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COVID-19AND
THEPOSTMAN
TALKING
TOJOE
In the coronavirus crisis, postal staff are playing a crucial
role checking in on their older customers

Patrick Freyne

H

elping isolated people comes naturally to most postal workers.
“You’ll always get people who are
lonely and all they’ll be looking for
a bit of conversation,” says postman Joe McDonald. “In a lot of places
they’re actually waiting for you to come to
the door. They talk to you because they
don’t see you as a threat when you have
this logo.”
As a response to the current pandemic
crisis, postal delivery staff are making a
particular effort to check in on elderly and
vulnerable people along their routes. Postal workers have also been instructed to connect isolated people with specific needs
(such as grocery shopping) to the organisation for older people Alone, and they’ll also
collect anything they have to post and
bring it to the depot and apply the correct
postage free of charge. (They ask if householders can include the doorbell, the letterbox and the latch on their gate in their daily cleaning routine).
Joe McDonald has walked his north Dublin route for 15 years “on and off” and I’m
following him to have a socially distanced
chat as he checks in on older customers.
It’s a measure of how well-liked Joe is, that
almost everyone we meet opens with some
sort of joke. It’s the Dublin way. “You’re doing some work for a change?” calls out Eddie Keane (father of Paralympic swimmer
Ellen Keane) out walking his dog Glen.
Local butcher Batty Keaveney comes
out of his shop to say, with a wink, “Oh, the
postal service is desperate.”
“Can I have your autograph?” a woman
named Carole asks Joe from across a carpark as she delivers Meals on Wheels.
● ●

●

The first house we call to is that of Maureen, a retired pharmacist in her late 70s.
She’s eager to pay Joe for some stamps he
brought her last week. He doesn’t want to
take it, so she puts a fiver on the door mat
and steps back. “It’s clean!” she promises.
He asks how she is. The last time she
talked to Joe she was a bit panicked, she
says. “I worried that I might have it or that
Joe might have it ... I’ve calmed down now.

I’m doing very well.”
Indeed, she says she was almost enjoying things before the order came through
that older people must cocoon. “I loved it
last Friday. I was doing 100km in my car
down the main road because there was no
one else on it. I thought. ‘The guards will
be after me now!’”
“Good job Patrick’s not using your full
name,” says Joe.
She is well taken care of, she says. She
has two phones and an emergency alarm
she wears around her neck. She’s on the
phone to people a lot, though she struggles
to get the hang of facetime apps. She misses meeting people.
“Joe would tell you that normally I live
out on the street. I have friends everywhere and I’ve been blessed with good
health. On a normal day I’d head to town
and go to mass and meet a friend in a café...
I’m really missing getting the bus and looking at the sea or going for a walk in the park
and chatting with someone... But that’s a
small price to pay if it saves someone’s
life.”
Joe asks if she has enough gluten-free
food. Maureen has coeliac disease. “I got a
lot of coeliac stuff in already, so I’m doing
fine,” she says. “And my neighbour is out
shopping for me now.”
“We’ll be back for dinner so,” says Joe.
● ●

●

At the next house we call to, no one answers, which makes Joe worry. So he calls
next door, where a nice woman named Geraldine tells us to wait a minute. She goes
out to her back garden and finds her neighbour, 87-year-old John, out mowing his
lawn. She’s keeping an eye on him, she
says. Yesterday, she and her kids did some
baking and dropped it into him.
“Adam’s not good at cracking eggs but I
am,” says five-year-old Ellie of her seven-year old brother.
“She’s very modest,” says Geraldine, a
civil servant currently juggling childcare
with working from home.
We go back into John, who is now at his
doorstep. “This man is adored in this parish,” says John of Joe. “It’s nice to have
someone calling who you can call by their
Christian name instead of ‘Mr’.”
“I’ve never been called ‘Mr’ in my life,”
says Joe.
Joe asks how he’s doing. “I’m coping
and I’m not coping. I’ve excellent neighbours ... Geraldine got some stuff for me ...
And the GAA club are brilliant.”
But he’s also a bit annoyed. “I don’t
know why auld fellas like myself who enjoy
good health aren’t allowed go down and
play cards in the GAA club. Why can’t I
move around and go out to the shops to get

a paper for myself?”
As we walk on, we meet another person
that Joe knows who should really be cocooning. “For feck’s sake I’m sick of it,”
she says. “I find this over-70s thing a pain
in the neck… I find it extremely difficult not
to walk around the block even. I would be
on the beach or down at the park every single day of my life.”
Is she not worried about catching the virus? “I would be worried but there’s no
point. I’m getting on with my life.”
Joe tells me that she’s not the only older
person who isn’t entirely following orders.
There’s another lady who keeps asking
him in for a cup of tea and when he says he
can’t, she says, “I’ve the walls bleached so
it’ll all be okay.”
● ●

●

We call to a woman named Paula who
jokingly complains that one of her Mother’s Day cards was late coming from England. “Blame the Royal Mail not us!” says
Joe.
He asks is everything okay with her. “It’s
a bit horrible that I can’t get out,” she says.
“We’re very lucky that the weather is nice
and we can get out in the garden. I’m lucky
we have a garden”
“Soon I’ll be in my shorts,” says Joe.
“But you wear your shorts always,” says
Paula, which makes me wonder if Joe has
dressed up for The Irish Times.
She’s stoical about having to cocoon.
“You have to think of other people, it’s not
just me.”
What is she doing with her time? “I can
watch mass on the computer but it’s not
the same... I read. I watch television.”
“You make chocolate cakes,” says Joe.
“He called the other day when I was making a chocolate cake,” she explains.
“She didn’t offer me a slice,” says Joe
sadly.
“Do you want a bit of chocolate cake?”
she asks. “I made too much.”
● ●

●

At a nearby apartment block, Joe hands
some free An Post postcards (the postage
is fully paid) in a ground floor window.
Rose, whose flat it is, comes out for a socially distanced chat on the doorstep.
“How’s himself?” asks Joe. “Does he still
think Kildare are going to win the World
Cup this year?”
She laughs. Rose’s husband has had a
stroke and Rose cares for him. She says
that they’re doing okay.
“Do you need anything?” asks Joe.
“Maybe the paper someday, if you’re
around,” she says. “Other than that, we
have a little carer coming in and she’s very
good to us.”
Rose misses getting out of the house and
having visitors. “We have no children of
our own, but we have nephews and nieces
who are great to us and we have great
neighbours.”
What is she doing with her time? “I just
keep rubbing and cleaning!” she says.
“There’s not a germ in the place. I do a bit
of knitting and a little reading.”
“They all love their wine around here,”
says Joe.
“No, I don’t!” says Rose, pretending to
be offended. “I love a sup of whiskey.”
Rose and Joe begin talking about the
neighbours. There’s a woman that Joe is
worried about. Rose tells him that she’s
fine, that she heard from her earlier.
There’s an active phone network of senior
citizens in the neighbourhood. “We look
out for each other,” she says. She talks with
affection of a Mongolian neighbour who
drops things in to her and took Rose’s bins
out without even being asked. “She’s an
amazing person,” she says.
“Which paper do you want?” says Joe before we go (he refuses to take money for it).
“The Irish Independent,” she says.
“Go for the other one,” says Joe, gestur-
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ing at me and Bryan the photographer.
“You’ll hurt their feelings.”
● ●

