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VICTORY IS SWEET: IRELAND TOO GOOD FOR ENGLAND

Maeve Sheehan

÷ Tánaiste now under armed
guard as security is ramped up
Ali Bracken
and Rodney Edwards
SEVERAL death threats have
been levelled against Tánaiste
Leo Varadkar in recent weeks,
leading to him now requiring
round-the-clock armed garda
protection, the Sunday Independent can reveal.
Senior sources say the
deaths threats are being taken “extremely seriously” and
gardaí are “responding appropriately” in terms of providing
protection to Mr Varadkar.
It is the responsibility of
the Special Detective Unit
(SDU) to provide armed
protection in the form of a
full-time SDU driver to the
Tánaiste of the day.
However, due to a
slew of recent threats,
including some of a
homophobic nature,
Mr Varadkar now warrants a full-time close
protection detail from
the SDU, it is understood. This entails a
24/7 armed garda detail,
Tánaiste
Leo Varadkar

separate to his garda driver.
For security reasons, this
newspaper cannot report
specifics on the exact nature of the Tánaiste’s level of
protection.
It is understood the recent
death threats he received
were “particularly nasty” and
came from a number of different individuals. Some people
who made the threats have
been identified as having the
potential to attempt to cause
the Tánaiste physical harm,
according to sources.
Some of those involved
are believed to be far-right
extremists, who hold homophobic views as well as being
anti-lockdown and anti-facemask advocates.
But not all of the
death threats are
from the far-right,
a source added, and
while many of the
threats have been
made online, this
is “not the only way”
the threats have
been issued.
One se-

curity source explained: “For
obvious reasons, not much can
be divulged as this is a security
issue of national importance.
But it is fair to say gardaí do
not ramp up any member of
Government’s armed security
to this level unless there is
good reason. This is being
taken extremely seriously.”
Taoiseach Micheál Martin
is also protected by a close
protection detail from the
SDU. But this paper understands that the Tánaiste’s
level of protection is currently
“higher” than the Taoiseach’s
because of the threat level
against him.
While is it not unusual for
members of Government to receive threats, each is evaluated
on its own merits to determine
whether it is credible.
“A full evaluation of every
threat received is carried out.
Some of the threats against
the Tánaiste are coming from
people who are already on
Garda radar because of their
involvement in extremism

Continued on page 2

WINNERS: Ireland finished their Guinness Six Nations Rugby Championship on a high with
a 32-18 victory over England at the Aviva Stadium last night. Above, Johnny Sexton,
Robbie Henshaw and Bundee Aki celebrate after the game. Right, an emotional CJ Stander
after making his last appearance for Ireland. Photos: Billy Stickland and Ramsey Cardy

1,200 slip
past Covid
quarantine
Hugh O’Connell
OVER 34,000 people arrived
into the State, including over
1,200 from the high-risk
countries of Brazil and South
Africa, in the three-week
period after the Government
signed off on mandatory
hotel quarantine plans.
Plans to confine overseas
arrivals from 33 high-risk
countries in hotels are still
not operational a month
after Cabinet signed off on
them, and a fortnight after
being signed into law.
The most popular reason
people gave for flying was a
holiday or visit.

› Full story, page 5
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Dr Glynn does the dirty work

R

ONAN Glynn was determined
not to be caught out last Thursday. He refused to speculate on
opening things up.
He pointed out, quite reasonably,
that there would then be a dramatic
headline on the front of the papers the
next day, Nphet says…
Glynn, actually a great communicator, was at pains to say no group was
being blamed for the stalling in our
progress. If there was any blame, not
that it was being called blame, it was
being directed at cups of tea. A theme
developed in the press conference that
people were popping around to each
other’s houses for cups of tea and getting the Covid. Cups of tea are the new
house-parties. Gardaí will be raiding
‘teabeens’, fully kitted out with kettles,
packets of biscuits and jugs of milk.
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Professional operations.
As well as drinking too many cups
of tea, too many people are going to
work, to ease the boredom. That, it
seems, is what it’s come to. Going to
work is an illicit pleasure.
And then Glynn said it: this work
from home lark was not going away.
It was for the next two, three, four
months. And bang! They had their
headline. Nphet says Working From
Home until June. Combined with
comments on foreign travel and a
mention of June, it all translated in
the media into Lockdown Until June,
and people were variously sad, angry
and resigned. And the suggestion that
they go back two weeks in compliance,
when we are all counting down the
weeks, drove them bananas.
The politicians must have had a
good laugh watching this. One of the
benefits of subcontracting out the
running of the country to Nphet is that
politicians are not really required to
speculate as much about when they
will open things up. For a while there,
they had to do it everywhere, from the
News at One to the Homeschool Hub.
And it caused nothing but trouble for
them, because there are no right an-

Nphet warns
vaccines will
offer ‘limited
protection’

swers these days. So they stepped back
last week and left Dr Ronan Glynn and
the experts to field the questions about
the future and cause all the trouble.
The politicians also stayed out of
the suspension of the AstraZeneca
vaccine. The experts and the scientists
and the doctors were allowed to fully
own that fiasco, so whatever way it
went, it was not a political matter.
Just as reopening the country is now
seemingly not a political matter, but
a matter for the experts. Maybe when
there is good news to be disseminated
it will become a political matter again.
But, for now, the bad news is best left
in the hands of the experts.
Yuval Noah Harari, the expert’s
expert, last week contrasted scientists,
and the triumph of their co-operation
in the pandemic, with politicians and
their inability to work together. Clearly
the politicians have decided to let the
scientists get their hands dirty with the
messy business of hard choices, and
let’s see what that does for their halo.
But this weekend, as two weeks of
feverish speculation begin about how
much nothing we will be given for
April 5, the politicians won’t be able to
avoid getting drawn back into it.

THE expert group on Covid-19 has
warned vaccines will offer “limited
protection” against the virus now and
in the summer unless case numbers
drop to “very low levels”.
Newly published minutes from a
National Public Health Emergency
Team (Nphet) meeting also warn that a
surge in Covid-19 cases would be “detrimental” to the vaccine programme and
would delay its roll-out. The minutes
of a February 18 meeting, published on
Friday, will dampen vaccine optimism,
with fears of a fresh Covid-19 surge
across Europe and case numbers in
Ireland remaining in excess of 500.
Nphet reported 525 confirmed cases
of the virus last night.
The minutes said it was too early to
predict what the full impact of vaccines
would be and that it would be “dangerous” to assume restrictions could be
eased once all vulnerable members of
society are vaccinated, warning of the
growing evidence of the “detrimental
health effects” linked to long-Covid.

