenging Apple’s plan-
ning permission, and pointed out that 
even if his appeal had any merit – and 
he made it clear that he felt it did not – 
that the application “should be refused 
in the exercise of the court’s discretion 
by reason of non-disclosure and lack 
of candour”. 

McDonagh claims that his approach to 
Apple was misrepresented. “They used 
that against me in court, that I hadn’t told 
the court I’d already approached Apple,” 
he says. “But I approached everyone!” 

In any case, it hardly mattered with the 
judicial review rejected, and McDonagh 
accepted that the judgment was a body 
blow. 

If the judge had been rough with him, 
the court of public opinion was even 
more so, blaming him for costing Ire-
land a potentially lucrative development 
with one of the biggest tech companies 
in the world. 

]]]

All of which means that, as 2018 
draws to a close, McDonagh 
finds himself associated with 
the failure of two data centre 

projects. 
Last May, Apple announced that af-

ter all the planning delays, it would be 
scrapping its plan to build the data centre 
after all. 

Apple chief executive Tim Cook said 
while his company remained committed 
to Ireland: “I would hope that the process 
can just work faster because businesses 
need a level of certainty over time. That 
doesn’t mean that every call should be 
what we want or what any company 
wants, but the speed of it is key.”

Meanwhile, McDonagh’s Wicklow 
project continues to languish, and he 
says that he is currently doing his best 
to eke out a living. 

“I’ve been scraping money together, 
borrowing from family,” he says, since 
the bank closed down his business as 
part of the sales process connected to 
the compromise agreement. 

“I had a 40-year-old business in Bal-
lymount. One day, I arrived and there 
were security men in my building. I went 
down to the guards and I complained. 
The guards told me it was a civil matter.”

He remains reasonably hopeful he will 
come out the other side, even though he 
acknowledges that with the court cases 
still unresolved, the Wicklow site is “a 
dead duck as far as everyone is con-
cerned”. 

“My energy recovery thing [which will 
harvest heat from the data centre for use 
as electricity] might pull this out of the 
ashes, if I work with Tain Su on it and 
we build a proper energy recovery data 
centre,” he said.

“If Tain Su wins, then he can go looking 
for a client and we can talk to the client. 
We’ve a very good energy recovery data 
centre plan. Every watt that every com-
puter uses gets turned into heat, and that 
heat is very valuable.

“I’m not finished fighting yet.”

I had a 40-year-
old business in 
Ballymount. One 
day, I arrived 
and there were 
security men in 
my building

Members of the ‘Athenry for Apple’ group pictured leaving the Four Courts in October 2017 after the Commercial Court had 
backed An Bord Pleanála’s decision to grant permission to Apple to build the €850 million data centre in Athenry Collins

A computer-generated image of the data centre that Apple had planned to build

Athenry residents attend a rally in 2016 calling for the establishment of an Apple data centre

Brian McDonagh, on the 

site where he hopes to 

build a data centre in 

Kilpedder in Co Wicklow

Picture: Fergal Phillips
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I
t’s Tuesday night in Doonbeg, and a 
handful of locals are gathered in Tommy 
Tubridy’s bar on the main street. Tommy 
is behind the bar with his sleeves rolled 
up to his forearms and, as I walk in, four 
of his regulars are gathered around the 

taps in a tight cluster, reading aloud from a 
letter. Their faces are portraits of seriousness 
and concern, and Tubridy’s brow is similarly 
furrowed.
to page 2

By Barry J Whyte

Gratitude for the jobs that Donald Trump has 
created in Doonbeg is tempered by misgivings 
about his character and politics. So how 
does a quiet village in west Clare balance 
the financial benefits of the US president’s 
investment with the unforgiving publicity 
that such a relationship inevitably brings?
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Tommy Comerford in Doonbeg: 

‘We’re hardy. We’ve to fight 

for anything we can get’
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I can’t properly hear what they’re say-

ing, but I think I hear one of them reading: 
“You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Before I can hear any more, Tommy 
sees me entering through the bar’s half-
doors and whips away the letter, folds 
it back up, tucks it under his arm, and 
disappears through the door into his pri-
vate residence.

A hush falls. I was in the bar earlier in 
the day chatting amiably to Tommy about 
Trump and his golf course up the road, 
but now there’s an awkward silence in 
the half-empty room. Nevertheless, cu-
riosity about the letter continues. When 
Tommy returns, a smaller group of men 
at the far end of the bar – who probably 
don’t know I’m a journalist – want to 
know more. 

One of them asks: “An bhfuil signature 
air, Tommy?” This isn’t a Gaeltacht area, 
nor is that an unbreakable code, and it’s 
obvious he’s curious to see was the letter 
signed or unsigned. It’s not clear why. 

Instead of answering, Tommy pours 
me a pint of stout – with my name signed 
on top of it, as he promised earlier in the 
day – and the conversation eventually 
loosens up to the typical Irish pub fare 
of Gaelic football, and how many pints 
one well-known local can drink, and of 
who’s old and who’s dead. 

There’s a brief discussion of how 
Tommy’s son – Clare footballer David 
Tubridy – is the future for the pub, and 
later a cake is whipped out for one of the 
regular’s birthdays. However, the talk 
never returns to the letter. 

What lingers, though, is the sense 
that behind the bunting and flags and 
hearty welcomes for Donald Trump, 
something’s afoot in Doonbeg. 

A handful of journalists have already 
preceded me, I’m reliably informed by 
everyone I speak to. Easily dozens more 
will arrive next week when the US pres-
ident arrives in his first appearance as 
president, a moment that – for good or 
for ill – will put Doonbeg into the head-
lines. It’s plain that not everyone, either 
inside Doonbeg or outside, is comfortable 
with the idea.
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Doonbeg is a small village on the 
west coast of Ireland, a relative-
ly modest spot compared with 
some of the more spectacular 

sights along the Wild Atlantic Way. 
A stroll around the village will take 

ten minutes at most, taking you from 

the parish church at the top of the town 
– outside of which, on three flagpoles, 
fly the Irish tricolour, the blue and yel-
low Clare flag, and the Stars and Stripes, 
above a monument bearing a replica of 
the Easter Rising declaration – down past 
the town hall, past Whelan’s shop, past a 
cluster of pubs, past a small smattering 
of houses facing onto the main street, 
and finally ending at McInerney’s cor-
ner shop.