●

Mary, a former post mistress, answers
her door with a phone in her hand. She’s
missing golf (“my therapy”) and is filling
her time with housekeeping and phone
conversations. She was just talking to a
golfing friend, she tells us, who said, “I’m
going out today, I don’t care.” She sighs.
“She’s in her eighties.”
She’s obeying the rules herself. “I wasn’t
too pleased about it, but I have a daughter
who’s making sure I do what I’m told. We
all have to do our bit.”
Is she worried about the virus? “I’m sitting looking out and it’s a gorgeous day
and I think, ‘Sure what are they all talking
about?’ But then I watch the television and
see a lady who can’t get her breath and it’s
a terrible thing. My daughter, her little fella was born premature and he had pneumonia twice. He had a cough there for a good
while, so he went for the test a week yesterday. And she hasn’t got the results. His
cough has improved. But it was a worry.”
The postal service was always a lifeline
for people, she says. “I was originally
brought up in the country and you’d see no
one but the postman. And we have an extra
nice postman... Joe’s a great little boy.”
Joe, for the record, is 61. Then she says,
“Sorry, I have you on the doorstep, sure
come in.”
“We can’t come in!” says Joe.
“I forgot!” says Mary.
● ●

●

Next, Joe calls into Davina and Dave, a
couple with two kids, partly because he
wants to ask after an older neighbour. He
explains why I’m with him so they start
making jokes at his expense. Why? Because this is Ireland and this means they
like him a lot.
“He doesn’t move very fast, does he?”
says Davina.
“He’s dressed very well today,” says
Dave. “He’s normally a dirtbird.”
“You’re in your pyjamas!” says Joe. David is a Dublin Bus driver. “We’re only allowed six people downstairs and there are
stickers on all the seats to show people
where to sit.”
Davina is a Montessori teacher and
can’t work right now. “I’m cracking,” she
says. “I’m practically talking to a tub of Milton [sterilising fluid].”
“You’re not on your own,” says Joe.
“I wish I was,” says Davina. “There’s
nothing worse than looking out at the sun
shining and not a child on the road playing.” Recently, she says, a neighbour ran

bingo for all the kids. She points at some
chalk on the footpaths. “That’s where the
kids were to stand.”
She’s a little worried about the affect the
crisis is going to have on the kids. Their son
was sick and was referred for testing, but
he feels better now. “His homework every
week was to rewrite a newspaper article in
his own words, and it was the coronavirus
every week. I don’t know if it’s frightening
them.”
“How’s Shirley?” asks Joe of their older
neighbour.
Davina says she thinks she’s quite worried. “This morning she wanted to show
me something. She held it up against the
glass so I could read it.”
● ●

●

To Joe’s pleasant surprise he sees
Shirley is gardening when we leave David
and Davina’s driveway. Shirley is 84. “Am I
the oldest person in this estate?” she asks
Joe from a sensible distance.
“I didn’t want to say!” says Joe.
Shirley is feeling a lot better. She
apologises to Joe for being so nervous
when they spoke previously, but he tells
her not to be fretting about him. She was
particularly worried, she says, because
one of her grandchildren has the virus.
He’s doing well, she says, “but I’d worry
that if I got it, I wouldn’t survive it.”
Joe asks how she’s doing now. “I’m managing fine really,” she says. “But I’d normally be out walking every day. I have quite a
few friends of my own age and we meet up
for lunch.”
She feels lucky to have family close who
shop for her. “They’re fantastic,” she says.
“And Davina is fantastic. She keeps an eye
on me and drops over dinners. I’m managing well but I find the loneliness hard.”
She keeps in touch with people by
phone. “I’m on one daughter’s WhatsApp
which sometimes I can barely understand
because it’s in a completely different language. I have to get them to explain it to
me. Did you know that ‘dece’ has quite a
few meanings?”
To pass the time she does crosswords
(for which she is thankful for The Irish
Times) and watches the soaps.
“And I’m doing a bit of gardening to use
up some energy. There’s a bit of colour
coming into the garden now which makes
a difference.”
She has a few letters for Joe to post. “I
have to tell you,” says Shirley. “Joe is just
fantastic. I’ll make him blush now, but he
shows a real interest which is wonderful
for someone living on their own. He keeps
an eye on everybody and in the good times
I get the odd hug from him. I miss the hugs
but there’ll be double hugs after this.”
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GENERATION
COVID

Medically, they were spared the worst effects of Covid-19.
Economically and psychologically, Ireland’s young will
suffer huge consequences from coronavirus

Patrick Freyne

T

hough not generally as physically
susceptible to coronavirus as older
people, young people may well sufferthe most psychologicallyand economically as a consequence of the
pandemic.
The economic evidence is stark. “The job
losses that have happened because of the
lockdown have fallen disproportionately on
young adults, in particular those below the
age of 30,” saysBarraRoantree, research officer with the Economic and Social Research Institute. “We know that around 60
per cent of 18- to 19-year-olds who were
working lost their jobs . . . and about 47 per
cent for those [aged] 20 to 24 and 27 per
cent of those from 25 to 30. That’s much,
much higher than older workers.”
The psychological evidence is similarly
worrying. According to the CSO, 18- to
34-year-oldswent from the most likely to report high life satisfaction in 2018 to the least
likely in April 2020. Marie-Claire McAleer,
head of research and policy at the National
Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI), tells me
about a new Eurofound study which discovered that “20 per cent of young Europeans
said they felt lonely all or most of the time
. . . [and] 53 per cent of young people were
at risk of depression.”
It’s not like they were doing particularly
well previously. Young people were already