› Full story, page 12
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Letter from the Editor
LIFE comes at you fast. Trina Cleary, from Wexford, is the
cover star of today’s Life magazine — and a beautiful cover it is
too. Three years ago, Trina had it all in front of her — she was
33 years old, healthy and full of zest for life. She has lost none
of that spirit, but a stage 4 cancer diagnosis has now robbed
her of a long and happy future with the man she will marry
later this year. Cruelly, her cancer returned during the first
lockdown, last April, only seven months after she had been
declared cancer-free following a long and gruelling fight.
It might sound like a difficult read — in fact, it’s the very
opposite, a story of uplifting power. Here is a woman who
baulks at the word ‘brave’, because she simply doesn’t see any
other way of living what’s left of her life: “You can’t just lie
down and take it — you have to keep going.”
If readers will forgive the personal digression, Trina’s wonderful positivity reminds me very much of another, older woman with a terminal cancer diagnosis — my mother, who came
into the world as Anne Franklin, one of six Limerick sisters.
She has been reading this newspaper for most of her life. Last
Sunday, tired from the cancer drugs but still the most positive
woman I’ve ever known, she asked us to read it to her. She is
slipping away as I write this, but her joyful spirit has never
faded in the slightest. In that respect, she’s an Irish woman cut
from the same special cloth as the remarkable Trina Cleary.
Daffodil Day — next Friday, March 26 — is traditionally the
Irish Cancer Society’s biggest and most important fundraiser.
This year there won’t be volunteers on the streets selling flowers and pins, but there are still many ways to help. You can find
out how on the cancer.ie website.
Spring is in the air and I hope you enjoy the special 32-page
gardening booklet included with your Sunday Independent
today. It’s a reminder that there are better days ahead when
Covid restrictions are lifted from our lives.
Finally, we bring you a new-look, 28-page sports section this
week. It’s a contemporary design that keeps the emphasis on
the fine, thought-provoking sportswriting long associated with
this newspaper. When choosing when to launch it, we looked
at the sports calendar and saw a rugby fixture to stir the blood:
‘Ireland v England, March 20’. Of course, the perfect front page
for the new section still required an Ireland victory - so our
thanks go to Johnny and the lads for delivering big. Read all
about it over seven pages. Next week, this section will be given
a refresh; likewise the business pages. That will complete the
full redesign of the paper — and I very much hope you’ll like
what you see. The front page will also have a new masthead, for
the first time in 25 years. Until then, thanks for supporting us.
Alan English, Editor

AMONG THE HIGHLIGHTS THIS WEEK IN IRELAND’S MOST WIDELY READ NEWSPAPER
Hugh O’Connell

Rodney Edwards

Maeve Sheehan

Declan Lynch

Fiona Sherlock

Shane Ross

Fianna Fáil
hopeful on the
campaign trail
Page 6

Bookies won’t
take gamble with
online betting
Page 20

Tensions rising
over the Northern
Ireland protocol
Page 10

Nphet tempers
optimism with
new concerns
Page 12

London calling
— but Davy isn’t
answering
Page 24

Why is having a
uterus still seen
as a handicap?
Page 21

ALL-NEW 28-PAGE SPORT SECTION
A fresh look for our
thought-provoking
sports coverage

+

BUSINESS

PEOPLE & CULTURE

LIFE

Samantha
McCaughren on
the Davy saga

Charlene
McKenna’s
perfect day

Dónal Lynch
on tennis star
Serena Williams

Community in shock after Antrim double murder-suicide News in Brief
John Toner
POLICE in Northern Ireland
launched a double murder
investigation after the deaths
of two women and a man in
an apparent murder-suicide
north of Belfast on Friday
night.
It is understood Ken Flanagan stabbed his mother Karen
to death, then attacked and
killed his girlfriend Stacey
Knell before taking his own
life.
Neighbours heard motherof-two Karen call out, “I’m
dying, I’m dying, it’s my son!”
as Flanagan stabbed her at
an address in the Rathcoole
estate in Newtownabbey, Co
Antrim. He is then believed
to have left his mother as she
lay dying and travelled to a
nearby family-owned property
on Glenville Road, where he
stabbed his girlfriend Stacey
Knell to death before taking
his own life.
Flanagan’s mother Karen
had posted on social media
recently, praising her son over
his battle with drug addiction,
saying: “My handsome son,
love you unconditionally. If
you only realised your self
worth. You’re better than any
of them.”
It is understood Ken Flanagan had previously been
ordered to stay away from his
mother’s house by authorities
over his violent behaviour.
Neighbours at both addresses
in Co Antrim yesterday spoke

TRAGEDY: Ken Flanagan is understood to have stabbed his mother Karen, centre, and his girlfriend Stacey Knell
of their shock and horror at
the killings. One neighbour,
who did not wish to be named,
said: “I’m still in shock. It’s
so awful I just can’t believe
it. As a parent it’s your worst
nightmare. I would have seen
Stacey around here with her
wee pup sometimes, it’s just
so sad.
“It’s just really horrific but
there has always sort of been
trouble at that wee house.
Generally it’s just really quiet
around here apart from that
place.”
Mother-of-one Stacey Knell
is survived by a nine-year-

old daughter, while Karen
Flanagan is also survived by
a daughter.
The double murder-suicide has left the community
reeling, with political representatives saying the incident
highlighted the scourge of
violence against women.
North Belfast MP John Finucane said people had been
left “absolutely shocked and
stunned” by the news.
He added: “My first
thoughts are with the family
and friends of the women who
were brutally killed last night.
“It’s important to bear in

mind that at the heart of this
tragedy are grieving families.
“These brutal killings highlight once again the need to
oppose all violence against
women and the need for a
Violence Against Women and
Girls Strategy in the North.”
Antrim and Newtownabbey mayor Jim Montgomery echoed Mr Finucane’s
sentiments, posting on Twitter: “A very sad incident that
has created such shock with
so many. My thoughts are
with families involved who
are suffering such loss and
those having to pick up the

pieces after this tragedy.”
Deputy mayor for Antrim
and Newtownabbey, SDLP
councillor Noreen McClelland,
added: “My thoughts and
prayers this morning are with
the friends and family of the
two women who were brutally
killed last night.
“Once again it appears that
two women have lost their
lives in a violent attack. How
many more women have to die
before our Executive takes action to address gender-based
violence?”
Officers were alerted shortly before 11pm on Friday night

following a report of a stabbing at Derrycoole Way, Rathcoole, where Karen Flanagan
was found dead.
A short time later police
discovered Ken Flanagan and
Stacey Knell dead at a property on Glenville Road just
under two miles away.
Detective Chief Inspector
John Caldwell said police and
NIAS ambulance crews had
responded to an emergency
call shortly before 11pm on
Friday night. He said: “Just after 10.55pm on Friday evening,
police received a report of
a stabbing at a residential
property in the Derrycoole
Way area. Officers attended,
along with colleagues from
NIAS. Sadly, a woman was
pronounced dead.
“As officers carried out
further enquiries, they attended a residential property
in the Glenville Road area.
An unconscious male was located in the property. Despite
the provision of first aid, the
male was pronounced dead.
On searching the property,
another deceased female was
located.
“While we have launched
a murder investigation, we
are not looking for anyone
else in connection with these
incidents — which we believe
are connected. We would urge
anyone with any information
which may assist our investigation to contact 101 and
quote reference number 2441
of 19/03/21.”

