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ON SUNDAY, you had a
corner of Northern Ireland
fervently cheering on a golfer
from the Republic.

Shortly afterwards, you had the
Republic lauding the achievements of
a manager who, just about, hails from
Northern Ireland.

It reinforced the idea that the last
thing sport in Ireland needs is a
hard border.

The significance of the support
Shane Lowry received from locals in
Portrush should not be overstated.

Next summer, there will still be
bonfires built. Some will feature effi-
gies of leaders from the nationalist
community.

And those who object to the above
will provoke complaints about an
oppression of culture.

The middle ground will once again
appeal for calm but, for the most part,
it will be in vain.

Lowry’s six-shot win at The Open is
not going to change that — even if the
speed with which those who had gone
there hoping to acclaim local favourite
Rory McIlroy instead transferred their
allegiance to the 32-year-old came as
something of a pleasant surprise.

In the last census, in 2011, 63 per
cent of people questioned in Portrush
identified themselves as British.
Almost 33 per cent viewed themselves
as Northern Irish with nearly 12 per
cent calling themselves Irish.

How many of them would ordinarily
encounter the son of an All-Ireland-
winning Gaelic footballer from Offaly
would be interesting to find out.

Sport provided that opportunity
which, under normal circumstances,
might not exist. Such interactions, over
time, can help to break down barriers.

That support which Lowry received
was probably as much to do with his
affable personality as his background.

The fact that an athlete can be at
the top of their sport while having
more than a passing resemblance to
the sadly-deceased Brendan Grace is
part of his charm.

As the crow flies, there is not
much difference in distance
between Portrush and Southport

— the home town of second-placed
Tommy Fleetwood — and Tullamore,
where Lowry, from nearby Clara, honed
his talent at Esker Hills Golf Club.

But that people were naturally
drawn to Lowry was welcome — which
is why a Gary Lineker tweet which
was akin to asking where someone
had gone to school in a bid to find
out their religion jarred so much.

On Friday, the former England
striker said “It’s the British Open and
@McIlroyRory is British.”

Identity matters but it is complex,
which is why respondents to that cen-
sus were allowed to provide more than
one answer. And why the figures do
not add up to 100 per cent, which I
trust you had noticed.

McIlroy himself has wrestled with
the issue, even if at times it seemed as
though it, along with the Zika virus,
was a handy excuse for not going to
the last Olympics.

He has resolved to represent Ireland
at the Tokyo Games, a decision which
some people will hold against him,
just as others would have done had he
chosen to sign up for Team GB.

Lineker’s missive was no doubt
intended to be harmless but, while we
may be guilty of being overly sensitive,
there is enough glib provocation from
English politicians at the moment
without him getting on board too.

Still, although he may not have
acknowledged he erred, the ex-Totten-
ham and Barcelona striker did extend
an olive branch on Saturday when he
said: “An Irish winner on the island of
Ireland would be seriously special.”

In case that message had not gotten
across, there was another on Sunday
in which he congratulated Lowry on
his win and added: “A truly wondrous
and seemingly nerveless performance
in front of his home supporters.
Incredible scenes. What a triumph.
What a day for Ireland. Well played.”

Lowry’s appeal was underlined in
his acceptance speech when he made
a point of thanking his parents for the
sacrifices they had made when he was
younger to allow him to try to realise
his dream.

And there was similar
humility and

decency on display in Yerevan after
Ireland’s Under-19s had secured their
place in the semi-finals of the Euro-
pean Championships with a 2-1 win
over the Czech Republic.

The problems regarding the avail-
ability of players have been well-docu-
mented and it will be worse again for
tomorrow’s semi-final against Portugal
with captain Lee O’Connor and striker
Jonathan Afolabi both suspended.

This side has already triumphed in
adversity, adding up to more than the
sum of its parts when missing what
were regarded as key components.

Some have attributed this success to
the appointment of Stephen Kenny. 

Yes, his presence in Armenia under-
lines his commitment to his role in
overseeing all underage sides and not
just his own Under-21 team.

But this talented group’s style of play
was already well established before
Kenny’s arrival, the most positive
aspect of which has been providing a
link all the way up to the senior team.