more likely to work in insecure employment and to live in rental accommodation.
Housing costs made home ownership – and
even rental – unattainable for many.
McAleer speaks of a consequential “elongation or prolonging of youth” with many
unable to achieve the milestones of
adulthood. “The evidence shows that youth
unemployment is pretty corrosive,” she
says. “It impacts on their [long-term]
physical and mental well-being in a negative way.”
She also notes that for Irish young people, in a recession following Covid-19, emigration may not be the option it was in the
past. “We’re looking for the incoming government to undertake a rapid review and
have a credible costed stimulus package to
support young jobseekers into education,
apprenticeships and employment opportunities.”
Roantree says targeted income supports
and house building are also required to
address wider issues of generational inequality. “There seems to be consensus now
that there will be more State involvement in
lots of areas of life . . . but there hasn’t really
been an acceptance that that requires a
higher level of financing, and therefore
more taxes. [So] you’re making it hard to do
it in a way that is progressive [that] doesn’t
take more proportionally from lower income people, a lot of whom are young
adults.”
● ● ● ●
This week I spoke over Zoom with five
young people who are part of the NYCI and
EU Youth Dialogue-affiliated Young Voices
programme, to talk about how the virus has
affected them and their peers. These are
optimistic and engaged, all involved in a
variety of community and advocacy
organisations.

Howaretheyatthemoment?
Jack: Eighteen-year-old Jack O’Neill, a
sixth-year student from Portarlington, Co
Laois, replies: “My own experience is that
it’s rather boring. I’ve been stuck at home
. . . My dad is stuck at home now and my
mother’s a nurse so she’s been kept busy as
all hell.”
“There’s nothing to do. I don’t have a lot
of close friends so I can’t talk to anybody
that much, but that doesn’t bother me too
much ... I have tried my best to keep sane . . .
I’ve developed – excuse my language – a
‘no-shit’ attitude.”
Daniel: Twenty-three-year-old Daniel
Airey,a final-year creative digital media student in Technological University Dublin in
Tallaght, says: “I’m a wheelchair user. I
have cerebral palsy. So I suppose from a
Covid point of view, I would be in a high-risk
category.”
“The other side of it, and please don’t
take me up the wrong way, but it almost felt
like it was like an indication for everyone
about what life islike for people withdisabilities on a daily basis, just from a loneliness
point of view, because [having a disability]
can get quite lonely sometimes. And that’s
why I’m incredibly grateful to be part of
something like this because it gives me a
sense of purpose.”
Megan: Twenty-three-year-old Megan Atkinson, a final-year student in sociology and
social policy at Trinity College, who lives in
Bluebell in Dublin, answers: “If you’d done
this interview back in March, it would be
very different. I was scared for my own
health and my family’s health. Now there’s
a bit less apprehension.”
Ciara: Twenty-year-old Ciara Fanning, a
first-year business, economics and social
studies student at Trinity and outgoing president of the Irish Second Level-Students’
Union (ISSU), says: “I’m definitely feeling a
lot of exhaustion from being on technology.

Sil Fox
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I’m sick of it. I’m on my phone or laptop all
day. It’syourentertainment, yourcommunication and also your information.”
She laughs. “And living at home after [a
year of] college, I found myself slipping into
my fifth-year personality, reverting back to
that.”
Jo: Sixteen-year-old Jo Wootton, a transition-year student from Carrick-on-Suir in
Tipperary, says: “My sister and me are both
really anxiety prone. When this whole thing
started, we were super scared. It was exhausting . . . I went through phases of not
talking to my friends for a week and then
talking to them.
“There were weeks when I wouldn’t text
or Snapchat, because you’re in the house,
and you have all these awful news reports
coming at you 24/7. It does drain you
a little bit. And when we did talk,
we would feel guilty talking
about something light-hearted . . . ‘Why are we joking?
There’s suffering right outside our door’.”
Later, when we hear a
Hoover in the background,
Jo sighs and says: “My sister
has decided to vacuum, so my
apologies. She would be moving out by now if not for Covid and
I would be 10 times happier. That is
one thing Covid has done for me. She still
lives here.” She is joking. Everyone laughs.
HowhasCovid-19affectedtheireducation?
Orla Doyle, associate professor of economics at University College Dublin, thinks the
pandemic will exacerbate existing educational inequalities. “If the average child
misses school for a few months, it’s not goinghaveanegative effecton their educational attainment overall, because they’re getting supports from home . . .
“A lot of research has been conducted
[on] what happens when kids go on summer
holidays for three months, and it’s brought
about this concept that’s called ‘summer
drift.’ Children from disadvantaged backgrounds basically lose their academic skills
much more than middle- and upper-class
children.”

‘‘
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This is not to say that the recent challengeshave not been difficult for theaverage student. These interviewees all talk about their
struggles adapting to online learning
against a backdrop of worry about the future.
Jack: “The delay on the Leaving Cert
[decision] drove people to insanity at some
points. Every time something happened on
the news or Leo stood up to speak, I got messages rolling in asking ‘What’s going to happen now?’ All my classmates were panicking to the point where they felt that they
were going to fail the Leaving Cert . . .
“After all this they should definitely look
at an alternative to the Leaving Cert or the
points system. With the Leaving Cert
you’re expected to put six years of knowledge all into the one three-hour assessment. It should be better
than that.”
Ciara: As president of the
ISSU, Ciara Fanning was
very involved in discussions about the Leaving
Cert. “How long it took to
get a decision was very
frustrating . . . I think that
people forget how difficult it
is when you’re a second level
student and the Leaving Cert is
two months down the road and suddenly your school is closed.”
Daniel: “I’ve just finished my final year in
college. We would have had a final-year degree show. So just before lockdown we were
kind of all planning that, and I’d actually
just nailed down an idea for an installation
. . . which I was really, really excited about.
So then everything went into lockdown and
it had to be completely changed . . .
“I was lucky in the sense that I was able to
do the work through Zoom. The wonders of
technology! But I suppose it made it that little bit more difficult. It was slower . . . My
personal assistant, he was brilliant. He was
very engaged with the whole process . . .
But I did feel a lot more isolated.”
Megan: “Some of us were taking on multiple roles. We were carers and child minders
. . . One friend was helping to look after his
grandparents . . . I was minding my nieces
. . . but we were still expected to get the
[college] work done.”
Ciara: “We had way more calls from people
who were now caring for their parents or
grandparents or siblings because they
couldn’t have carers into the house. And
these are the same students that are also
working part-time and trying to balance online learning. Young people took on so
muchmore over the past three months than
I think people realise.”
Howdoestheireconomicfuturelook?
Maggie Matthews, qualitative research director at Behaviour & Attitudes, has been
undertaking a research project titled Life in
Lockdown. She says that, among the young