Scrap protocol or face wrath
of loyalism, politicians told

PSNI shares information with gardaí over intimidation directed at Varadkar and Coveney
Continued from page 1
linked to some of the recent
anti-lockdown protests,” added a source.
A spokesman for the Tánaiste declined to comment
when contacted about the
death threats, saying: “Security arrangements for all
ministers is a matter for An
Garda Síochána.”
A spokesman for Garda
Headquarters said it could
not comment on the security arrangements for VIPs,
which includes members of
Government.
SDU bodyguards are also
tasked with protecting President Michael D Higgins, with
an armed team accompanying
him on official visits around
Ireland and internationally.
The Justice Minister, Chief
Justice of Ireland and Director
of Public Prosecutions are
also provided with a full-time
armed SDU driver.
All Government ministers
and former presidents and

SECURITY CONCERN: Tánaiste Leo Varadkar
taoisigh are provided with
armed protection and transport when their security is
deemed under threat, otherwise it is reserved for official
State occasions.
Ambassadors
and
high-ranking foreign diplomats in Ireland are also given
varying levels of protection by
the SDU when their safety or
security is deemed “at risk”.
Foreign diplomatic embassies
and residences are also protected by the unit, including
that of the United States,
United Kingdom and Israel.

Separately, a number of
threats of violence have been
made by loyalist paramilitaries against Mr Varadkar,
Taoiseach Micheál Martin
and Foreign Minister Simon
Coveney as the Brexit fallout
intensifies. One senior UDA
member told this newspaper
that “nobody is off limits”.
Loyalists have threatened
to launch “an incendiary
campaign and sending letter
bombs to Irish politicians” if
the Northern Ireland protocol
isn’t scrapped.
“If Micheál Martin and Leo

Varadkar don’t get rid of the
protocol, they will face the
wrath of loyalism,” said one
loyalist.
Another convicted terrorist has warned that loyalists
are incensed by the Irish Sea
Border and are blaming the
Irish Government.
Described as the “new enemies of Ulster”, loyalists have
also warned that if the politicians ignore them, “the more
that fury will grow”.
Last week Mr Varadkar’s
home address was scrawled
across a wall — weeks after
a death threat appeared elsewhere in Belfast, while Mr
Coveney’s home address was
also painted on to a brick wall.
A senior PSNI source said
the organisation has been
sharing information with
gardaí on the intimidation
and threats directed at Mr
Varadkar and Mr Coveney.
“We take this very seriously. We have statutory obligations that when something
like that goes up, we have to

share the information with
our partners. In respect of
the graffiti about Mr Varadkar and Mr Coveney, we have
already spoken to the guards.”
The police officer said they
will be monitoring the threat
level against the politicians
and reporting to their colleagues in the south. Other
PSNI sources also describe
loyalist threats as “bluster.”
The Loyalist Communities
Council — which represents
the Ulster Volunteer Force,
Ulster Defence Association
and Red Hand Commando

HATE MOB ON
CONSTANT
ATTACK
Shane
Coleman
PAGE 27

— wrote to British prime
minister Boris Johnson earlier
this month to withdraw its
support for the Good Friday
Agreement, which effectively
ended the Troubles in 1998.
David Campbell, who chairs
the group, says the “blame” for
deepening tensions should be
placed on Dublin.
“Varadkar and Coveney,
in our view, were malicious
and mischievous in misrepresenting the Brexit agreement to the European Union
as completely one-sided,” he
says.
He claims the island is now
“approaching a very dangerous situation”. “Dangerous
in that unless it is dealt with
politically, politics will be
deemed ineffective and people
will therefore look to other
means to demonstrate.”
When contacted about the
threats, a spokesperson for the
Taoiseach said he would not
be commenting.

› Loyalist threat, page 10

Harris admits to shortage of student digs
÷ Minister for Higher Education Simon Harris

has pledged to tackle the lack of third-level student
accommodation but admitted the problem will not be
resolved by September. Mr Harris said he has asked
officials to come up with proposals to solve the issue,
adding: “There is no point misleading you, that’s not
going to be ready for this September.” He also expressed
a desire to try and improve the current mental health
services offered in many third level institutions. “We’ve
very significantly increased the mental health budget for
colleges. So we have put an extra €5 million into that,” he
said.

No winner of €8.6m Lotto jackpot
÷ The numbers drawn in last night’s €8,697,641 Lotto

draw were: 4, 27, 37, 43, 44, 46 (bonus 32). The €1m Lotto
Plus 1 jackpot numbers were: 2, 16, 25, 35, 36, 37 (bonus
47). The €250,000 Lotto Plus 2 jackpot numbers were: 15,
19, 27, 30, 32, 47 (bonus 40). The raffle number was 8466.

RTÉ staff to ballot on proposed pay cuts
÷ The Director General of RTÉ has said if a ballot is

not passed by staff on proposed pay cuts at the State
broadcaster the matter could be headed to an industrial
relations tribunal. Speaking on RTÉ’s The Business
programme, Dee Forbes said that in 2019 they outlined
their vision for the public broadcaster’s future and how to
be sustainable, which is dependent on three things.
“It really depends on us stabilising and increasing
revenue, increased public funding but also us reducing
our cost base,” she said. Ms Forbes said if the ballot
passes, a working group would be in place to work
through a lot of issues.