So, although having good players
clearly helps, Tom Mohan and his staff

deserve all the credit for
managing to

keep

getting results in the face of changing
personnel difficulties.

Mohan took time out of Sunday’s
celebrations to pay tribute to his guid-
ing light, the late Seán McCaffrey,
with whom he worked before he was
appointed as Ireland’s Under-17 man-
ager in 2012. He led that grade to the
European Championships in 2015.

It was as a player that Mohan first
encountered McCaffrey, even though
that involved cross-border excursions.

Mohan hails from Aghadrumsee in
County Fermanagh, where the local
GAA club and Orange Hall are either
side of the Dernawilt crossroads.

You do not have to stray much fur-
ther to venture into the Republic. 

There are multiple crossing points
and a car journey can have you
swapping jurisdictions as often as
changing gears.

Even when the border was fortified
there were instances in which it did
not apply, because it arrived long after
natural hinterlands had taken root.

Aghadrumsee’s Catholic church, St
Macartan’s, is in the Clones parish and
it was in Monaghan where Mohan’s
football career began, under McCaffrey
at Oriel Celtic.

Perhaps not surprisingly because of
their location, Aghadrumsee and the
neighbouring village of Roslea were
conflict zones during the Troubles,
with 14 people killed, most of them
during Mohan’s childhood.

He continues to reside in the border
area which, currently, is no impedi-
ment to him working out of the FAI’s
headquarters in Abbotstown.

Start throwing up custom checks
and his commute begins to present
bigger problems than dropping in and
out of mobile coverage.

Sport may not be able to obliterate
barriers but it can find gaps in the
fence to allow people who have more
in common than that which divides
them to gather.

Jeopardising that would be border-
ing on madness.
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HARRINGTON . . . proud
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isn’t a catalyst — this is
it, what you strive for.

“This is what it is
all about. You shouldn’t
think of this as a stepping
stone, you should think
of this as where he
deserves to be.

“This is as good as it
gets in golf. It was bril-
liant. He has proved he
can win on the big, big
occasions. 

“I don’t think too many
players in the game of
golf would relish playing
against him in the final
rounds.

“He’s a big-time player.
When he gets up there, he
has the belief.

“Every win he has had
has been a big step for-
ward at that stage of his
career. He has the rare
ability to win under
extreme pressure.”

Harrington believes
Lowry losing his PGA Tour
card last year was a
blessing in disguise.

Harri added: “Losing his
card in the States last
year was the best thing
that ever happened to him
because it gave him that
little kick you need to
re-focus, and re-motivate,
and get where he wanted
to be.”

SPORTS ROUND-UP: 
RESULTS & FIXTURES

FOOTBALL
FRIENDLIES - Liverpool 1 Sevilla 2;
Warrington Town 0 Accrington 0.

DARTS
BETFRED WORLD MATCHPLAY
(Winter Gardens, Blackpool): 1st Rd - K
Brown bt J Clayton 10-8; S Whitlock (Aus) bt J
Henderson 10-8; D Gurney bt R Evans 10-7.

GOLF
BARBASOL CHAMPIONSHIP (Kentucky,
USA, par 72): Final (US unless stated) - 262
J Herman 70; 263 K Kraft 70; 265 S Straka
(Aut) 66; 266 M Jones (Aus) 63, A Cook 70;
267 M Laird (GB) 63, J Teater 68, DJ Trahan
66; 268 S Munoz (Col) 69, D Bozzelli 68;
269 D McCarthy 66, B Haas 73, J Rodriguez
(Mex) 67, C Davis (Aus) 64; 270 R Blaum 67,
K Jones 67, N Taylor (Can) 66; 271 A Schenk
65, J Dufner 66, A Albertson 68, B Garnett
67; 272 S Jaeger (Ger) 69, R Castro 68; 273
B Hurley III 71, R Werenski 67, K Hickok 71,
T Potter Jr 65, Z Sucher 69; 274 JT Poston
70, S Langley 69, D Toms 69, C Gribble 70, C
Wright 68, A Prugh 71, H English 68; 275 T
Lovelady 73, T Hoge 71, F Gomez (Arg) 66.