■ Clockwise from top left: sixth-year
student Jack O’Neill at home in
Portarlington; transition-year student Jo
Wootton from Carrick-on-Suir, Tipperary;
digital media student Daniel Airey;
sociology and social policy student
Megan Atkinson at home in Inchicore.
Inset: Ciara Fanning, business,
economics and social studies student at
Trinity.
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adults who have participated, stoicism has
slowly given way to worry.
“They’ve made a lot of sacrifices which in
the short term they were willing to make,
but the more it looks like their medium- and
longer-term [plans] will be affected, the
more difficult that is to cope with . . . It
seems like there’s a gap in the future . . . In
other years they might have done a gap
year, or learned new skills, but they don’t
even know now what skills will be useful in
this new world.” There’s a general lack of
clarity about their horizons, she says.
This is borne out in my conversation with
the Young Voices who talk about feeling
like their lives have been placed on pause.
Jack: “I lost my job back in March because
of Covid. If I don’t get a job, I won’t be able to
get a place [to stay while in college], and
with fees I don’t know how I’m going to be
able to do it.”
He’s hoping to get into the Air Corps
though and he’s optimistic about this. “But
it’s pure luck at this stage.”
Ciara: “There’s definitely a sense of young
people being at a complete loss in terms of
being able to make money . . . We are definitely going to see an increase in deferrals
[of college places] because people aren’t
sure what the experience is going to be like
but also because they can’t afford to go. I
think there’s a lot of hidden poverty that we
don’t see yet.”
Megan: Megan was hoping to go abroad
and work for an NGO after finishing her degree, partly because she was downbeat
about her future in expensive Dublin. “I just
don’t think it’d be realistic financially now
. . . I’m a working-class young one and I already know my experience of disadvantage
but it’s been highlighted by this . . .
“I’m one of the first in my family to go to
university. I came through the Trinity Access Programme. Education is something
I’m hugely passionate about. For me it was
my ‘get out of jail’ card . . . It’s almost like
you’re hindered now. Everything is put on
hold and it’s a little bit scary . . . I’m very
proud of my working-class roots [but] I
don’t want to stay here forever . . . How do I
even go about getting employment now or
opportunities?”
Daniel: “For me things just kind of stopped.
Continuedonpage2
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‘Do whatever it
takes to cushion the
Covid-19 blow’

D

uring the week I joined a fascinating webinar given by the brains
and policy guru behind the
European Central Bank, Philip
Lane, its chief economist. He looks like a
man with the job he always wanted and is
comfortable with it.
The reason I used the term “brains” is
very simple: Lane is now the intellectual
driver of policy. As I listened to him, I
heard a combination of Ben Bernanke’s
deep appreciation of monetary history and
Mario Draghi’s sharp understanding of the
power of the central bank and the breathtaking array of tools at his disposal. Lane
grasps what is at stake and is prepared to
act comprehensively.

The implication for the profile, maturity
and cost of debt in euro zone countries is
enormous. The only risk is that governments do not fully comprehend the gravity
of what the ECB is saying and the opportunity it affords.
It is an institution on the ascendancy
that has just slapped down the German
constitutional court, has the full backing of
the German government, realises that it
has to save the European economy and – in
practice, if not in theory – is becoming
more like the Federal Reserve by the day.
In a comprehensive analysis of its role,
Lane reiterated the message that the ECB
will finance everything any government or
indeed corporate entity wants to do in the
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fight against this Covid-19 “pandession”.
The implication is that all debts in
Ireland could be restructured at much
lower – almost zero – rates. This Irish State
borrowed at 0.28 per cent a few weeks
back.
The only issue preventing Irish mortgages being repriced at these levels is the
willingness (or claimed ability) of the
banks to follow suit.
I specifically asked Prof Lane this
question and he said the purpose of lower
interest rates was to get them to work on
the street via the banking system. Lower
official rates need to be “passed on” for
them to work.
He implied there was little point
otherwise. Let’s come back to this in a bit.
In a series of slides, Lane suggested that
euro zone policy could be yet looser. He
implied, even at these low rates, that there
is more the ECB can do if needed, which is
something this column has been highlighting for the past 10 weeks.
There is simply no financial constraint
on borrowing or refinancing right now. In
fact, because inflation is well below the
ECB’s target, the next move in short-term
interest rates will in all likelihood be
downwards again.
In addition, the pandession has led to
levels of unemployment that are unprecedented, implying that the ECB will buy
more government debt because falling tax
revenue might trigger higher bond yields,
which the ECB will not tolerate now.
‘Downwardloop’
The theme of the talk was very much
centred on the ECB stepping into an
unprecedented situation and deploying all

‘‘
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Irish mortgages being
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ability) of the banks to
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its tools to prevent what is termed the
“downward loop” – when higher bond
yields lead to less lending, leading to lower
tax revenue and economic growth, leading
to yet higher bond yields and the downward spiral takes hold.
The stakes are extremely high and,
although not stated, the focus is on Italy
and, to a lesser extent, Spain. The ECB will
not give the markets any excuse to envelop
the euro zone bond markets with “selling
contagion”, the type of contagion that
almost led to the euro unravelling in
2012-13 under the leadership of the
hapless Jean-Claude Trichet.
If member states of the euro zone avail
of the opportunities presented by the ECB,

this will not happen. Italy provides “cover”
for other euro zone countries, particularly
smaller ones, to act assertively on the
interest rate front.
In a general point, Lane suggested the
euro zone economy won’t get back to 2019
levels until 2022 and, during this period of
weakness, the ECB stands ready to do
more.
Therefore, these policies are likely to be
with us for some time.
In one of his slides, Lane revealed that
the ECB is currently buying just over 20
per cent of all new government bonds
issued and that this figure will go higher if
necessary.
Such a commitment to buy means the
market is reassured that anything it buys
will be bought from it by the central bank.
This provides endless liquidity and
therefore profoundly reduces any risks in
the euro zone bond market.
Whateverittakes
In plain English, this means the ECB has
said to the governments, “Do whatever it
takes to cushion the blow of Covid-19, we
are behind you and we will buy whatever
isn’t nailed down!” The ECB has no
intention of standing idly by.
This means that right now, because the
ECB is behind us, if Ireland wanted to avail
of these opportunities, the State could
issue a “perpetual” bond to cover all
investment spending, ranging from the
New Green Deal, or it could refinance the
entire mortgage book of State-owned AIB,
bringing the average mortgage rate in AIB
down from around 4 per cent to 0.5 per
cent. Where AIB goes the other banks will
follow. If they don’t, they will shrink.

