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Lent has come early... for now
I T used to be that the first

swallow would be the sign of
spring. This year we knew spring
had come when we heard our

first hospitality industry person on
the airwaves. Having laid low for the
first half of the month, a few of them
dipped their toes in the broadcast
waters last week. In fairness, they
weren’t exactly pushing to know when
they might reopen.
The only argument right now is

for how much longer and how much
more strictly we should lock down the
country. We are in contrition mode,
atoning for the sins of our meaningful
Christmas. As a nation, we are nursing
the hangover from hell, even though
most of us didn’t even party.
For pretty much a year, we kept

ourselves going by wondering when

we could come out of lockdown and
arguing for the safety of various
activities, from golf and tennis to
having a substantial meal for nine
euro. But right now, we don’t have the
heart to imagine that it could be any
other way. We have, it seems, learned
our lesson… for now.
Pete Lunn has always said fear

and anxiety are the best prophylactic
for Covid, and we truly scared the
bejaysus out of ourselves this time.
We barely have the heart to argue that
schools should open at some point.
So, the question now, it seems,

is how long we keep up our period
of sackcloth and ashes. Right now,
we can never imagine getting cocky
about the virus again. Right now, we
can conceive of staying in our homes
until everyone is vaccinated. We want
people imprisoned when they arrive
into the country.
But that’s right now. We have

always had great difficulty seeing
beyond the present moment with
Covid. When things are going well, we
obsess about how well we are doing
and how we are the envy of the world,
forgetting that the only reason things
are going well is because we locked

down at a different time to everyone
else. When things are going our way
like that, we find it hard to imagine it
ever being any other way. And then,
within a few short weeks, we’re the
cautionary tale of Europe. And when
it’s bad, we can’t see beyond that.
But even as we lay low and take

our medicine and obsess over ICU
overload and continuing huge case
numbers, thinking we will never argue
with Nphet again, there’s something
stirring in us.
It was all very well to stay at home

for three weeks of January nursing
our wounds, but people are starting
to get fed up again. They’re starting to
want some sense of a future beyond
lockdown. There’s tentative talk of
when we can expect life to resume,
and a promise that if we got another
chance, we would be more careful.
This time, we swear, it will be

different. For many, the seductive
notion of Zero Covid, with its promise
of normal life, is starting to look more
attractive next to this in-and-out
limbo.
Either way, Lent has started early,

but there will be more temptation
before we get to Easter.

BRENDAN O’CONNOR

THE human cost of working
on the front line during the
country’s deadliest ever health
emergency has taken a severe
toll on healthcare workers,
who are battling against staff
shortages and a surging dem-
and for hospital beds.
Doctors, nurses and staff at

University Hospital Limerick
invited the Sunday Independ-
ent to its ICU and Covid-19
wards last week to witness
how patients worst hit by
the Covid-19 virus are being
treated.
They hope the powerful

imagery and personal stories
will createmore awareness of
the unprecedented crisis they
face and encourage people to

stick rigidly to the lockdown
rules. That message comes as
the health service enters its
most worrying week yet, with
hospitals at high risk of run-
ning out of critical care beds.
The head of the National

Virus Reference Laboratory,
Dr Cillian De Gascun, said
the so-called UK variant has
now been detected in all age
groups in every health region
in Ireland and is expected to
account formore than 90pc of
all infections bymid-February,
if not earlier.

DrDeGascun said the latest
British data, which suggests
the variant could be 30pcmore
lethal than the original strain,
must be taken seriously.
“While we need to under-

stand the reason for this asso-
ciation before we can confirm
a causal relationship, it is a
concern and should not be
dismissed,” he added.
Amid rising concern about

the variant, TaoiseachMicheál
Martin warned yesterday that
restrictions will be in place for
at least the next six months,

with schools not reopening
fully before St Patrick’s Day.
Tighter restrictions on

travel will also be introduced
this week as the State’s vacci-
nation programme is facing
a new setback this weekend.
The Sunday Independent

has learned the Government
has been told it may receive
300,000 fewer doses of the
‘game-changer’ AstraZeneca
vaccine over the next two
months.
Thismeans the State would

have 1.1 million vaccine doses
instead of the 1.4 million it
had been expecting, resulting
in the target of vaccinating
700,000 people, including
giving everyone over 70 their
first jab, by the end of March
not being met.
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EXCLUSIVE REPORT: INSIDE ONE OF IRELAND’S HARDEST-HIT COVID HOSPITALS

‘People need to see what’s going on here —
it’s like a war zone,’ say medics on front line
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Fighting for our lives

Left: Maria Liston (78), from Foynes, is treated for Covid
symptoms at University Hospital Limerick. Top: a patient is
treated in ICU. Above: Carole Molyneaux with fellow nurse -

now patient - Michael Cabellero.
Photos: Gerry Mooney. For more pictures, see pages 4-5
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