TODAY’S SPORT
FOOTBALL (7.45): Uefa Champions
League: 2nd Qualifying Rd, 1st
Legs - PSV v Basel (7.0), Plzen v Olympiakos
(6.0), The New Saints FC v FC Copenhagen
(7.0), Sutjeska v Apoel Nicosia (7.15), Saburtalo
Tbilisi v Dinamo Zagreb (6.30). Uefa Europa
League: Selected 2nd Qualifying
Rd, 1st Leg - HB Torshavn v Linfield (4.45).
Betfred Cup: Group A - Dundee Utd v
East Fife. Group C - Alloa v Stirling, Hiber-
nian v Arbroath. Group D - Inverness CT v
Cove Rangers, Raith v Peterhead. Group E -
Annan Athletic v Morton, Dumbarton v
Motherwell. Group G - Berwick v Falkirk,
Stranraer v Livingston. Group H - Albion v
St Mirren, Edinburgh City v East Kilbride.
Friendlies - Aldershot v Portsmouth (7.30),
Alfreton Town v Scunthorpe (7.30), Altrincham
v Stockport, Barcelona v Chelsea (Saitama
Stadium, Japan, 11.30am), Bedford Town v
Peterborough (7.30), Bishop’s Stortford v
Leyton Orient, Brackley v Northampton,
Bradford PA v Bradford (7.30), Bristol Rovers
v Swansea, Cambridge Utd v Leicester (7.30),
Carlisle v Tranmere (7.30), Cheltenham v
Shrewsbury, Chesterfield v Sheff Utd (7.30),
Colchester v Charlton (7.30), Dartford v
Bromley, Dover v Gillingham (7.0), Fleetwood
Town v Burnley, Guangzhou Evergrande v
Southampton (1.0), Hemel Hempstead v
MK Dons, Maidenhead Utd v Stevenage,
Maidstone v Dag & Red, Mansfield v Nottm
Forest XI, Met Police v AFC Wimbledon, Notts
County v Ipswich (7.0), Oxford Utd v Fulham,
Preston v Accrington, Rotherham v West
Brom, Salford City v Middlesbrough (7.30),
Scarborough Ath v Grimsby (7.30), Solihull
Moors v Burton Albion (7.30), Sutton Utd v
Dulwich, Taunton Town v Yeovil, Wealdstone
v Wycombe.

GAA: MUNSTER UNDER-20HC: Final -
Tipperary v Cork (Semple Stadium, 7.30, TG4).
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DONAL’S 
LEFT IT 

TOO LATE

CONWAY . . . compromise

WILL the real Donal Conway
please stand up?

Over the past few months
Conway has done such a
good job at presenting him-
self as the public face of
reform in the FAI that even
those calling for him to step
down as President have
applauded his efforts.

And he used all of the
skills that he learned as a
schoolteacher to bring with
him a large group threaten-
ing to rebel in getting the
Governance Review Group’s
reforms approved at the
Association’s EGM.

It was a notable achieve-
ment, even if it required a
degree of compromise along
the way.

But it really is hard to
reconcile that with the
actions of the man in March
and April — as depicted in
The Sunday Times at the
weekend.

The article claims Conway
was front and centre in
a process which attempted
to depict John Delaney’s
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DELANEY . . . role switch

move from chief executive to
vice-president of the FAI
as part of a governance
review process — as
opposed to ‘firefighting’ fol-
lowing the paper’s revela-
tions about the Waterford
man’s €100,000 loan to the
FAI in 2017.

He downplayed the differ-
ences between the timetable
set out in the now infamous
Jonathan Hall report and
what the FAI was now look-
ing to do as ‘minimal’.

He later said that a pack-
age which he and Michael
Cody hurriedly agreed at the
height of the controversy
was not subject to board
approval as he had been
mandated to do a deal.

And Conway also expressed
concern over how Delaney
was dealing with the stress
of it all.

To be fair that might have
been understandable at a
human level, although,
clearly, his troubles were
self-inflicted.

But had Conway shown the
same consideration to how
the FAI was being run during
Delaney’s tenure at the top it
would have served Irish foot-
ball better, rather than a
sudden devotion to reform
after the fact.