Imagine the relief of customers and the
increase in take-home income if the same
low rate of interest charged to the State
were to be charged to the citizens. Given
that the risk implicit in Irish government
debt is only the aggregation of the Irish
citizens’ ability to pay, there is no reason
why the State and the citizen shouldn’t
face the same rate of interest, particularly
if those loans are collateralised by Irish
property.
The ECB has said that everything is on
the table. Today the average mortgage in
Ireland pays 3.5 per cent interest and
above. That is more than twice the 1.5-1.75
per cent rate that German and French
mortgage holders pay in the same currency. Why?
Equally, the rate of interest faced by the
State is almost zero; contrast that “free
money” with the cost to the State in terms
of lost taxes, unemployment and bankruptcies of letting the tourist/hospitality
sectors go bust.
Prof Lane was clear this week. We are
in extraordinary times, which demand
extraordinary measures. We should not be
hamstrung by rules that apply when things
are normal because things are not normal.
The chance of us getting back to normality
will be determined by the courage and
vision we show now.
In a crisis, we need new thinking. What
was radical before the crisis becomes
mainstream, and what was mainstream
becomes redundant.
When an institution such as the ECB,
arguably the most conservative institution
in Europe, is prepared to rip up its own
rule book, you know the time has come to
act differently.

Generation
Covid
Frompage1
We didn’t get that big thing at the end
of the year where you finish your lectures and get to say your goodbyes.
I’mhoping to do amaster’s in September but it’s quite nerve-wracking because I’m not sure how it’s all going to
work, whether it can work from a personal assistant point of view and if I
can have the correct supports available to me . . .
“I feel a bit uncertain. With the media industry, with social distancing,
there’s not going to be very many jobs
going around. It is very worrying.”
(Daniel later emails to say he has been
accepted for the master’s course).
Ciara: “I see a lot of people my age
slip into a slump of not knowing what
comes next and thinking you have no
control over that. We’re very conscious that if we do end up in a period
of austerity, that young people can’t
be sacrificed the way they were in
2008.”
Megan: Dotheyfeel listened toby government? They all agree with Megan
when she says: “The fact that they’re
even considering getting rid of [the
Department of Children and Youth
Affairs] or merging it is a reflection of
what the Government actually think
of young people. Even the fact they
were considering this speaks for itself.”

PUBLICTRANSPORT
UNMASKED
‘Hardly anyone is masked on the bus these days’, and on a Luas
carrying about 80 passengers, just five are wearing face coverings

Tanya Sweeney

‘M

ffwffwhmmh,” I say to the
driver, behind my homemade face mask.
“Where?” he says evenly,
behind his. Presumably, not
for the first time today.
“Leeson Street!” I shout at him, presenting my Leap card. This is already weird.
It’s rush hour on a Wednesday, or what
we used to call rush hour, at least. Through
the topsy-turvy looking glass of the coronavirus, 8am on the 39 bus from Clonsilla to
UCD is devoid of the usual jostling, pushing
and commuter squirming. It’s entirely civilised, in fact.
Of the five of us on the lower deck of the
bus, all spread out into different corners of
the vehicle, three of us are wearing masks.
At time of publication, it is expected that
masks will be made mandatory on public
transport.
One fellow passenger, not wearing a
mask, eyes me suspiciously from behind
her sunglasses. I smile extra wide, so that
she can see my eyes crinkle with a cheery
bonhomie.
In spite of this moment of awkwardness,
my pulse appears to have slowed by the
time I reach the city centre. It took a huge
tragedy for it to happen, but this is the city
centre utopia that road safety activists and
urban planning protesters have dreamed
of.
There is traffic on the road, certainly, but
Dublin’s quays are no longer a grimy choke
of stalling vehicles, fumes and frustration.
It takes 12 minutes to get to St Stephen’s
Green from Stoneybatter in Dublin 7.

Liz, who lives in Cabra and works in finance on Baggot Street, has been using the
bus consistently on her daily commute to
work though the lockdown. “I’m loving going into work these days. Things have definitely picked up a bit since the builders went
back to work, but it’s still pretty stressfree,” she says. “Look around you, there’s
no road rage, no jay-walking, nothing. Ah,
it’s a nice vibe. I’m just enjoying it while it
lasts!”
The sun is keeping inclement weather at
bay, and it’s not uncommon to see empty
buses traverse the busiest thoroughfares in
the city centre. At 9.15am, the 38 bus heading to Damastown has zero passengers on
board. Yet, of the four buses I use on
Wednesday morning, there had been an average of five passengers travelling.
I’m enjoying the quietude, but others
have had a different experience. Eavan uses
the 13 and 40 to get to James’s Street, and
has done since March.
“What I find interesting is that earlier in
the pandemic, buses were arriving five at a
time, but now I keep finding as restrictions
are being relaxed, it’s really hard to get a
bus in the first place,” she says. “I’ve noticed
sometimes that bus drivers have gone
above and beyond. If they see people stuck
in the rain and waiting for a bus, they’ll
break the guidelines to let people on.
‘Bettertowalk’
“I think people are very sound about social
distancing, but I’d like to see maybe some
more guidance around the mask thing –
that has been very haphazard,” she adds.
“My pet peeve is the windows. I open all the
windows as soon as I get on,” she says.
For Carla, on the 145 heading towards
Kilmacanogue, this is her first time on public transport in three months. She is only
alighting the bus at D’Olier Street because
she is running late for her job in retail.
“Hardly anyone is masked up on the bus
these days,” she says. “It feels better to
walk.”
She wears a mask, but given that there
are three other passengers travelling, she

has decided to keep it in her handbag. “Too
hot for it today, anyway,” she asserts.
Similarly, on the 155 to Bray, none of the
five passengers was wearing protective face
masks. The 39 to Clonsilla – the driver notwithstanding – was a mask-free zone. A sign
in the stairwell recommends the wearing of
masks to anyone over 13.
The Luas, meanwhile, is a very different
beast altogether. Rush hour or not, the
trams appear to get more populated as the
day goes on. Were it not for the tell-tale yellow signage outlining Government guidelines, this could be any regular day pre-lockdown. Of the 20 or so passengers travelling
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What I find interesting
is that earlier in the
pandemic, buses were
arriving five at a time, but
now I keep finding as
restrictions are being
relaxed, it’s really hard to
get a bus in the first place