The village has been home to Doonbeg 
golf course and hotel since 2002 and 
the unofficial Irish headquarters of the 
Trump organisation since 2014. Since 
Trump was elected president in 2016, it 
has turned this previously little-known 
village on the Atlantic coast into the Irish 
lightning rod for the growing storm of 
anti-Trump sentiment.  

All of which means the locals – who 
are used to journalists by now, particu-
larly in this week before Trump’s vis-
it – are well practised at batting back 
non-answers about Trump’s character 
and politics, striking a kind of Jesuitical 
separation of Church and state between 
the man, the business and the White 
House. 

Michael Gallagher, a semi-retired lo-
cal psychotherapist, sets out the case 
succinctly on the first day I arrive in the 

village. Trump’s hotel keeps the students 
in the town for the summer, and keeps 
the adults in the country all year round, 
he says. Indeed, if it wasn’t for the jobs the 
hotel provides, “they’d all have left, they 
would be in the States. Instead, they’re 
staying on and all because there’s a good 
wage up there”.

Gallagher outlines what could feasibly 
be called the official Doonbeg position 
on Trump, which is a kind of elaborate, 
hair-splitting no-comment.

“I think at the moment people are not 
really worried about the politics,” he 
says. “They see him as an employer and 
as the head of a state. His policies are 
not going to enter the equation. They’d 
just like to see him come, enjoy himself, 
play his round of golf next Saturday and 
head back to his plane with a good taste 
in his mouth.” 

It’s a version of the headline we’ve 
been reading for the last few weeks, from 
Senan McCarthy of Danubio guesthouse 
telling the Irish Independent that Trump 
is a “godsend”, to Father John Haugh 
telling a local newspaper that Trump 
would be going to heaven. 

And it has painted the people of Doon-
beg as little more than characters from 
a John B Keane play: grasping, sim-
ple-minded bumpkins embarrassing 

themselves in front of the supposed ur-
ban sophisticates. But as with anything 
related to Donald Trump, it’s rarely that 
simple. 
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What is missed in all the fu-
rore about Trump and all 
the headlines that depict 
Doonbeg’s residents as 

blithe supporters of Trump, regardless 
of his appalling track record, is that the 
golf resort is utterly vital to the economy 
of the village. 

Its general manager Joe Russell gives 
a good potted history of how the resort 
emerged from the fields and dunes at the 
back of the village thanks in no small part 
to the endeavour and imagination of the 
locals, who sought a grant to develop the 
course, then went out to hustle as hard 
as they could. 

Russell came on board in 2002 – by 
which time the relatively stable employ-
ment in the nearby Moneypoint power 
station was beginning to fade – and he 
oversaw the building of the hotel and the 
lodges. He was there through the hard 
years of the crash and the even harder 
years after Buddy Darby and Leonard 
Long, who controlled the resort’s owner 

Kiawah Partners, fell out and the resort 
was put up for sale.

When Trump emerged as a bidder, 
the giant storm of 2014 had hammered 
the hotel, meaning that the new owner 
would not only need to stump up the 
necessary €15 million, but would need 
to invest millions more on top of that. 

The Trumps did just that, and today 
the resort employs more than 300 people 
in the summer and supports not just 
the people who work there, but the lo-
cal suppliers who sell to the hotel, and 
the shops, bars and pubs that sell to the 
tourists. 

“The community truly appreciate what 
he’s done with them,” Russell told me. 
“When he arrived on the scene it had 
been a tough couple of years, reces-
sion-wise. It had been a tough couple 
of years with the ownership departure, 
and many of the people in that commu-
nity work here [in the resort]. So they’re 
interlinked.”

The gratitude is real and palpable, as 
Tommy Tubridy will attest.  

“People don’t realise the employment 
he’s giving. Where would we be without 
the employment he’s giving? I wouldn’t 
have my family around me,” he says. 
“I’ve three in my family. Two of them 
working in the business and another 
one indirectly working with me. I can 
keep my son and daughter around me 
here and I’ve five grandchildren and I’m 
very proud they’re around me every day.”

In fact, in a very real way, all that Doon-
beg has done is replicate Irish industrial 
policy, by bringing in high-quality jobs 
through foreign direct investment at a 
local level.

The unfortunate side effect of such an 
FDI policy – much like Ireland’s relation-
ship with Apple, which has given jobs, 
but also caused massive reputational 
damage and left us forced to pick up that 
$13 billion tax bill – is that the people of 
Doonbeg have ended up in hock to one 
of the most reviled men in American 
politics and indeed the world. 

Probe for a while and it’s clear there are 
as many misgivings about Trump inside 
Doonbeg as there is gratitude for the jobs. 

Audrey Reidy works in Whelan’s 
shop at the top of the village and – at 
first – she’s keen to point out how great 
the visit is for Doonbeg, and how it will 
“hopefully put us more on the map than 
we are already”. 

Like Gallagher, she points out that “a 
lot of Americans are for him”, but claims 
that “I don’t have any great opinion” on 
Trump himself. But what about the things 
he says and does, I ask. You don’t need to 
pick up a newspaper every day to know 
about those? 

Eventually she concedes: “We’re not 
going to give him bad publicity when 
he’s spending money into the place and 
creating work. We probably don’t agree 
with his politics, but we don’t want to 
rock boats.” 

It’s a common view in the town. Take 
Tommy Comerford, who runs Comer-
ford’s pub just a few paces down the 
street from Tommy Tubridy’s. I ask him 
about Trump’s sexism and racism and 
erratic, provocative rhetoric. Surely if 
he had a customer in his bar who was 
bragging about grabbing women’s “puss-
ies”, he’d have that customer thrown off 
the premises? 