Woman raises €70k for cancer charity
÷ A Dublin woman has raised more than €70,000 for

ARC Cancer Supports Centres in Dublin.
Jemima Mulligan, (23), braved the elements and a
bone-chilling Irish Sea, to take the plunge for a good
cause every day during February. The “Swim 4 Tash
2” fundraiser was in memory of her late mother, Tash
Mulligan, who died in March 2019. ARC provides a
range of psychological, emotional, educational and
practical support services online for people with cancer
and their families. These include a telephone support
service, remote counselling, and a range of online
classes, talks and programmes, free of charge.Visit www.
arccancersupport.ie

Tycoon’s mother leaves €10m in will
÷ Iris O’Brien, mother of telecoms tycoon Denis O’Brien,
of Anglesea Road, Ballsbridge, Dublin, has left an estate
valued at €10,200,800 in her will.
Other wills include: Gerald Horgan, company director,
Woodhill Park, Tivoli, Cork, left €4,370,707; Stanley
Meyler, investor, Evanston, Illinois, USA, left €2,377,908;
Annette Hayes, Killiney Ave, Dublin, left €2,162,221;
Daniel McGuinness, farmer, Boynagh, Ballyshannon,
Co Donegal, left €1,807,174; William Moran, garage
proprietor, Tinnahinch, Co Wicklow, left €1,773,710;
Edward O’Hehir, bakery director, Barn Owl Road, Sligo,
left €1,284,465; Liam O’Sullivan, musician, Glenwaverly
Court, Sandymount, Dublin, left €1,252,280; Emma
Keane, property manager, Brighton Square, Rathgar,
Dublin, left 1,240,472; Joseph Wood, Taylors Hill, Galway,
left €1,203,556; Joseph O’Hagan, haulier, Straffan,
Co Kildare, left €1,149,976 and Joseph Brady, farmer,
Ballinalough, Kells, Co Meath, left €939,730.

This publication supports the work of the Press Council of
Ireland and the office of the Press Ombudsman, and our staff
operate within the Code of Practice for journalists in Ireland.
You can obtain a copy of the Code, or contact the Council, at
presscouncil.ie, Lo-call 1890 208 080, or info@presscouncil.ie

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS

At the Sunday Independent, we take great pride in the quality of our journalism
and aim to correct any errors as quickly as possible. If you wish to report an
inaccuracy, please email corrections@independent.ie
Postaladdress:SundayIndependent,27-32TalbotStreet,Dublin1. Telephone:01-7055333
Generalqueries:info@independent.ie LetterstotheEditor:sunday.letters@independent.ie
Typographicalandgrammaticalerrors:spotted@independent.ie
Toorderadditionalcopies:fcounter@independent.ieor01-7055452
Ifyoureditionofthenewspaperismissingasection:
+353(1)7055333,option1orcustomerhelp@independent.ie
HomeDelivery:customerservice@reachhomedelivery.ieor1890130130

Six Nations countdown

Playit
again,
Sam

n Neil Francis
n Brendan Fanning
n Tommy Conlon

Brighid
McLaughlin

Samantha Mumba
is back — and this
time she’s doing
it her way People&Culture

My brush with a
Russian painter

People&Culture

THE MAYOR
WHO DOESN’T
FEEL SAFE
IN HER
OWN CITY
Hazel Chu, P4

SundayIndependent
Vol. 116 No. 5

city final

31 January 2021

¤3.70 (£2.10 in Northern Ireland)

Hutch was
‘getaway
driver’ after
hotel attack

Revealed: Holohan
warning on ‘weak’
border controls
÷ Terse exchange
with Donnelly over
timing of response

÷ Emails and texts
highlight tensions
in war on Covid-19

Tony Holohan

Ali Bracken

Stephen Donnelly

GERRY ‘The Monk’
Hutch is the chief
suspect for being the
getaway driver after
the Regency Hotel
gun attack and would
be arrested if he re- Gerry Hutch
turns to Ireland, the and, below,
Sunday Independent Daniel
can reveal.
Kinahan
Security sources
said there is “intelligence” 57-year-old
Hutch was driving
the van used by the
gang after their failed
bid to murder cartel
boss Daniel Kinahan. “There’s no
doubt in the lead investigators’
minds that he was driving that getaway van,” the source confirmed.
Hutch currently divides his
time between Fuengirola and Eindhoven but regularly returns to
Northern Ireland to meet family,
where he is “protected” by dissident republicans.

› Full story, page 6
EXCLUSIVE
Hugh O’Connell

Political Correspondent

Special report — pages 10-11

THE chief medical officer Dr
Tony Holohan warned Health
Minister Stephen Donnelly
in early November that the
“weakness” of Ireland’s border controls meant it was not
protected from importing new
strains of Covid-19, the Sunday Independent has learned.
The stark warning came
in an email that can be disclosed today, along with dozens of other text messages
and emails which show the
relationship between the two
men leading the State’s pandemic response became at
times strained and tense last
October and November as
Ireland grappled with the
deteriorating Covid situation.
Responding to the issue of
a new virus strain found in
mink in Denmark last November that prompted the UK to
ban travel from Denmark, Dr
Holohan told Mr Donnelly of
his broader concerns about
overseas travel. “I must point
to the relative weakness of

measures we can apply at
points of entry to Ireland in
respect of travellers. These are
advisory only and do not allow
the kind of action undertaken
by the UK,” he wrote in an
email on November 7.
“Our Covid border control
measures do not give assurance to me as chief medical
office (sic) and as a result provide me no basis for assuring
you as Minister for Health that
we have appropriate public
health controls in place to
protect Ireland from importation of this disease. This is
particularly concerning now
that such a potentially serious development as mutation
maybe has arisen.”
The comments prompted
a terse response from the
minister, who wrote back: “It
would have been useful if you
had aired your concerns, or indeed any concerns whatsoever
in regard to border controls,
when asked for your view at

the Cabinet sub-committee
some weeks ago where the
border control protocols were
being discussed and agreed.”
Dr Holohan responded
by pointing out that international travel had been a “major concern in early summer
when disease levels were very
low here” and that Nphet had
“made a recommendation to
Government based on our
assessments at that time”.
He said they had concerns
about the validity of one-off
tests for arrivals from orange
and red countries that allowed
isolation restrictions to be set
aside and pointed out that
these concerns were articulated by him at the Cabinet
committee meeting to which
Mr Donnelly referred and
raised subsequently.
The email was one of several testy exchanges between the
two men. Others included the
CMO asking the minister to be
cautious in his public health

messaging around Dublin case
numbers after Mr Donnelly
had suggested transmission
was slowing in the capital.
Dr Holohan expressed “reservations” about Mr Donnelly’s proposal to engage with
groups in local electoral areas
where case numbers were not
falling. Mr Donnelly also repeatedly asked for the CMO’s
view about hare coursing, to
which, records show, Dr Holohan failed to respond.
Mr Donnelly did not respond to Dr Holohan’s text
outlining a steep rise in new
case numbers on October 10 —
five days after the Government
rejected public health advice
to lockdown for six weeks.
Mr Donnelly’s spokesperson said yesterday: “The minister has an excellent working
relationship with the CMO.
Emails and text messages
from any period are just a
small part of their communications — they speak regularly
by phone and in person and
have numerous interactions
in the department together.”