■ Of the five of us on the lower deck of the

bus, all spread into different corners of
the vehicle, three of us are wearing
masks. PHOTOGRAPHS: CRISPIN RODWELL

at lunchtime on the Green Line to Broombridge through the city centre, about five
are wearing masks. Save for one young
woman, the mask wearers appear to be
over 65.
I cross over to the Red Line, where already a sizeable cluster of passengers are
waiting to get on the tram at the Abbey
Street stop. On the platform itself, there’s
not much enforcement of social distancing,
either among passengers or by any staff.
And, once a very busy tram arrives, it does
nothing for my creeping anxiety levels.
“Are you going to get on? Seems a bit
packed,” I say to the young woman standing
next to me. Her eyes widen. She looks as me
as though I’ve suggested cart-wheeling all
the way to Kildare.
Congregate
Bythetime weleave the stop,thetram is carrying about 80 passengers, about five of
whom are wearing masks. Recent statistics
claim that about 41 per cent of Irish people
are using face masks. None of them use the
Luas.
Inside the lunchtime Luas, much as it is
with Dublin Bus, seats have been blocked
from use so that passengers can enforce socialdistancing. In the main, people are compliantwith thisone directive, butit hasn’t occurred to people not to congregate around
the tram doors instead.
A well-dressed man, sans mask, steps on
board at Museum stop, scans the tram for a
spare seat, and decides to wedge himself in
between me and the door instead. If he is at
all concerned about the fact that he has
done away with social distancing etiquette
to the extent that we are literally touching,
he doesn’t show it.
Two security guards clamber on board a
stop later, again without masks. It’s been a
weirdly unnerving trip.

Does‘normal’feelstrange?
Daniel: “In recent days,I’ve been itching to get out. I went into town last
weekend. My first time on public
transport since it all started and it was
really weird looking at virtually empty buses.”
Jo: “The first time me and my friends
met up we didn’t hug and were two
metres away and we followed all the
rules, but we felt really guilty . . .
‘Should we really be doing this?’ . . . At
the start, I was in my ‘get things done’
phase . . . I was going into town to get
stuff to bake. Now my sister is like
‘Will you go down to the shop?’ and
I’m like ‘Do I have to leave?’” She
laughs. “It’s not good.”
Ciara: “I remember going to the supermarket for the first time and I felt
so anxious. I think we’re going to have
anxiety with stuff that we took for
granted in February. Now, even if I’m
in Dunnes for 20 minutes, I feel like
I’m not supposed to be there. I feel
nervous about leaving the house.”
Hasmentalhealthsuffered?
When it comes to mental health, it
looks like the pandemic will also compound existing inequalities. Psychotherapistand authorof 15-MinuteParenting Joanna Fortune worries particularly about young people “growing up with poverty or domestic violence”.
She thinks social distancing has affected all young people but that most
are resilient and will recover as long
as it doesn’t continue for much longer. “Parents are saying their children
are showing signs of loneliness, isolation, low mood, increased anxiety, hyper vigilance”.
“The whole Leaving Cert debacle
was chaotic. At that stage I was inundated with calls from parents of teenagers, some of whom I’d seen many
years ago . . . and it was very context
specific . . . That was not well handled.”
For these interviewees, mental
health and the lack of mental health
services is a big issue.
Jack:Hementionsfriends hewas worried about: “Being at home and trying
to talk about feelings over the phone
to somebody, it’s just it didn’t help. It
didn’t work. You can’t console a person as well as you could if you were in
person.”
Jo: “I think the biggest shock is going
to be going back [to school]. There
needs to be something there for people . . . because I think the teachers
will have to push us really hard when

weget back there . . .There’s 400people in my school and there’s one guidance counsellor. So do the math. We
needmore qualified mental health experts available to schools because of
the toll this will take.”
Later she says: “We can’t make it
just a Covid thing, that they’re here
for six months and then they’re gone.
There’s already a problem in this
country, in terms of mental health
and young people.”
Ciara: “I think the mental health impact this has on young people is unprecedented. Everyone knows that
we’re heading into a recession, but I
thinkwe can’t overemphasise howimportant it is to have the mental health
support when people go back in September”.
“I do think that people aren’t going
to realise how much the past three
months has affected them until we’re
supposed to snap back to normality
. . . Between 16 and 20 is a really formative stage of your life . . . To miss out
onthree monthsof my first year ofcollege feels really weird.”
Daniel: “In the situation that I’m in,
I’m particularly conscious of my mental health. I have an incredibly supportive family but if it does lower to a
dangerous level, it makes an already
difficult situation even worse.” Later
he says, “for people with disabilities,
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Being at home and
trying to talk about
feelings over the phone
to somebody, it’s just it
didn’t help. It didn’t
work. You can’t console
a person as well as you
could if you were in
person
Jack O’Neill

lack of access to services is not a new
issue.”
Joanne Fortune says: “Schools
need to be resourced to transition
kids back . . . Children [will be] comingback in aheightenedstate ofarousal with increased levels of anxiety . . .
We don’t need to wonder about that.
They will definitely need additional
support.”
Havetherebeenpositiveaspects?
Daniel: “My hope coming out of this
is that it levels everybody. That this
isn’t just a fresh start for me or you or
your grandparents, that it’s a fresh
start for everybody. I’m hoping that
people will be a lot more open to hearing our voices. The biggest thing for
me is that if I’m given time, and if people with disabilities are given time, we
can make an impact . . . and make valuable contributions . . . Without supports, people with a disability can’t
live on their own terms and that’s
been exacerbated a bit by what’s happening.”
Jack: “The good side is that everybody has been able to reflect a lot. It
sounds kind of harsh, but I’ve been
able to figure out who my friends really were. I was able to see where I sat in
my life during Covid, and there
weren’t many people I talked to . . . It
made me open my eyes, actually.”
Jo: “I think I value my time outside
the house or with my friends a lot
more because it’s taught me how
quickly that can go away. I think another huge positive is that it’s gotten a
lot of young people who wouldn’t be
involved to start speaking to the Government. I think a lot of young people
now have had a taste of being an activist and will keep on that path.”
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ESSENTIALBUT
UNDOCUMENTED
Many in the caring professions in Ireland are also part of an unofficial
workforce. They mind the children of health workers, or cocoon with
the elderly – but their work is unrecognised, their status illegal
speak to for this article are in their 50s and
60s, caring for Irish people in the midst of
a pandemic while being in very insecure situations themselves.