Comerford acknowledges the point, 
and even agrees to an extent, “but on the 
other side, like, there’s a lot of leaders 

around the world you could compare 
him with. He’s not 100 per cent, but there 
are other leaders around the world that 
have done terrible things”.

That’s perfectly true, but they’re not 
investing in Doonbeg and being wel-
comed with open arms, I suggest. “That’s 
a point, I suppose,” Comerford agrees. 

He adds, much like Audrey Reidy: “We 
have to be so careful because we don’t 
want to be seen making the headline that 
people from Doonbeg don’t like Trump. 
We cannot say that because he’s such a 
vital investment. You cannot turn away 
someone that has given you a lifeblood 
to survive.”
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Any nervousness they might 
have is well-founded, and 
they don’t need to look too far 
to find examples of what can 

happen to locals who oppose Trump’s 
developments. 

There’s not much discussion of Scot-
land in Doonbeg, other than to remark 
upon how luxurious his resorts there 
are. But Trump’s experience in Scotland 
serves as a fair warning for the people 
of Doonbeg.

The pattern is much the same. Accord-
ing to a detailed BBC report from 2018, 
Trump “fought and won the planning 
rights to [build the world’s greatest golf 
course] – bulldozing his way through 
environmental objections with the bold 
promise of a £1 billion investment and 
thousands of jobs”.

One of the people he clashed with was 
David Milne, who lives beside Trump’s 
course in Aberdeen. Actually, it’s more 
accurate to say that Milne and his wife 
Moira’s home is surrounded by Trump 
land because they refused to sell to him 
as he hoovered up the land all round. 

According to the BBC, Trump was 
caught on film in 2010 leaning out of a 
Range Rover saying, “I want to get rid of 
that house.” When advised by an em-
ployee that this approach could cause a 
“bit of stir”, he replied: “Who cares, who 
cares, you know what, who cares? We 
are going to build the greatest golf course 
in the world. This house is ugly.”

In one incident – that could easily have 
been interpreted as an effort at intimi-
dation (though the Trump organisation 
denied it was that) – his workers mound-
ed earth around the Milnes’ property. 
And while the earth was later removed, 
the trees Trump planted to block off the 
view of the house from the golf course 
remain there.

Another local landowner who refused 
to sell was Michael Forbes, who then 
found Trump had effectively fenced him 
off from the golf course. Trump even 
threatened to use a compulsory purchase 
order to remove Forbes – who by then 
had painted a corrugated metal shed on 
his land with anti-Trump slogans – off 
the land.

Forbes’s steadfast refusal to sell gen-
erated huge amounts of publicity, and 
when the famous Scotch brand Glen-
fiddich named Forbes the Top Scot for 
2012, Trump lashed out by describing 
Forbes’s farm as “a total pigsty”, said the 
award was “a terrible embarrassment to 
Scotland” and vowed that “no Trump 
property will ever do business with 
Glenfiddich or William Grant & Sons”.

It has led to an almost toxic relation-
ship between Trump and Scotland, with 

 ‘‘
 ’’

We have to be so careful because we don’t 
want to be seen making the headline that 
people from Doonbeg don’t like Trump. We 
cannot say that because he’s such a vital 
investment. You cannot turn away someone 
that has given you a lifeblood to survive 

John Flanagan, local farmer and head of Doonbeg Community Development, is looking forward to Trump’s visit Arthur Ellis

A golfer tees off on the first hole at Trump International in Doonbeg Arthur Ellis

Rita McInerney in her shop in Doonbeg: ‘If he invited me to dinner, I wouldn’t go’ Arthur Ellis
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most people siding with the landowners 
against Trump, in spite of the millions 
he was investing and the jobs he was 
creating. Even so, you could forgive the 
people of Doonbeg for being reluctant 
to cross a man with such relish for nasty 
little scraps. 

Not everyone is entirely reluctant, 
however. Take Rita McInerney, a former 
president of the Ennis Chamber of Com-
merce, who has run in the local elections 
and is selected to run for Fianna Fáil in 
the next general election. For McInerney, 
there’s the same attempt to box off the 

different sides of Trump and only deal 
with the ones that are beneficial, but 
she’s one of the few who will openly 
criticise him for his failings. 

“No one agrees with Trump’s poli-
cies in relation to immigration, to how 
he treats women, in relation to Brexit 
– which is a huge issue for the midwest 
and for our farming community and our 
tourism,” she says. “I think he’s quite 
divisive as a president.”

Then there’s climate change. “He has 
to recognise that climate change is hap-
pening, but I think he’s doing it from 
the point of view of [his policies] not 
affecting certain industries.”

If she got a chance to meet him, she 
would thank him for his investment in 
Doonbeg, she says, but make it clear what 
she disagrees with him about. 

“If he came as Donald Trump the own-
er of Doonbeg golf club, I would still say 
‘I don’t like your history of how you treat 
women’. If he invited me to dinner, you 
wouldn’t go,” she says, laughing.

All the same, even for what counts in 
Doonbeg as a strident denunciation of 
Trump, she has a caveat. “It’s not like 
you’re dealing with a president that’s 
been elected undemocratically,” she 
argues. “We welcomed the Chinese 
president here [to Ireland], and I would 
question some of their practices in re-
lation to child labour and human rights 
issues and how they treat minorities.”

The inference is clear: if Ireland is will-
ing to deal with the Chinese, the criticism 

of Doonbeg for dealing with Trump is 
hypocrisy. 