› Full story, pages 10-11
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So, whose fault is it this week?

P

EOPLE coming from Lanzarote: Never mind that we
have plenty of Covid to pass
around among ourselves here, we need
bogeymen and the gall of these people
coming home from Lanzarote drove a
lot of us over the edge, mainly because
we all wished we were in Lanzarote.
Of course, many of the Irish in the Canaries do not view themselves as being
on holiday. They have “decamped”
there. People are not heading off there
for a mere two-week holiday, many
of them are gone for six weeks or six
months, so they view it as living there.
Just as the upper echelons of Ds 4 and
6, who “decamped” to the Algarve
and Barbados once they realised the
schools weren’t opening again, don’t
view themselves as being on holiday
either. They have “decamped” there to
“ride it out”.
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AstraZeneca: They were always
suspect on many levels. They are Big
Pharma, they are British and they are
also Swedish. And we all know what
happened in Sweden. For a while
there, we were conned into thinking
Big Pharma was redeeming itself and
was now our friend. But the mask, so
to speak, has slipped. Down below the
nose, if you will.
The AstraZeneca vaccine non-delivery has brought together many of
our other bogeymen, too. The UK is
hoovering up all the vaccines, and
doing better than us dammit, and
allowing them to gloat that Brexit was
a great idea. And the EU was weak and
disorganised in their ordering, and are
now acting crazy. So a combination of
Scandi-Noir evil big business, hapless
Eurocrats and vaccine-greedy Brexiteers. Triple blame. We love it.
The Government: Everyone has finally found a way of blaming the pandemic on the Government. Everything
would be fine if only they would seal
up the country and go Zero Covid. And
if they had only done this a year ago,
we’d be all be out on Bondi beach now,
the weather would be amazing, life

would be normal. Apparently, loads
of TDs, all the public, all the scientists
and all the media now agree that we
should have gone Zero Covid, and it’s
still not too late. Of course, if we did go
Zero Covid it wouldn’t take everyone
long to start moaning about how terrible it is to be cut off from the rest of
the world and demanding the Government do something about it, etc etc.
The Government has decided to go Zero-ish Covid-ish and is blaming people
coming from Lanzarote instead.
Hospitals: You can’t walk past a hospital now without getting the Covid.
Every poor person who goes in with
a sore finger is getting the Covid. It’s
being doled out like tea and toast after
an operation.
Not you: The main thing you will note
from above is that this is always someone else’s fault. Who that is changes
by the week. Skiers, young people,
the GAA, funerals, Christmas parties,
Americans in Kerry, people from Dublin going to their mobile homes, outdoor drinkers, people driving to beauty
spots, joggers. It’s all those people.
But it’s not you.

Sunday Independent 31 January 2021

6 NEWS
Scenes from the
Regency Hotel
shooting five
years ago

Liam Byrne carries the
coffin of his brother,
David Byrne

Gerry ‘The Monk’ Hutch and, below,
in disguise at the funeral of his
brother, Eddie Hutch

Freddie Thompson,
left, with Daniel Kinahan

Mobster ‘The Monk’ is suspected
of being Regency getaway driver
On-the-run Dublin criminal
Gerry Hutch would be killed
by cartel enemies or arrested
on sight if he ever set foot in
Ireland, reports Ali Bracken

F

IVE years ago this
Friday, in the shadow of a closed garda
station, the most
audacious attack
in Irish gangland history
took place.
Members of the Hutch
crime gang stormed a boxing weigh-in at the Regency
Hotel and tried to murder
mob boss Daniel Kinahan.
The gunmen, some dressed in
garda tactical uniforms, ultimately failed in their mission.
However, this pivotal moment
in the Hutch-Kinahan feud
sparked a series of retaliatory
murders as the Kinahan cartel
unleashed an unprecedented
vengeful campaign against
the gang led by Gerry ‘The
Monk’ Hutch.
The Sunday Independent
can reveal this weekend that
Hutch is the chief suspect as
the getaway driver for the
Regency Hotel attack and
would be arrested on sight if
he returns to Ireland.
The leader of the Hutch
gang currently divides his time
between Fuengirola on the
Costa del Sol and Eindhoven
in Holland, but regularly visits
Northern Ireland, where he
is “protected” by dissident
republicans, to meet family.
Security sources say
57-year-old Hutch has undergone plastic surgery while on
the run in a bid to disguise
himself and evade assassination by the cartel.
It can also be revealed
that the Hutch gang, whose
Regency attack targeting the
Kinahans took place on February 5, 2016, were planning
a “spectacular” bomb attack
against the organised crime
outfit in the aftermath of the
hotel assault.
“If the Hutches had returned the AK-47s used in
the Regency to the dissidents
in the North, they were to be
swapped for detonators and
explosives,” a source said.
“There was a plan for the
Hutch gang to target another
major Kinahan boxing event a
few weeks later in the capital.
But they never returned the
AK-47s. The weapons were
dumped and later recovered by gardaí. But they had
planned a bomb spectacular.”

Late last year, The Monk
quietly entered Northern Ireland to see his family over
four days. It was the latest in
a series of visits made by the
fugitive crime boss, sources
said. It won’t be the last.
Hutch’s movements in and
out of the North are being
logged without much difficulty as he travels on his own
passport. He is a wealthy man,
with an extensive international investment portfolio that
includes properties in London
and Dublin. However, he is in
effective exile from his homeland, much like his nemesis,
Daniel Kinahan. Hutch is
willing to visit the North
rather than the Republic
because he has two serious
concerns: being shot dead
or arrested.
Hutch has been at war with
the cartel since it murdered
his nephew, Gary Hutch, in
a gangland double-cross in
2015. Since then, he has lost
his brother, two other nephews and two of his closest
friends in the bloody warfare
that has claimed 18 lives.
There hasn’t been a feud killing in over two years, but the
assassination of Gerry Hutch
remains the ultimate prize
the cartel seeks.
The Hutch family patriarch had to watch from afar
as the body count rose. The
fact that the vast majority
of victims have been Hutch
gang casualties only added
salt to his wounds.
“This was never a feud,” a
source said. “It is better described as an annihilation of
the Hutches by the cartel. It
is David versus Goliath stuff.”
The Hutch-Kinahan feud
kicked off after Gary Hutch
was shot dead on the Costa
del Sol in September 2015.
He worked with the cartel,
moving large quantities of
drugs, but was accused of
having turned informant for
the British police.
The Monk negotiated directly with gang leader Christy
Kinahan in an effort to save
his nephew, going as far as to
pay €200,000 to the cartel and
receiving assurances Gary’s
life would be spared; but the
Kinahans reneged on the deal
and had him shot dead in a