Patrick Freyne

T

here’s a hidden line of workers in
the Covid-19 crisis. The Migrant
Rights Centre Ireland (MRCI) estimates that there are between
15,000 and 17,000 undocumented migrants in Ireland and a recent survey
suggests 29 per cent of these people work
as carers.
This is essential work. Currently, there
are undocumented carers working in
nursing homes, cocooning with older
people they care for and looking after the
children of intensive care nurses and other
healthcare workers. There is currently no
safe way for them to regularise their status.
Irish politicians are regularly vocal in
their support for the undocumented Irish
people in the US, but they’ve been slower
to help people in a similar situation in Ireland. There is apparently cross-party support for some sort of pathway to residency
for the undocumented in Ireland, but
whether the new government takes any initiative on this remains to be seen.
Undocumented workers – those outside
the work permit system – work in difficult
jobs at risk of exploitation by employers
and landlords. Many resist seeking necessary medical or Garda help for fear of drawing attention to themselves. The women I

Debra:‘Icannotgo
homebecauseI
havenopapers’

Debra is from the Philippines and has been
cocooning with her 85-year-old client in
that woman’s home in Galway. In the normal course of events she would live in Galway from Monday to Saturday, at which
point she would return to her house-share
in Dublin for one night.
That all ended on March 16th. She is stoical about this: “We have no choice. For my
safety and the safety of the lady I look after.
I bring my lady to walk around the garden,
but we can’t go out.”
Debra came here on a tourist visa 14
years ago to visit a friend but she stayed to
work as a cleaner. Over time she began
working as a carer for older people. She
started with a doctor in Dublin 4 and then,
after he died, went to work for his sisterin-law in Dalkey.
After this woman was diagnosed with dementia and brought to live in a nursing
home, the family asked Debra to keep going to help her every day until she died.
“Only I could feed her,” she explains.
Debra has two grown-up daughters at
home in the Philippines. Her husband died
a long time ago, so she raised them alone.
As an undocumented person, she has been
unable to attend their graduations, and
one daughter’s wedding, for fear she
would be refused re-entry to Ireland. “My

grandson says to me [on Skype] ‘Mammy,
when will you go home?’ I say, ‘I cannot go
home because I have no papers’ and he
says, ‘There’s lots of paper here. I’ll send
you some paper.’ ”
Debra, like many Irish migrants in the
past, sends a lot of her money home. She
can earn more as a cleaner and carer in Ireland than she could in her former job as an
elementary teacher in the Philippines. “I
support the medication of my father. He is
87 and he had a heart problem . . . My
niece and my nephew, I pay for their
school. Everything here, I send to my family.”
In Dublin she lives with three housemates, two of whom are also undocumented. She has been lucky, she says, to have
had kind employers but she knows other
undocumented people who have been exploited and mistreated.
She fears getting sick. She fears being a
victim of robbery “because you can’t go to
the authorities”. She tells me about a time
gardaí got onto her bus to arrest someone,
and she was so terrified of discovery, sitting upstairs in the bus, that she planned to
jump out of the window. “I thought, Maybe
this was my last time on a bus, maybe I
have to go home tomorrow.”
Debra is 61. She would like some security for her future. She would like to be able
to visit her family and then return here.
She gets on very well with the woman she
looks after. Her client’s family ensure they
have food, she says. They visit but have to
talk from outside the door.
“They say she looks stronger now than
before [I came here]. I really love this kind
of work, and the people I work with. It feels
like I’m looking after my own mother or father. I don’t feel anxious [about the virus]
because I have loads of things to do.

“You just do things to make yourself happy. I dance to music in the kitchen and say,
‘We have nothing to do, Kathleen, but we
can dance and that will make us happy.’
And the lady laughs and dances as well.”

Mel:‘Ihaven’t
seenmysonfor
halfofhislife’

Mel works as a live-in childminder for the
children of two intensive care nurses working at the coalface of the pandemic. They
need to be very careful how they interact
with their children for fear of contagion, so
having another loving adult in the house to
care for them is very important right now.
Mel is 50 and left the Philippines when
her son was just 11. She had a retail job, and
a qualification in computer engineering,
but she knew she could never afford to pay
to send her son to university on the money
she was earning at home. So her son was
raised by his grandmother with a big
close-knit family nearby while she worked
in Ireland. He’s 25 now. “I was able to put
him through a dentistry course. He is already working as a dentist.”
So it worked? “It worked, but it was a sacrifice. I haven’t seen him for half of his life.
I wasn’t there for him, for important milestones . . . I don’t really regret it, because I
could give him a bright future, but I wasn’t
there. I was absent. And that’s heartbreaking.” Later she says, “I don’t even know my
son very well now.”
Mel has done a number of different jobs
since coming to Ireland. She worked in a
creche, which closed during the last the recession. She worked at a dry cleaners.
There was no longer a job for her back in
the Philippines at this point, she says, so it
was important she kept working here.
For undocumented people there’s a constant anxiety. “There’s always the fear of
being found out. I don’t want to be sick. I
worry about whether I can access medical
services. Now during the pandemic we’re
being supported by the Government, but if
there’s no pandemic, am I allowed to go
out and claim for medical services?”
Once, when she worked at the dry cleaners, she was held up at knifepoint. Afterwards she and her boss decided it was better not to call the Garda in case it highlighted her undocumented status. “I was scared
for a long time afterwards.”
At the outset of the pandemic, Mel’s current employers explained that there was a
risk that she might catch the virus from

them if they were working every day in the
hospital. They said they understood if she
didn’t want to stay.
“I thought, ‘This is the time when everything needs to give a bit of contribution
and this is a time they need me.’ And I love
the kids. I mind them like they are my own.
They’re nine and seven and I’ve been with
them for seven years.”
Now, in lockdown, she and the children
bake and play in the garden. She helps to
home-school them, and she has started
cooking for their parents. “They’re in danger and they’re working very hard, so I
make sure they have something to eat,”
she says.
In her spare time, she reads books by Patricia Scanlan and Sebastian Barry and
watches devotional videos that she likes on
YouTube.
Mel would love to have her status regularised so she could visit her son and lose
the sense of ongoing anxiety she feels.
Undocumented people are not a burden, she says. They have, in most cases,
been working here for years, taking nothing from the State in return. She knows
many skilled undocumented people who
would love to apply for new HSE jobs that
have suddenly been required to battle
against Covid-19.
“Ireland is our second home. I think it
benefits from us being here. A lot of undocumented people are already doing essential work and are helping society during
this pandemic. We’re helping out to the
best of our abilities and doing the best we
can.”

Shaleen:‘Icannot
goanywhere.Iam
ontheedges . . .’