“They have no idea what it’s like to live 
in rural Ireland and try to survive and try 
to build your business,” McInerney says. 
“We’re fighting for our survival here.”
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Meanwhile, they feel similarly 
sensitive about criticism from 
inside Ireland. You’ll stum-
ble across that sensitivity if 

you incorrectly describe the Trumps’ 
plans to shore up the dune system along 

Doughmore beach as a wall. 
To a man and woman they’ll correct 

you at length: it’s not a wall, it’s not rock 
armour, it’s merely coastal defences 
like they have in Lahinch and Galway 
and Waterville and a variety of other 
non-controversial places that don’t carry 
the Trump name. 

Joe Russell knows that the rock ar-
mour, or however you choose to describe 
it, is vital to the next stage of Doonbeg’s 
development. Shore up the coastal de-
fences and there’s potentially €30 million 
in further investment in the future in a 
ballroom, swimming pool, conference 
centre and a great many more rooms 
and lodges. That means more jobs and a 
less seasonally limited resort, and more 
wealth for Doonbeg. 

It means that with Moneypoint power 
plant closing down, an awful lot hangs 
on that rock armour, so when the plan-
ning permission was submerged under 
dozens and dozens of objections from 
outside Doonbeg, it led to an sense of 
being under siege. 

Why does Russell believe there was 
so much opposition? He pauses before 
he answers. 

From his perspective, many of the 
same people objecting to the golf club 
when he was first building the place 
popped up again over the rock armour – 
and he points out that, “I think everyone 
is entitled to their opinion,” referring to 
the planning process – but he acknowl-
edges that it’s a slightly different view 

in the village. 
“People down in the village say, well, 

it’s because the name Trump is on it and 
people want to have a pop,” he says. 

Tommy Comerford sums up that wide-
ly shared view. “I think if it was Clare 
County Council doing the job, you’d have 
no issue with that coastal protection,” 
he says, even though it would be public 
investment rather than private money. 
“Why? Because they don’t see any Don-
ald Trump there.”

According to Comerford, it’s easy to 
call for a boycott of something you’re not 
entirely dependent upon. “It’s very easy 
for a lot of these people to sit on the fence 
and say, ‘Aw, the Americans this and the 
Americans that’: but where would we be, 
but only for the Americans?”

Does he worry that Doonbeg’s close 
association with Trump will cause rep-
utational damage for the village? 

“No, we don’t worry about it because 
we’ve survived in tough times and we’re 
hardy,” he says. “We’ve to fight for any-
thing we get. We don’t care about people 
from outside. What we care about is our 
own community.”

Even so, the criticism obviously stings 
some of the residents of Doonbeg. 

]]]

The following day, Tommy Tubridy 
has agreed to a photoshoot for 
the paper. He’s nothing if not 
obliging – this must be his fifth 

or sixth photoshoot of the week, given the 
number of journalists who have passed 
through – and he stands gamely in the 
middle of the street on a cold and rainy 
day with a US flag, while his friendly 
rival, Tommy Comerford, drapes himself 
in the Irish flag.

As Tubridy is walking away, he whis-
pers to Comerford: “Did you get one?”

“I did,” says Comerford, “but I burned 
it straight away.”

They’re evidently talking about the 
letter, and that it was a poison pen mis-
sive from one of those trenchant critics 
of Doonbeg’s embrace of Trump. 

Before Tubridy races back into his 
pub, I pull him to one side and ask him 
about the letter, but he’s reluctant to talk 
about it. 

“Was it about Trump?” I ask him. 
He nods his head – “It was” – but he 

won’t discuss it any further. 
I take a walk down the street to Tommy 

Comerford’s bar to ask him. 
“To tell you the truth, I only half-read 

it,” he tells me. “I knew straight away 
the gist of it. It said we were gombeens, 
and ignorant people. It said ‘You should 
be ashamed of yourself’, and made lit-
tle of us as stupid people. We didn’t tell 
anyone about it.”

Where would we 
be without the 
employment he’s 
giving? I wouldn’t 
have my family 
around me

The g Hotel: a ‘five-star 

frippery on the outskirts of 

Galway; Left: Gerry Barrett

T
wo Irish skippers compet-
ing in the 50th La Solitaire 
Urgo Le Figaro sailing race 
depart France today as 
the first leg of this year’s 

international race kicks off in 
Nantes. Believe in Grace Business 
Post, skippered by Mayo native 
Joan Mulloy and Smurfit Kappa, 
skippered by Westmeath’s Tom 
Dolan, will sail the 600 miles to 
Kinsale on the west Cork coast 
in the first leg of the renowned 
international race, dubbed ‘the 
Everest of the Seas’.

For the Figaro Stopover, sup-
ported by The Sunday Business 
Post, both skippers will compete 
in new foiling craft as part of a 
highly competitive 50-strong fleet 
alongside several of the world’s 
top solo sailors.

The fleet is expected to sail into 
Irish waters on Wednesday ahead 
of a four-day stopover with an 
exciting itinerary of events ex-
pected to draw visitors to Kinsale 
(see panel).

Mulloy, whose yacht has been 
named after her famed ancestor, 
the pirate queen Gráinne Mhaol, 
will be supported by Grace O’Mal-
ley Irish Whiskey, the official spirit 
of the Kinsale stopover.

As one of the few women 
skippers competing in La Soli-
taire Urgo Le Figaro on an equal 
basis, Mulloy became the first Irish 
woman to take part in the race 
last year.

“I’m nervous and yet excited,” 
Mulloy said, while in Nantes last 
week preparing to begin her stint 
in this year’s race. “Training has 
been intense and these are de-
manding boats to race.”

Mulloy and Dolan will sail with 
a small cargo of special gifts given 
to them from Nantes city for the 
mayors of Cork city and county, 
ahead of the official Grace O’Mal-
ley Kinsale Figaro launch event, 
which takes place on Friday, June 
7.

The gifts mark Cork’s support 
for the historic stopover, which 
will coincide with the city’s an-
nual Seafest maritime festival and 
Ocean Wealth Conference, and is 

expected to deliver a significant 
tourism boost to the wider county.

La Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro is a 
high-profile event on the annual 

racing calendar with a global me-
dia reach valued at more than €18 
million across print, television, 
radio and web channels.