Sport may not be 
able to obliterate 
barriers but can 
find gaps in the 
fence 

WISHING AND OPEN 
. . . Shane Lowry’s win at 

Portrush had people from 
all corners of Ireland 

celebrating on Sunday



All fund, 
no games 
for body

By OWEN COWZER

THE Federation of Irish
Sport has called on
the Government to set up
a ‘Resilience Fund’. 

The organisation, which
represents 81 national
bodies and 29 local part-
nerships, claims some
clubs will not survive the
Covid-19 crisis without
financial support. 

A Return to Sport
Expert Group was set up
by Sports Minister Shane
Ross last Saturday to
examine health and safety,
but the federation say
they need funds. 

The statement read:
“The stark reality is the
knock-on effects of Cov-
id-19 financially for all
sports organisations in the
country are devastating. 

“Within the last week,
we have seen a number of
our major team sports talk
publicly of losses up to 70
per cent of their turnover.

“Unfortunately, we are
also seeing these type of
percentages in revenue
losses right across the
sporting landscape. All
sports have been impacted.

“We need innovative
thinking, swift action and
investment at local and
national level providing
business and administra-
tive supports to help
sustain it through this
unprecedented emergency
and the recovery.

“The fact is that many
of our 13,000 clubs and
sporting organisations
may not survive the finan-
cial impact of Covid-19
without assistance now. 

“We are calling on the
Government to introduce a
Resilience Fund for sport
immediately.”

The federation reckons
TDs should follow similar
plans that have seen
stimulus packages set up
for the charity and small
business sectors.

It continued: “While
they are to be com-
mended, not alone on
their support for the char-
itable sector but also for
the €250million fund set
up for small business, the
reality is that sport needs
similar support. 

“Clubs across all sports
are, in most cases, small
businesses as well as
social enterprises —
in some cases not that
small either. 

“It is all too easy to for-
get that sport in Ireland is
an industry that employs
some 40,000 people —
supported by 500,000
volunteers — and which
accounts for €2.7billion in
consumer spending. 

“It is also worth €500m
to our tourism industry. 

“The Covid-19 Irish
Sport Resilience Fund
needs to be established by
Government as a matter
of urgency. 

“Similar funds were
introduced in England and
New Zealand.”

ROSS . . . expert group
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Working
with
Kinahan
a poor
choice
for our
boxers PACKING A 

PUNCH . . . MTK 
Global recruited Belfast 
boxer Michael Conlan
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         OUR COLUMNISTS ARE THE TALK OF SPORT

Neil  O’Riordan
IN AUGUST 2016, Trevor
O’Neill became the 10th
victim of the Kinahan-
Hutch feud.

The innocent council
worker was shot dead in
Mallorca in front of his
wife and three kids.

The presumed target was
Jonathan — whose brother
Gareth, uncle Eddie and
cousins Gary and Derek have
all been assassinated in the
past five years — who was
also on holiday there.

A month later — shortly
after he had failed in his
bid to win a medal at a
third Olympic Games —
Paddy Barnes confirmed
his decision to enter the
paid ranks.

He did not take too
kindly to being asked
about the morals of sign-
ing up to MGM — Mack-
lin’s Gym Marbella —
which had been set up
by Daniel Kinahan and
Matthew Macklin.

Barnes — who said he
would have no qualms
about having the
Dubliner in his corner —
said: “What has Daniel
Kinahan been convicted
of? So people need to
be careful what they
are saying if they are
slandering people’s
names. People are say-
ing he’s a criminal,
but he’s been con-
victed of nothing.

“Strange, isn’t it?
He’s roaming the
world free with no
convictions and war-

rants for his arrest.”
In the near four years

since, Kinahan’s stock
within the boxing frater-

nity has risen to the point
where he is now viewed as the

potential kingmaker for a rematch
between Tyson Fury and Anthony
Joshua.

Last week, legendary promotor Bob
Arum sang his praises in an inter-
view with The Irish Sun’s John Hand.

But Daniel is, of course, also the
son of Christy Kinahan, a convicted
drug dealer who made good use of

his time in prison to expand his
business interests abroad after his
release.