show of power and disrespect
for The Monk.
This double-cross was the
spark that ignited the feud.
“The Monk had no choice
in his mind. He couldn’t lose
face. A deal was done, but
they double-crossed him. He
couldn’t go around with his
head held high,” a security
source said. “Gerry Hutch is
an old-school criminal. He
couldn’t take it lying down.
That would have been a sign of
weakness. Power is everything
in criminal circles, and he had
to react.”
No one foresaw the audacious nature of the retaliation,
which caught gardaí and the
cartel off guard.
The storming of the Reg-

ency Hotel was captured by
press photographers, but no
gardaí were monitoring the
weigh-in, despite it being
known that Daniel Kinahan
would be present.
Families with young children were present as the
bullets flew. Remarkably, only
one life was lost, that of senior
Kinahan lieutenant David
Byrne. Daniel Kinahan was
the main target, but managed
to flee through a fire escape
under the protection of his
minders.
Byrne’s murder made headlines worldwide and caused
political embarrassment that
criminals could carry out such
a daring attack while dressed
as gardaí.

This weekend two security
sources said Gerry Hutch is
the suspected getaway driver
of the van used during the
Regency attack and was within “a hair’s breadth” of coming
face-to-face with Daniel Kinahan as he fled the hotel.
“Daniel escaped through a
fire escape. His other option
was out a side door, which
would have brought him face

‘Hutch has
had plastic
surgery in a
bid to disguise
himself’

NEARLY one in five residents
at a Kerry community hospital
have died since Christmas.
They had tested positive for
Covid-19.
The death rate across Dingle and the west Kerry community has been so great
during the third wave of the
pandemic that gravediggers
have had to open plots late
at night to keep pace with
planned daily burials.
West Kerry Community
Hospital in Dingle has borne
the brunt of the deaths.

It recorded nine over recent weeks out of 46 patients
at the facility. Only one death
did not involve Covid-19.
The relative of one person
who died said the tragedy was
magnified as vaccines for the
elderly and vulnerable would
have been available within
weeks.
“People are heartbroken,
angry, frightened and confused by the whole thing and
have questions they want
answered,” they said.
“Dingle did so well during
the first wave of the pandemic
to protect people, but families

he only travels to the North.
It’s difficult for gardaí to get a
charge without an arrest, but
it’s not impossible.”
The hit team that carried
out the Regency attack fled
in a silver Ford Transit van,
later found burnt-out in the
nearby Charlemont estate.
The gunmen were then picked
up by six cars, which included
a number of taxis linked to the
Hutches.
The investigation into the
attack, led by detectives at
Ballymun with assistance
from the National Bureau
of Criminal Investigation,
resulted in gardaí identifying
Patrick Hutch, a nephew of
The Monk, as one of the suspects who stormed the hotel.

THE 18 VICTIMS OF DUBLIN’S DEADLIEST MOB FEUD
GARY HUTCH
September
2015
The nephew
of Gerry
‘The Monk’
Hutch was the
first victim of the feud. He
worked for the Kinahan
cartel, but was shot dead
after being accused of
being a police informant.
The Monk paid the cartel
to spare his life, but he was
murdered in a double-cross,
sparking the feud.

DARREN KEARNS
December 2015
Kearns was shot dead
on Blackhorse Avenue
in front of his wife. A
convicted drug
dealer,
he was
accused of
involvement
in a botched
plan to
shoot a
Kinahan
gang
member.

DAVID BYRNE
February 2016
The senior lieutenant for
the Kinahan cartel was
shot dead in the Regency
Hotel attack.

EDDIE HUTCH SNR
February 2016
The 58-year-old
brother
of ‘The
Monk’
was
murdered
in Dublin
in a
revenge
attack
for the
Regency
Hotel
shooting.

GLEN CLARKE
December 2016
The Kinahan
hitman was
initially believed
to have
shot himself
accidentally,
but gardaí
suspect he was
murdered in
Kildare by the
cartel as part of
a double-cross.

MARTIN
O’ROURKE
Mistaken
identity,
April
2016
O’Rourke
was shot dead in Sheriff
Street in the north inner
city in a case of mistaken
identity. Gardaí believe
the intended target was
Hutch gang associate
Keith Murtagh (32).

MICHAEL BARR
April 2016
The 35-year-old barman
was shot dead in the
Sunset
House in
the north
inner
city.
Four
men are
before
the
courts.

GARETH
HUTCH
May 2016
Gareth
Hutch died
after being
shot several times by
two attackers in a car
park near his Dublin
home. He was a cousin
of the late Gary Hutch
and the nephew of ‘The
Monk’ and murdered
Eddie Hutch.

DAVID DOUGLAS
July 2016
The convicted armed
robber and drug dealer
was shot dead outside
the shop he ran with his
wife in Dublin
8. He was
blamed by
the Kinahan
gang for a
botched gun
attack on its
members.

TREVOR
O’NEILL
Mistaken
identity,
August
2016
The Dublin
City Council
worker was shot dead
in Majorca on a family
holiday with his wife and
young children after being
mistaken for a member of
the Hutch family.

NOEL ‘DUCK EGG’
KIRWAN
December 2016
A close associate of ‘The
Monk’, he was shot dead
in front of his partner
outside his home in west
Dublin. His relationship
with the Hutch family was
the motive for his murder.

MICHAEL KEOGH
May 2017
The father of two was
linked to the Kinahan
cartel and was shot dead
as he
left his
home on
Dorset
Street in
the north
inner
city to
start a
new job.

KANE KIRWAN
McCORMACK
December
2017
The son of Noel
Kirwan, murdered
by the Kinahan cartel
12 months earlier. Kane
McCormack’s remains
were found in a field in
Co Meath. He was killed
because the cartel feared
he might have taken
revenge over his father’s
murder.

DEREK COAKLEY
HUTCH
January
2018
The nephew
of ‘The
Monk’ was
shot dead
while on
a ‘drugs
drop’
in the
vicinity of
Cloverhill
Prison.