Six Irish skippers have com-
peted with distinction in the race 
over the past 30 years, among 
them are Damian Foxall, Marcus 

Hutchinson, Paul O’Rian and Da-
vid Kenefick, all of whom will be 
celebrated in Kinsale

Each of the 50 skippers in this 
year’s La Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro 
will be supported by on-shore 
crew, including technicians and 
press officers, during the Kinsale 
stopover. 

In addition to race organisers, 
this will bring the number of peo-
ple visiting Kinsale for the stop-
over to more than 250.

The skippers will depart Kin-
sale, taking to the Irish Sea on 
Sunday, June 9, before rounding 
the Isle of Man and returning to 
France, where they will complete 
the 630-mile second leg of the 
month-long race at Roscoff in 
northern Brittany.

For more info and to track the 
boats, log on to lasolitaire-urgo.

com/en/ 

Irish skippers take to the waves in Nantes 
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I’m nervous 
and yet excited. 
Training has been 
intense and these 
are demanding 
boats to race

Irish offshore sailors Tom Dolan and Joan Mulloy pictured on their boats Believe in Grace Business Post and Smurfit Kappa in Nantes where La 
Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro begins today

Joan Mulloy and Tom Dolan begin the first leg of the  
50th La Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro international race, bound for Kinsale

Kinsale celebrates La 
Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro 

Wednesday, June 5
Dock in PM: the first boats to 
finish in Kinsale are expected 
some time late on Wednesday 
June 5. Come cheer the boats as 
they finish the race and arrive 
at Market Square. Track Irish 
Skippers Joan Mulloy and Tom 
Dolan on georacing.com .

Thursday, June 6
The Figaro Historic Walk will be-
gin at 10.30am at Kinsale Tourist 
Office. Participants will learn 
about the French and sailing 
influences on Kinsale through 
time.The Musique Trail will 
begin at 8pm at Kinsale Tourist 
Office featuring a guided eve-
ning of music, with participants 
visiting live music venues and 
pubs in the town. 

Friday, June 7
Come aboard the Figaro Cruise 
on the Quays at 2pm for a spec-
tacular tour of Kinsale Harbour 
with the opportunity to view the 
boats from the water

The Grace O’Malley Pirate 
Queen Party will celebrate 
the Figaro Ocean Race Kinsale 
Stopover. Join us for a night of 
celebration. 

Saturday, June 8 
The Figaro Feast will take place 
from 1.30pm to 4pm at Market 
Square, featuring a seafeast of 
amazing food and drinks from 
well-known eateries and the 
chance to enjoy the many Figa-
ro-inspired culinary delights on 
offer. 

Visitors will have the oppor-
tunity to Meet the Offshore and 
Irish Sailors and hear about their 
adventures. 

Two prizes for the best-
dressed sailor-themed fancy 
dress outfits will be on offer for 
adults and children.

Sunday, June 9
Dockout will take place at 11am 
along the quays. Join the fleet on 
the water or view from ashore 
the start spectacle and inshore 
coastal race from Kinsale to the 
entrance of Cork Harbour and 
from Roches Point up the south 
coast around Tuskar Rock and 
up the Irish Sea.

For more info, log on to 
thekinsaleexperiencecompany.

com or email events@

A map of La Solitaire Urgo Le Figaro

Irish offshore sailor Joan Mulloy on the bow of her boat 
Believe in Grace Business Post

Joe Russell, manager of Trump 

International Golf Links and 

Hotel in Doonbeg: ‘The community 

truly appreciates what he’s done’

Picture: Arthur Ellis

Tommy Tubridy in his pub in Doonbeg Arthur Ellis
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F
or the past few months, Kayleigh 
and Patrick McLoughlin have been 
adjusting to life as ex-Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses.

Kayleigh was born in South Afri-
ca and moved to Ireland as a child. 
She is — or was — a fourth-gener-
ation witness. Patrick was born in 

Northern Ireland to a Catholic family who had been 
traumatised during the Troubles and who turned 
to the religion as a form of spiritual comfort when 
he was a teenager.

Around the time their first child was born, the 
McLoughlins began to have their doubts about both 
the religion and the church.

For Patrick, his disaffection with the religion 
emerged after he was made an elder – effectively, 
a member of its local hierarchy – in his 20s.

“Becoming an elder just reaffirmed my doubts,” 
he says. “I got to see behind the curtains and how 
things really work.”

For Kayleigh, it was a growing sense of unease 
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at the lessons she was being asked to teach her 
daughters – stories of damnation for unbelievers 
that were so vivid they seemed to cruel to tell to 
a child – as well as decisions she was expected to 
make on her children’s behalf, such as denying 
them blood transfusions.

But more than anything, it was Jehovah’s Witness-
es’ handling of child sex abuse allegations that trou-
bled the couple. Before moving to Ireland, Kayleigh 
had been abused by an older child from outside her 
family and had kept it to herself for years out of a 
fear that she would be punished or expelled from 
the religion, or that her parents – in her words – 
“wouldn’t want her anymore”. When she eventually 
found the courage to tell people, it became clear she 
was not alone. Not only were there more people 
who had been abused, but they too had either been 
afraid to speak up because of the culture of secrecy 
or had been silenced by the hierarchy.

Their decision had been to quietly ‘fade out’, in 
the terminology of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. It was 
not an easy one to make: leaving the Jehovah’s 

Cover Story

The Jehovah’s Witnesses have come under scrutiny for their 
handling of child sex abuse allegations within the church both 
in Ireland and abroad. Now, former members are speaking out, 
writes Barry J Whyte

Witnesses makes you an apostate – someone who 
has not only left, but renounced the religion – and 
for witnesses that means they are doomed to be 
left behind when the apocalypse comes. They are 
shunned for that decision, and it can split families 
apart and break decades-old friendships, leaving 
ex-Jehovah’s Witnesses without the support struc-
ture they’ve had all their lives.