Shaleen is 60 and comes from Zimbabwe.
She looks after a woman in her 90s, and
they are both cocooning in that woman’s
house in Dublin with the help of the woman’s family.
“She cannot understand fully what’s going on. She is always asking, ‘Why is no one
coming to see me?’ She cannot understand
it fully. I explain that her family would really like to come but they cannot because of
this situation.” The family talk to her on
the phone, she says, but cannot visit properly.
Twelve years ago, Shaleen came to Ireland to see her younger sister, who worked
in Ireland as a physiotherapist and had just
had a baby. At the time there was a lot of po-

■ Debra works as a carer in Galway. ‘I

really love this kind of work, and the
people I work with. It feels like I’m
looking after my own mother or father.’
PHOTOGRAPH: JOE O’SHAUGHNESSY

litical upheaval in Zimbabwe. She decided
to stay for a while but by the time she felt it
was safe to return, her daughter and son
had moved to South Africa and there was
no home for her to return to. She took up
work as a cleaner and a childminder.
She talks about how good her elderly employer has been to her. She started working for her as a cleaner, and her employer
would recommend her to other people.
Four years ago, when she became more
frail, her family asked if Shaleen would be
willing to move in to look after her.
“I look after her, but she also looks after
me . . . She knows I am undocumented
and she says, ‘Thank you very much for being there for me’ . . . And I always say . . .”
her voice cracks a little, “ ‘Thank you to you
also’ . . . We are good friends.”
Shaleen helps the woman to dress and
wash, and she prepares her meals. Before
she was cocooned, home help and other
family members would come to the house
and she could go to meet her sister and her
friends. She was very active in a church
community and would attend services and
meetings there. She prays every day. “It
gives me peace,” she says.
She clearly cares deeply for her employer. At one point she gets upset. She modulates her voice to a whisper because she
doesn’t want the sound of her crying to be
distressing for the older woman in the next
room. Shaleen finds telling her story and
talking about her children very difficult (“I
have wept for them”) but she thinks it’s important that her voice is heard for other undocumented people.
“I can’t go see my children. I cannot be
open about anything. I cannot go anywhere. I am on the edges . . . If I am regularised, I can go see my family and then
come back and look after the old lady.”
Without papers she fears for her future
as a 60-year-old woman with no real home
to return to. “I’ve made a life here. I have
spent 12 years in the one place . . . I am
working and doing my little things here.”
She doesn’t know many people in Zimbabwe any more, she says. “But here I have
my sister, I have friends . . . Where am I going to end up?”
For information about MRCI’s campaign
for undocumentedpeople,seemrci.ie/
justice-for-the-undocumented

‘A life-saver’: The daily online exercise class keeping older people active
Keith Duggan
Siel Bleu has been
keeping senior citizens
active in their homes
during lockdown

T

he old saying of you never know
what is going on behind closed
doors has never been as true as during this time of Covid-19. Anne McGuire
has her daily schedule in rhythm now. She
has framed her day around her morning exercise routine.
“I wouldn’t get up until after Tubridy is
finished,” she explains. “Then I’d potter
around, exercise and have lunch.”
By “exercise” she means participating
in the 11am workout session broadcast on-

line by Siel Bleu. Anne is a retired primary
school teacher, cocooning alone in Navan
and is living with non-Hodgkins lymphoma. She is also used to being a bundle of activity.
The new dispensation was tough for
Anne to get her head around. Her nephew
mentioned the online classes in passing.
Each day features a different instructor.
There is no need for previous experience
or fancy gym stuff. Immediately, Anne was
hooked. She could knock down a 15km
walk without a thought. But this was new.
“What I discovered was that I had so
many dormant muscle groups. So after
five weeks, I have found my posture, my
balance . . . my mental state is so much better. And I would make note of the exercise
I had difficulty with and I would practise
that. Different trainers would concentrate
on different parts of the body.
“This is what amazes me, having been a
teacher myself, is that it is so well structured. Because they must have been
thrown into it. And it has made me dietconscious too. I was making sure I had plenty of protein because I was moving to two
meals a day: brunch and an evening meal.
So there were two pluses for me straight
away: structure and diet. And, of course,
the exercise.”

When she started the class, it was during the cold snap of late March. “The exercise warmed me up in the morning and I’d
light a fire and relax in the afternoon. So
there was a bit of a saving on heating too!”

■ Jennifer Sweeney, a previous

participant in Siel Bleu classes, at her
home in Howth. PHOTOGRAPH: SIEL BLEU

Communityinitiatives
Siel Bleu is one of many community initiatives forced to instantly and radically
switch frequency after the national lockdown took hold. Before the pandemic, it
had provided instructors to give physical
classes for more than 6,000 people
around Ireland, directed at older adults
and patient groups. The switch to online
classes – at 11am and 2pm – is attracting
about 2,000 people to each session.
“We are using tins of beans, rows of
cling films, a sweeping brush and utilising
household items so you don’t have to rush
out and get dumbbells and kettle bells and
these kinds of things,” says Thomas McCabe, national manager of Siel Bleu.
“The WHO guideline for the older population is 150 minutes of exercise a week. If
you break that down to 30 minutes five
times a week, it becomes achievable.”
McCabe instances the example of his
grandmother, who lives on her own in Cavan. She is 95 and, he testifies, is “as
healthy as a horse”.

“But there is a strong risk for her of that
muscle loss which can be hard to regain,
and that leads to loss of balance, higher
risk of falls, a loss of confidence and then
you are straight into a spiral of decline. Ireland has the youngest population in Europe but our population of over-65s will
move from 640,000 to a million over the
next nine years.”
That programme is one of several community-sponsored ideas associated with

‘‘

We are using tins
of beans, rows of
cling films, a sweeping
brush and utilising
household items
ChangeX, which was set up to give voice
and funding to social movements such as
the Men’s Shed, which can simply and instantly improve the quality of life for its
members.
“To my mind, there should be as many
Men’s Sheds in Ireland as there are GAA
clubs,” says Paul O’Hara, founder of
ChangeX. “And we went looking for those
good ideas.”
Among its more conspicuous successes

are Grow It Forward, which sends out food
packs to households interested in growing
their own food; the Street Feast movement; and, vitally during the time of indefinite isolation, the forthcoming Age Action
Ireland launch to train elderly people in
how to use social tools such as Facetime or
Skype to stay in touch with family and with
one another.
“We are trying to build a network of citizens in local communities who will go out
and train older people in how to use that
video technology,” says O’Hara.
For Anne McGuire, the enforced reappraisal of her lifestyle has made her realise
that she might even have been living a bit
too socially. The hour of exercise, alone
but within a virtual community, has been a
revelation.
“I can never be idle. And maybe I wasn’t
making enough time for myself. So I might
just factor that in now. But the other aspect of this is the fun aspect of it because
the instructors chat and talk and joke and
when you live alone it is lovely to have that.
“I have told friends about the classes
and even yesterday I got a message from
one saying the classes are a life-saver. And
I am not given to depression but I honestly
feel that if I didn’t have this, I would be going up the walls at this stage.”