BUDA MOLYNEUX
January 2018
The father of one,
who had 122 previous
convictions, was shot
dead at James Larkin
House
10 days
after the
murder
of his
friend,
Derek
Coakley
Hutch.

ERIC
FOWLER
December
2018
Fowler
was shot
dead
as he arrived home at
Blakestown Cottages.
Two gunmen shot him in
the head. Gardaí believe
he may have provided
logistical support to an
Estonian hitman hired by
the cartel.

Dingle ‘traumatised’ at scale of Covid death toll
Ralph Riegel

to face with Gerry Hutch, who
was sitting in the getaway
van,” one source said. “Gerry
Hutch missed Daniel Kinahan
by six seconds.”
Another well-placed source
confirmed the garda belief
that The Monk is suspected
of direct involvement in the
Regency attack.
“Gerry Hutch wouldn’t ask
someone to do something he
wouldn’t do himself, and he
didn’t — not to mention that
this was very personal to him,”
the source said.
“There’s intelligence that
he was driving that getaway
van that day. There’s no doubt
in the lead investigators’
minds that he was. Gerry isn’t
stupid — there’s good reason

here are left wondering why
the facility wasn’t kept in
strict lockdown before Christmas, knowing that vaccines
were only a few weeks away
for the patients.”
The virus has swept
through the hospital and the
town as well as the west Kerry
area.
Dingle funeral director
Donal O’Connor said the community was left traumatised
by the scale of the death toll.
“In 14 months’ time I will
have been doing this job for
50 years,” Mr O’Connor said.
“But I have never, ever seen

anything like this. We would
normally see one or two funerals each week, but we have
had three funerals in a single
day.
“It has put everyone under terrible pressure, but we
have done everything we can
to make sure each funeral is
handled perfectly. That’s what
grieving families deserve.”
The HSE, which runs the
Dingle community hospital,
admitted it has been “an incredibly difficult time” for patients, their families and staff.
“It is with great sadness
that we confirm that nine

residents of West Kerry
Community Hospital in Dingle have passed away in recent
weeks, eight of whom were
confirmed positive for Covid-19,” a spokesperson said.
“This is an incredibly difficult time for families, for
the community and for the
staff caring for the residents
at West Kerry Community
Hospital.
“Management and staff
wish to reassure the community they are continuing to
provide both compassionate
and high-quality care to all
residents.”

VINNIE RYAN
February 2016
Real IRA member
Vinnie Ryan was
murdered by the
Kinahans after the
cartel identified him
as having peripheral
involvement in the
Regency attack.

NOEL ‘KINGSIZE’
DUGGAN
March 2016
The Kinahan cartel
was responsible for the
murder of Noel ‘Kingsize’
Duggan in
Ratoath,
Co Meath.
He was a
life-long
friend of
Gerry
‘The
Monk’
Hutch.

He was subsequently
charged, and gardaí alleged
that the then 25-year-old was
dressed as a woman, wearing
a wig and high heels, during
the attack.
Another gang member,
who was pictured wearing a
flat cap as he fled the scene,
was later identified as dissident republican Kevin Murray.
The 47-year-old died of motor
neurone disease in his native
Northern Ireland before he
could face criminal charges.
The pair were accused of
acting with three others who
were dressed in tactical garda
uniforms.
Patrick Hutch stood trial
in February 2019. It was the
State’s case that he was the
man dressed as a woman
and that, although he did not
shoot Byrne, he was part of a
“shared intention” to commit
the offence. He denied this,
and denied possessing three
AK-47 assault rifles during
the attack.
However, the trial collapsed on February 20, when
the Director of Public Prosecutions entered a nolle prosequi.
This was a consequence of
the death of the lead investigator, Detective Superintendent
Colm Fox. The respected officer took his life in Ballymun
garda station in Dublin on
February 10, 2018.
“Some say he is the 19th
victim of the Hutch-Kinahan
feud,” a source said. “He led a
thorough investigation into
the Regency. Out of respect,
there is nothing else to be said
about his tragic death, either
on or off the record.”
The Garda Síochána Ombudsman Commission (GSOC)
will have the final say on the
circumstances of Det Supt
Fox’s death.
It is examining whether
stress over the strength of the
criminal case against Patrick
Hutch led to his suicide.
A GSOC spokesman said its
investigation is “ongoing” and
“we will not be making any
comment at this time”.
This Friday, David Byrne’s
family will visit his grave,
which is monitored by privately installed CCTV cameras, at
Mount Jerome cemetery in
Harold’s Cross, Dublin.
It is believed balloons will
be released to mark the fifth
anniversary of the Liverpool
FC fan’s murder, and the club
anthem You’ll Never Walk
Alone will be played.
In the shadows, gardaí will
be watching.

Tourism firms say Government is
‘sitting on’ €55m support funding
Lorna Siggins
THE Government has been
accused of stalling the release
of a €55m tourism industry
support fund announced four
months ago.
Tourism operators have
said they will not survive if
they have to wait another four
or five months until funding
is released by Fáilte Ireland.
They have asked why responsibility for the scheme
was not given to the Revenue
Commissioners, which has a

record of efficiency in handling Covid-19 relief schemes.
Micheál Ó Cionna, whose
companies run boat tours in
Connemara and Dublin, said
Fáilte Ireland was “sitting on”
€75m for three schemes.
Fáilte Ireland is responsible for the €55m Tourism
Business Continuity, as well
as a €10m Coach Tourism
Business Continuity scheme
and a €10m Incoming Tour
Operator grant scheme.
Mr Ó Cionna said his companies do not qualify for the

Government’s Covid Restrictions Support Scheme (CRSS).
“The CRSS is efficient for
those that qualify. Eligible
businesses had money in their
bank accounts before the end
of November,” he said.
Applications had not even
opened for the Tourism Business Continuity scheme, he
said.
Fáilte Ireland said it will
announce details of its €55m
Tourism Business Continuity
Scheme at a virtual event
tomorrow.
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Hutchfledbolthole
daysbeforegardaí
securedwarrant
● ‘This is a man who for
six years escaped the
Kinahan cartel trying to
kill him. He can escape
gardaí, too,’ says source
ALI BRACKEN