Late last year, Kayleigh and Patrick told some 
friends of their decision. Their pals didn’t understand. 
By way of explanation, Kayleigh told them she had 
been watching the Australian Royal Commission 
hearings and that she felt inhibited by the religion’s 
two-witness rule – which requires all accusations 
of abuse to be witnessed by two people before it 
can be investigated.

Within a few days, elders from the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses hierarchy visited her house to ask her about 
her doubts. She took the opportunity to grill them 
about their policies for handling abuse allegations.

“I asked them, ‘If a known sex offender is present 
in the kingdom hall, whether they’re registered or 
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not, would you let the congregation know? What 
steps do you have?’ Their answer – which they 
repeated several times – was, ‘We don’t know what 
to tell you’.” On the occasions when they did know 
what to tell her, it was to say that in certain circum-
stances they might tell “select family heads”.

For Kayleigh, their visit made up her mind: she 
and Patrick filed their disassociation papers the 
following week, formally leaving the religion.

The McLoughlins are not alone. They have joined 
a growing number of people who are talking openly 
about the religion and its handling of child sex abuse, 
not just here in Ireland, but worldwide.

]]]

The Jehovah’s Witnesses have a long history 
in Ireland, stretching back to the religion’s 
founder Charles Taze Russell, who visited 
in the late 19th century to set up the first 
congregations here.

Since then it has grown to around 6,000 Irish 

members, and ever since those early years they have 
been known for their slightly unworldly air. As well 
as their door-to-door proselytising, they eschew 
smoking and voting, they refuse blood transfusions, 
and they readily express their enthusiasm for the 
end of the world at which point they believe they 
will bodily ascend to heaven.

Because of their religious beliefs, they hold 
themselves at arm’s length from the secular world 
and can be quite fervent in insulating themselves 
from non-believers - as well as ruthless in rooting 
out members who fail to live up to the prescribed 
standards.

Dr David Butler of University College Cork has 
chronicled the growth of the religion here in the 
early 20th century in a paper called A Most Difficult 
Assignment: Mapping the Emergence of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Ireland. He says their early years in 
Ireland were difficult and they were frequently 
subject to attack and vilification, which has perhaps 
made them even more insular here than usual.

Butler, who is generally benign in his assessment 

of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, describes the church as 
“a carefully-run organisation, tightly controlled in all 
its aspects by central headquarters in Brooklyn, New 
York, and run with all the efficiency of a modern 
international business-house”.

Such a tightly controlled organisation can make it 
difficult for people to express even the most modest 
disagreement with the religion’s scriptural positions: 
it is even harder for Witnesses to identify and root out 
child abuse when they find it. All congregations on 
the island of Ireland are run from the organisation’s 
head office in London, known as the Watchtower.

In one case which The Sunday Business Post has 
investigated, elders in an Irish town were informed 
in the summer of 2016 that one of their members 
had been abusing a child in his family. 

According to the religion’s own internal rules in 
force at the time, when elders encounter a case of 
child sexual abuse, they are required to contact the 
legal department of the Watchtower. Those guide-
lines at the time made no reference to notifying the 
police or the state authorities, and the elders 
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were advised by the Watchtower to conduct their 
own internal investigation into the matter.

This led to a disagreement among the elders about 
whether to contact the Gardaí, especially when the 
abuser — who cannot be named — admitted his guilt. 
Eventually, one of the elders decided to take the 
matter to the Gardaí and made a statement.

Soon after, the Watchtower’s legal department 
issued detailed instructions on how the matter should 
be handled by the congregation. In a letter seen by 
The Sunday Business Post from August 2016, the 
legal department wrote that because the individual 
had “recently confessed to very serious wrongdo-
ing” it was “necessary for certain restrictions to be 
applied and certain steps taken, in the interests of 
child safeguarding”.

Those restrictions included limiting his privileges, 
“even seemingly minor ones, such as would nor-
mally be assigned to those considered exemplary”, 
and ensuring that he was kept apart from children 
in the congregation.

The Watchtower also advised the elders how they 
ought to handle the fact that the matter was the 
subject of a Garda investigation. “As the secular au-
thorities are investigating this matter, if approached, 
please arrange for two elders to telephone the Legal 
Department at the branch for legal advice before 
discussing the matter with the authorities,” 
the letter said.

They also decided to discipline those 
elders who had been involved in 
notifying the Gardaí, according to 
people familiar with the matter.

Further correspondence ob-
tained by The Sunday Business 
Post shows that the Watchtow-
er sent a number of its senior 
clergy to Ireland to deal with 
“an unusual situation for four 
elders to have their qualifica-
tions considered at one time”.

Soon after that letter, two of 
the congregation’s elders were 
stripped of their positions – akin 
to being defrocked as a priest, ac-
cording to sources. According to people 
familiar with the case, who did not want 
to be named for fear of the repercussions, 
the elders were deleted – in the religion’s own 
terminology – for “lacking soundness of mind” and 
“being disloyal”.

A few months after the elders were demoted, the 
congregation discovered that the man at the heart 
of the accusations was found to have been abusing 
a different child.

This approach to dealing with the ‘secular authori-
ties’ is not unusual and there are a number of similar 
examples both in Ireland and worldwide, which can 
best be seen in a document circulated in November 
2014, which The Sunday Business Post has seen.

While the document relates broadly to matters 
of legal confidentiality - not specifically child sex 
abuse - it shows the London headquarters advising 
its elders in Ireland and Britain that “even when 
secular authorities request confidential information, 
you are not obligated to answer questions before 
consulting the Legal Department. Oftentimes, secular 
authorities request confidential information to which 
they are not legally entitled. Thus, you could subject 
yourself and the organisation to civil liability if you 
reveal such confidential information”.

When it comes to matters related to child sex abuse 
allegations, the Witnesses take a similar approach, 
guiding their members and elders to check with the 
Watchtower’s legal department first for legal advice.