The Bible says that no son should
have to bear the sins of his father
but, unfortunately, offers no further
guidance on how we should view
those who have profited from or
repeated them.

In 2018, the Criminal Assets Bureau
said Daniel plays an ‘integral part’ in
organising the supply of drugs into
Ireland while he is under investiga-
tion in Spain for money-laundering.

He is also a person of interest to
the FBI.

After being confronted with an
uncomfortable truth, Barnes went on
a Twitter-blocking spree of journal-
ists working for newspapers which
had asked legitimate questions about
the stable he had chosen.

It was the modern, social-media
equivalent of sticking your fingers in
your ears and saying ‘la la la’ until
those telling you things you did not
want to hear gave up.

His stance seemed enough to con-
vince some punters that journalists
were the problem and the approach
reached its natural conclusion when
MTK Global — the new name for
MGM — imposed a boycott of Irish
media outlets in 2018.

The firm complained of a witch
hunt because of the Kinahan link
despite it insisting he had cut all ties
with it in February 2017.

The end result was a sport which
always found it tough to get coverage
got even less. That attitude was out-
done only by the apparent ambiva-
lence of a large swathe of the general
public and boxing fans about Kina-
han’s presence.

They too could, as Barnes did,
point to the lack of convictions but
there were a few incidents which
might have crossed the public’s radar
and made them pause for thought.

Like the 2014 shooting of the
entirely innocent boxer Jamie Moore
in Marbella when he was training in
the Spanish city — cops believe he
was mistaken for Kinahan — or
indeed the killing of David Byrne
at a weigh-in at the Regency Hotel
in February 2016 where Kinahan was
reckoned to be the intended victim.

With Kinahan apparently gone,
MTK Global has recruited Irish stars
Michael Conlan and Carl Frampton
and leading lights of British boxing
such as Fury and Billy Joe Saunders.

In a statement issued last
week, the firm’s CEO Sandra
Vaughan reiterated her
assertion that she had
bought the company from
Macklin in 2017 and that
Kinahan had no connection.

But Vaughan went on to
offer a lengthy tribute to
Kinahan in his role as
an ‘advisor’ to individual
fighters.

It was a strange exercise
in moral gymnastics, placing
the responsibility on boxers
for working with him whilst
also admitting that MTK
Global was happy to reap
the rewards from collabo-
rating with Kinahan.

Coming from a family
which has commissioned
its fair share of
freelance work in
its time, Kinahan
has now carved out
a role for

himself as a manager or broker for
hire.

Arum told this paper that Kinahan
had ensured Conlan’s defence of his
WBO Intercontinental title against
Diego Ruiz in Belfast last year went
according to plan.

He also made it clear he had no
issue with Kinahan’s background,
saying it had not affected him, and
that neatly explains why the
Dubliner has been allowed to become
a prominent figure.

Some people deal with him despite
the damage his family’s cartel has
done. But that is not really good
enough, is it?

There are conflicting opinions on
whether sportspeople have a respon-
sibility to be role models but it does
not seem like too much to ask them
to dissociate themselves from crimi-
nal elements.

Much like those who were pre-
pared to overlook the excesses of fas-
cism to acclaim the punctual trains,
some from Dublin’s inner city point
to the supposed good the Kinahans
have done and ignore the bad.

The link between some in boxing
and figures from crime is nothing
new, nor should it come as a surprise
given the sport’s popularity in so
many neglected and deprived areas.

We live in a country where hockey
clubs in wealthy suburbs find it eas-
ier to secure grant aid than boxing
gyms where diversions are most
needed.

It does not require a huge leap to
see how someone prepared to part
with some of their wealth — however
obtained — would be welcomed in
the door.

You can also see how an aspiring
local fighter without any other con-
tacts might look to someone like that
as their ticket to a better life.

That does not apply to Barnes or
Conlan, neither of whom has any
involvement in crime. Through their
own hard work and talent, they had
options other than to associate with
Kinahan in their boxing careers. 

Yet the former said he would be
happy to have Kinahan in his corner
and, if Arum is correct, the latter’s
career is being shaped, at least in
part, by him.