Since the start of 2018, the Children First Act 2015 
has imposed statutory obligations on certain “man-
dated persons” to report child protection concerns 
to Tusla. The Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs says ‘mandated persons’ includes a “member 
of the clergy [howsoever described] or pastoral care 
worker [howsoever described] of a church or other 
religious community”, and adds that all persons, 
whether mandated reporters or not, should report 
reasonable concerns in relation to child welfare and 
protection to Tusla.

The department points out that “it is a 
matter for any organisation, or indi-

vidual, to assess whether, and the 
extent to which, the provisions of 

the Children First Act 2015 apply 
to them and to seek legal advice 
if deemed necessary. It is not 
the role of the Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs to 
interpret legislation for any 
particular person or category 
of persons”.

]]]

Around the world, 
though, it has become 
increasingly apparent 
that not only is there 
a growing scrutiny of 

child abuse within the Jehovah’s Witnesses, but 
that the church’s hierarchy must have known about 
the scale of the problem for years.

Perhaps the biggest and most public example came 
in the form of the Australian Royal Commission, 
which concluded in 2017 having found that children 
were not adequately protected from the risk of sexual 
abuse in the Jehovah’s Witnesses. It criticised the 
organisation’s practice of not reporting child sex 
abuse to police or authorities unless required to do 
so by Australian law. The commission found that 
the religion had created 1,006 case files relating to 
allegations of child sexual abuse - one file for each 
different alleged perpetrator.

In the US, the church has been sued by several 
former members. In one case in 2012, taken by 
José Lopez, a judge awarded him $13.5 million in 
damages (though this was later reduced on appeal). 
In February 2016, the church made an out-of-court 
settlement with a woman named Stephanie Fessler 
who had been abused by a fellow church member 
in Pennsylvania.

In Britain, the church was forced to pay damages 
of £275,000 to a woman - who was known only 
as ‘A’ in the proceedings. A had been abused from 
the age of four by a known paedophile called Peter 
Stewart, who was later arrested for other offences in 
1994, and A claimed the religion had not adequately 
protected her. The solicitor who handled that case, 
Kathleen Hallisey, is currently acting on behalf of a 
dozen more victims in Britain.

A year after the A decision, the Charity Com-
mission for England and Wales strongly criticised 
the Watchtower for its handling of child sex abuse, 
specifically in relation to a case related to a former 
member of the church named Jonathan Rose, who 
was subsequently convicted on several charges of 
abuse.

In November of last year, Dutch police raided 
several premises belonging to the church as part 
of a major investigation into sexual abuse against 
members or former members of the organisation. 
And while the Dutch public prosecution service said 
it was not investigating the religion itself - specifically 
focusing on individual allegations - a few weeks 
later, Utrecht University launched an independent 
research programme into sexual abuse within the 
religion, aiming to find out how the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses handle allegations of abuse internally. In the 
first few weeks, hundreds of victims came forward 
to give their accounts to the university.

And last month in Canada, the Québec Superior 
Court gave the go-ahead for a class-action lawsuit 
against the organisation based on a case taken by a 
former witness who alleges she was sexually as-
saulted as a child.

At the core of each of these investigations and 
legal cases is the search for the documentary evi-
dence compiled by the Jehovah’s Witnesses as they 
investigated the various allegations. It’s a question 
that was raised last month in the American magazine 
the Atlantic, which ran a major investigative story on 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses and their handling of child 
sex abuse worldwide. The magazine described the 
approach of the hierarchy to allegations - usually to 
cover it up, rather than to report it to the authorities 
- and it described the religion’s record-keeping on 
abuse allegations as “the world’s biggest database 
of undocumented child molesters”.

Perhaps surprisingly, given that Ireland accounts 
for a tiny fraction of the 8.5 million Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses worldwide, the country is at the centre of 
that search.

]]]

If anyone knows about how the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses document their abuse allegations, it’s 
Mayo man Jason Wynne, a former witness who 
was excommunicated from the religion – a 
practice known in the organisation as disfel-

lowshipping – when he was discovered to have had 
sex outside of marriage.

 Wynne had originally hoped to be readmitted, 
but soon discovered he had been expelled using 
secret policies that the organisation did not disclose 
to its ordinary members. “I discovered they were 
using secret policies against their members in their 
internal judicial court under the guise of ‘spiritual 
matters’,” he said.

“If any member or ex-member tried to do anything 
in [the internal] court they’d say it was a spiritual 
matter”, thus preventing them from appealing against 
whatever punishment had been applied.

In January of last year, the religion took a legal 
action against Wynne in an effort to shut down a blog 
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he used to run called AvoidJW.org. Wynne set up the 
blog as a place to host documents that set out these 
secret policies so he could help other members who 
had similarly found themselves disfellowshipped 
and shunned. He was soon inundated with material, 
which he began to post on the blog.

Pretty soon, the blog began to host a lot of docu-
ments relating to how allegations of child sex abuse 
should be handled and it became useful not just to 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, but to anyone formally inves-
tigating cases of child abuse.

According to Wynne, the documents he and his 
website have collected have been provided to the 
Gardaí, to the Australian Royal Commission and to 
the British Charity Commission, as well as to lawyers 
in various cases in Britain, the US, Canada, and to 
several journalists.

Though he no longer runs the blog, lawyers at 
the organisation’s headquarters in New York – also 
known as the Watchtower – have been attempting 
over the last two years to shut down his blog and 
find out who has been providing him with the in-
formation. 

In June last year, for example, the Watchtower 
in New York went to the US District Court for the 
Southern District of New York to apply for what’s 
known as a DMCA subpoena - a wide-ranging and 
little-used legal mechanism which was intended 
to shut the blog. They also threatened Wynne with 
“monetary damages and compensation to the fullest 
extent of the law” over the blog. It didn’t work, pri-
marily since Wynne no longer runs the blog, hosting 
for which has been shifted off-shore.

It has not stopped the organisation from trying, 
though. Wynne says: “Since then there have been at 
least 48 subpoenas - including the three subpoenas 
to me - to find the identities of the other people, 
there’s a clear witch hunt going on.” He said several 
of those individuals have been disfellowshipped on 
the grounds that they are apostates.

None of this has deterred Wynne from his mission 
to gather documents that show what the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses hierarchy knew – and know – about child 
abuse within their ranks.

The way he sees it, the religion’s judicial inves-
tigations – which they carry out for any perceived 
violation of their scriptural laws – contain within 
them databases of child abusers that have never been 
revealed to the authorities in the various countries 
where the Jehovah’s Witnesses operate.

According to Wynne, prior to the strengthening 
of data protection laws in Europe in 1998 or so, the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would take detailed notes of 
those scriptural investigations, which run the gamut 
from extra-marital affairs to child abuse, with no ap-
parent distinction made by the elders of the religion. 

Those notes would be compiled into what’s known 
as an S-77 form, which would be sent to the regional 
branch office in a blue envelope. In the case of Irish 
investigations, that would mean the documents 
would be sent to London. As data protection laws 
were tightened up, however, less and less detail 
would be placed into the forms.

It would still be possible to determine which of 
those scriptural investigations related to child sex 
abuse, however, since any of the S-77 forms in the 
Watchtower’s headquarters – in electronic or hard 
copy format – would have a corresponding file in 
an envelope in the local congregation marked ‘Do 
Not Destroy’ and stored at the kingdom hall or, in 
some cases, at the home of an elder.

For Wynne, not only does this represent a major 
trove of evidence related to child sex abuse all over 
the world, but a physical example of the control the 
religion exerts over its members.

It’s not clear, however, just how many of the files 
remain. On top of the changes in the way the Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses elders take their notes, there are 
suggestions that they have been actively destroying 
their investigation notes.

In the wake of the Dutch raids, for example, a 
daily newspaper called Dagblad van het Noorden 
was invited into a Jehovah’s Witness kingdom hall to 
interview the national spokesman for the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the Netherlands, Michel van Hilten. 
When he was asked about the documents - the very 

purpose of the police raid - the newspaper describes 
Van Hilten as unable to “suppress a cynical gaze”.

“There are no files here, we don’t have what they 
are looking for,” he said. “The only thing that remains 
is a note that a fellow believer is expelled and in one 
sentence why. That is so that someone can’t just take 
up a position within the Jehovah’s Witnesses. That is 
for the protection of ourselves as a community.” The 
remaining notes, he said, were useless to detectives.

Meanwhile, the recently introduced GDPR data 
protection laws mean the organisation might be 
forced to delete huge tranches of their files entirely. 
Last summer, the European Court of Justice ruled that 
the church was not exempt on any religious grounds 
from certain elements of the GDPR regulations.

In the aftermath of the ruling, The Sunday Busi-
ness Post asked the church what it intended to do 
with files – whether they were the subject of police 
investigation or not. A spokesman said: “The Eu-
ropean Court of Justice has issued a judgment on 
what is a complex area of law. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
will analyse the decision carefully and look at how 
governments within the European Union interpret 
that judgment.”

According to Wynne, the various threats to the 
files leave the church with only one sensible op-
tion. “The best thing would be if the Watchtower 
handed over those files to the authorities. It would 
show that they have nothing to hide, and it would 
allow people to get justice for the crimes that were 
committed against them.

“I know Jehovah’s Witnesses don’t want to have 
child abuse within their organisation. They want 
to be rid of it. But the fact that they’re holding on 
to the files and being reluctant to help the secular 
authorities shows how the organisation works.”

 The Sunday Business Post – as it has done sev-
eral times in the past two years – contacted the 
organisation’s head office in London to ask it for 
comment ahead of publication. Specifically, it was 

asked whether it agreed with the Atlantic’s assertion 
that it was sitting on the world’s biggest database of 
undocumented child molesters, whether it would 
ever hand over its local investigation documents 
to the relevant authorities, and in particular what 
it intended to do with those documents after the 
European Court of Justice ruling.  

A spokesman for its public information desk re-
plied that, while it “is not appropriate for our office to 
comment on specific cases that may be the subject of 
news media reports”, it had nothing to add in relation 
to its last comment on the European Court of Justice 
ruling. In short, it was still considering the matter.

The spokesman added: “Our policies on child pro-
tection comply with the law, including any require-
ments for elders to report allegations of child abuse 
to authorities. Jehovah’s Witnesses will continue to 
promote child protection education for parents.”

]]]

Meanwhile, the nature of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses religion is that anyone who 
leaves - and even some who don’t 
leave but are forced out against their 
will - will be shunned and cut off 

from their family and friends.
This is the fate now facing Patrick and Kayleigh 

McLoughlin and their children. According to Patrick, 
when someone is shunned, those within the religion 
are “told to distance yourself from anyone who isn’t a 
Jehovah’s Witness, including any relatives you might 
have and any friends you grew up with”.

He knows the ramifications of his decision. “My 
mother will never see her grandkids again. My sister 
and youngest brother; they’ll never see them again, 
and my sister was very close to them.”

He likens the process of leaving the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses to that of grief: “It’s like a really close relative 
dying, and you’re going through the seven stages 
of grief. That’s what I’m going through right now.”

After they filed their disassociation letter, Kayleigh 
visited her best friend and told her. “I was fortunate 
enough that she had the kindness to listen to me 
without judging and without trying to change my 
mind, but at the end of the day she was still going 
to shun me,” she says.

“I didn’t tell many family members, just a handful 
of people because the more you have to tell people 
the more it hurts.”

She takes solace in knowing that she left for the 
right reason: for her family’s wellbeing.

 “We have our family and it’s so very rare to have 
your immediate family intact leaving this religion so 
we’ve a lot to be thankful for. You have good days 
and bad days, but I look at my girls and it’s them 
that we’ve done it for.”  n
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