And what of Macklin? His profes-
sional career might have fallen short
of his aspirations but, as a former
law student at Coventry University,
the English-born son of Irish parents
had other avenues open to him.

Instead, he and others have played
their part in trying to confer unde-
served legitimacy with boxing offer-
ing an easier route than most for
someone trying to transform them-
selves into a legitimate businessman
from, well, whatever Kinahan was
beforehand.

There’s no overarching international
body strong enough to isolate him
even if it wanted to, the idea of a fit-
and-proper test — however flawed it
may be in other sports — is laughable.

In that instance, it is
up to an individual
judgment call.

And the fact
that so many
people are pre-
pared to work
with Kinahan
and so few care

that they do
should be a
matter for
concern.

It was the 

modern, 

social-media 

equivalent 

of sticking 

your fingers 

in your 

ears and 

saying ‘la 

la la’

FLOORED . . . Paddy 
Barnes, seen here being 

stopped by Cristofer 
Rosales in 2018, has 
defended his links to 

Daniel Kinahan (right)
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Difficult 
choices 
for clubs
THERE are no easy
decisions in the current
climate when it comes to
people and their jobs.

But, right now, sporting
clubs and bodies appear
to be making choices
based on ability to pay.
And, really, you cannot
ask or expect any more.

Last Monday, Drogheda
United announced it was
suspending all payments.
Their First Division coun-
terparts soon followed.

It might have seemed
premature given just one
round of fixtures had not
been played at that stage
but it was already clear
that football would not be
returning immediately
after March 29.

On Thursday came the
news that Liam Buckley’s
Sligo Rovers were tempo-
rarily laying off all football
and non-football staff for
the foreseeable future.

On Saturday, Cork City
said the club could not
pay its staff beyond this
week but, 24 hours later,
Bohemians confirmed that
players and their manage-
ment team would be paid
everything they were due
this season.

That news was accom-
panied by an acknowl-
edgement that if it
happened in previous
years, Bohs would be
doing the exact same
things as others.

The perilous existence
of League of Ireland clubs,
which makes them so vul-
nerable, is something that
needs to be addressed
once this is all over.

They need to be more
resilient so they can sur-
vive more humdrum diffi-
culties, like falling gates
because of an underperfo-
ming team.

But it is worth remem-
bering that no sport will
ever be bulletproof to
something like this crisis.

Just look at the IRFU
which had €38million in
the bank last year but, on
Friday, agreed pay defer-
rals with its players.

The most heartening
aspect of the agreement
brokered with Rugby Play-
ers Ireland is the sliding
scale involved. Those on
€25,000 or less are unaf-
fected and the deferrals
range from 10 per cent
for those on between
€25,000 to €30,000 to
50 per cent for those on
more than €50,000.

At a time when some
other sectors look like
they are taking advantage,
it is heartening that,
where possible, the spirit
of fair play is being app-
lied in Irish sport.

BUCKLEY . . . Sligo woe
Religion
can’t be
used as
defence
against
Covid-19,
Mickey

THAT’S THE SPIRIT
. . . Mickey Harte 

reckons prayer will 
help with the 

coronavirus crisis
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“MAYBE when we

have more
time on
our hands
now, we
should
make

more time
to pray as

well, because
I think that will

have a big impact on
how we can control the
speed of the arrival of the

worst of this virus.”
The above is not advice

from the WHO or the
HSE.
It does not come from an epi-

demiologist who has devoted
their life’s work to analysing the
spread of diseases.

It is not a directive from the
Government about an addi-

tional measure which can be
adopted to contain the

spread of the Covid-19
virus.

It comes from Tyrone
manager Mickey Harte, a

man who openly espouses
his religious beliefs.
And if you want to know

how successful religion has been
as a defence against coronavirus
have a look at Iran.

Ayatollah Hashem Bathaei-Gol-
paygani was a senior cleric, a
member of the Assembly of
Experts which chooses the coun-
try’s Supreme Leader.

Earlier this month, he delivered
a sermon in which he asked why
people were scared of a virus and
not of God. Less than a week
later, he died. From the virus.

The country’s health ministry
had earlier written to the governor
of Qom asking him to limit the
number of pilgrims who could
visit the Fatima Masumeh Shrine
and other religious sites.

It not only remained open but
the head of the shrine encouraged
visits, saying: “We consider
this holy shrine to be a place of
healing.”

Well, guess what, it was not and
it has since closed as Iran belat-
edly tries to deal with the pan-
demic and tries to cover up its
own failings by accusing the USA
of biological warfare.

I mean, you would not put it
past them but. . . 

Harte at least had the good
grace to preface his observation
with ‘I think’ so it was clear he
was putting forward an opinion
rather than a fact.

Still, let’s be clear, it is an
opinion based on his personal
faith and it is not altogether help-
ful when what is needed now is
clear direction on practical steps
that can be taken to achieve tan-
gible results.

Tyrone manager for 17 years
with three All-Ireland titles to his
name, Harte is the sort of com-
munity leader who can be indis-
pensable in these difficult times in
getting messages out for the com-
munal good.

And the majority of an inter-
view published yesterday was
spent urging people to take on
board all of the instructions which
are being given in an attempt to

keep as many people as pos-
sible safe.

But his suggestion that prayer
could delay or limit the spread
of the virus was an unwelcome
add-on.

Religion does not, or should
not, come into it, but, although
many people speak about faith
being a deeply personal issue,
for Harte, it is something he
wears proudly on his sleeve.

This is generally tolerated
because, as a country in which
the Catholic Church has been
such an overarching, if rapidly
diminishing, force, nobody
wants to offend anyone’s sensi-
bilities. 

That is particularly the case
with Harte who has had to
deal with unspeakable tragedy
in his life.

And it seems like the only
human response to that is
compassion and an under-
standing of the need for
something to get through it. If
that is his religion then so be
it, who are we to judge?

The issue is that it often
seems as though Harte is
using his privileged position
as a very successful Gaelic
football manager to promote
his religious-based views.

And he is also someone
who, far more seriously,
sought to continue the state
control over women’s bodies.

He was one of the most
high-profile campaigners
against the repeal of the
eighth amendment of the
constitution two years ago. 

Harte appeared alongside
male and female inter-county
players past and present at
events organised by a group
calling themselves ‘GAA
Athletes For A No Vote’.

Its statement read: “The
mission statement in the
GAA’s Strategic Plan assures
us that “We actively seek to
engage with and include all
members of our society.

“We are an inclusive orga-
nisation. There is a space
for everybody at our table.

“Sport is a place where
people come together to test
themselves, to strive for greatness,
to fulfil their potential, and to
express their unique gifts as part
of a team.

“Working together, we become
one team, one society, one nation,
and one human race.

“Those are our principles —
inclusiveness, compassion, respect,
dignity, teamwork.

“In keeping with those princi-
ples, we are coming together today
to ask the Irish people to vote NO
on May 25th.”

The interpretation of a strategic
plan’s mission statement as an
indication of how someone should
vote on whether the life of a
mother and an unborn child
should have equal rights was quite

the leap. The GAA soon made it
clear it had no position on the
referendum.

Harte, in contrast, is prepared to
take a stance, irrespective of how
that might be viewed by others.

In 2013, he gave a character ref-
erence for a Tyrone man, Ronan
McCusker, ahead of sentencing, in
which he described him as
‘respectable and responsible’.

The judge Piers Grant men-
tioned the reference as one of the
mitigating factors in the maximum
sentence of four years in jail
being reduced to two and a half.

McCusker had raped his victim
and thrown her out of a van
semi-naked. Her children voiced

their unhappiness at Harte’s inter-
vention.

Harte, presumably, did not take
the decision lightly.

He is unlikely to be persuaded
that he was wrong to do so and
can argue, with justification, refer-
ences are an accepted part of the
legal system designed to portray a
person as a whole, not just an
action for which they were tried
and found guilty.

But he is wrong this time round.
Prayer will not stem the flow of
coronavirus and just because he
is a successful sportsperson does
not mean this belief has to be
taken seriously. Follow your head,
not Harte.

         OUR COLUMNISTS ARE THE TALK OF SPORT

Neil O’Riordan
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