G

erry ‘The Monk’ Hutch was in
Lanzarote just days before gardaí secured their European Arrest Warrant (EAW) to charge him with
murder arising from the Regency Hotel
attack in 2016, the Sunday Independent
can reveal.
But after the news broke that gardaí
secured the warrant to charge him with
involvement in the murder of drug dealer
and Kinahan cartel member David Byrne,
the Dublin native “went to ground”.
Security sources have confirmed that
Hutch was in Lanzarote — “living a normal
life” — when the major development in
the Regency case emerged last Tuesday.
“There is intelligence that he was in
Lanzarote just a couple of days before
it emerged about the warrant. He loves
Lanzarote, it’s become his second home
since he can’t return to Dublin. He feels
safe there.
“But now he’s gone to ground. Gardaí now have a massive task trying to find
him. This is a man who has escaped the
Kinahan cartel trying to kill him for six
years. He can escape gardaí as well — at
least for a considerable amount of time
in my view,” explained a senior source.
The veteran criminal owns a number
of properties on the Spanish island, including pubs in Lanzarote — though
not in his own name, it is understood.
He survived one attack on his life on
New Year’s Eve 2015 when a Kinahan
gunman arrived to shoot him as he left
a pub in Lanzarote. That attack came
just three months after the cartel executed his nephew Gary Hutch in Spain,
sparking the Hutch-Kinahan feud, which
has so far claimed 18 lives.
Gerry Hutch has an extensive international property portfolio, owning houses
and apartments in Spain, Turkey, the UK,
Newry in Northern Ireland, and Dubai.
It is understood the 58-year-old travels worldwide using FOG (fraudulently

● Gerry Hutch, a wanted man
obtained genuine) British passports.
A security source, who has investigated
and dealt with the armed robber on numerous occasions, said that Hutch has a
“network” of criminals abroad who will
now help him as he goes underground
to evade arrest.
“Gerry has a lot of friends, old-school
criminals, who are willing to help him.
He also has plenty of money. And most
of all, Gerry is very smart. The Kinahan
cartel has been trying to kill him since
2015 and hasn’t succeeded.”
A number of security sources said it
is a “guessing game” to try a nd predict
where he will now hide, with one even
suggesting he could return to Dublin
and present himself to gardaí.
If he intends to stay on the run, sources
say that Turkey is an option. Extradition
from there can be contested and Hutch
has spent considerable time in Turkey
in recent years.
Dubai, from where his arch-rival Daniel Kinahan runs his criminal empire, is
also an option.
“It might seem mad for Hutch to go
to Dubai, given that it’s Kinahan country now. But Gerry owns property over
there and actually spent a lot of time
there before the Kinahans made it their
stronghold. Extradition from Dubai is
also difficult.
“But it is practically impossible to
predict where Gerry will go. It’s a guessing game. What we do know is that any

move he makes will be well thought-out,”
said a source.
Gerry Hutch’s wife, Patricia, remains
in the family’s upmarket Clontarf home
in north Dublin. His grown-up children
also live in Dublin.
“He is a family man, very close to his
wife and kids — all upstanding citizens.
It would be par for the course now, in
light of the warrant, for gardaí to have
a chat with his wife,” added a source.
The decision to charge Hutch represents
a major breakthrough in the five-year
investigation into the Regency shooting.
The 2016 attack was planned with
the aim of murdering cartel boss Daniel
Kinahan and several of his lieutenants.
In an interview with the Irish Independent ’s Ken Foy in January, just ahead
of the fifth anniversary of the Regency
Hotel attack, Daniel Kinahan broke his
silence to claim that he has no involvement in organised crime.
He also said it was impossible for him
to return to Ireland, for fear of facing
criminal charges.
Kinahan (43) denied in the interview
being the head of one of the world’s biggest criminal groups — despite the High
Court hearing that he is the leader of an
international drugs cartel.
Kinahan cartel lieutenant David Byrne
was shot dead when a five-strong squad
— including three men dressed as members of a Garda Emergency Response
Unit and armed with AK-47 assault rifles — attacked the boxing weigh-in at
the Regency on February 5, 2016. Daniel
Kinahan escaped through a side door.
The news of a warrant to charge
Hutch with murder arising from the
Regency Hotel attack came on the same
day gardaí arrested three other men in
connection with the attack.
After being quizzed for several hours
last Tuesday, three men later appeared
before the Special Criminal Court charged
with offences in connection with the
murder at the Regency hotel.
Paul Murphy (59), of Cherry Avenue,
Swords; Jason Bonney (57), Drumnigh
Wood, Portmarnock; and Patrick Dowdall (64), from the Navan Road, Dublin
7, were all charged with knowledge of,
and helping a criminal gang commit
the murder.
All three men were remanded in custody, and will appear before the Special
Criminal Court again tomorrow.

Cancer sufferer Trina
Cleary photographed
by Nikki Stix for Life
magazine (inset)

Trina’s video appeal as she
hails ‘another year alive’
ALAN O’KEEFFE

T

rina Cleary celebrated “another
year alive” with a video as efforts
continue to fund a visit to Mexico for experimental cancer treatment.
The bride-to-be, who spoke of her
cancer fight in Life magazine in the
Sunday Independent last month, said
she remains hopeful and determined.
A gofundme.com campaign named
‘Help Trina Get To Mexico’ has so far
reached €41,950. She told this newspaper yesterday it was necessary to
raise the funding goal to €75,000 as
return visits to the Mexican hospital
would be needed.
The 36-year-old mother from Duncormick in Co Wexford, who has a son
Corey (13), is engaged to be married to
Stuuy Lawlor.
Three years ago she was diagnosed
with cancer and went through gruelling
treatments and surgeries and received
a cancer-free diagnosis in 2019.

But just as the pandemic began, she
learned her cancer had returned, and
it was stage four.
Last Thursday, she posted the video
on her gofundme page marking the first
anniversary of receiving the news that
her cancer was back.
Fighting back tears, she smiles as she
recalls the car journey to Waterford
University Hospital. She was travelling with her parents. “That song ‘I
get knocked down, but I get up again’
was playing in the car and my dad
said it is going to be our anthem this
time. And it is.
“It has probably been one of the
worst years of my life, but it was one
of the best years as well. It’s another
year alive for me.”
Being diagnosed with a terminal
illness is like constantly walking on a
string “that could break at any time”,
she says.
“I wanted to do a video to mark the
occasion and ask people to be aware of

their own bodies and push if you feel
like something is not right. Only you
know your body. Be the advocate for
your body that I keep telling you that
you need to be.
“It is ‘another year alive’ anniversary
and here’s to many more, and hopefully Mexico will do that for us. I have
been given years as a prognosis but
now that I know Mexico is an option
I can’t not do it.
“It’s a chance at more years. It might
not work but it might work, and that
means I have more years with my son
and I will get to see him hopefully get
married and have kids.
“And I would get to spend more time
with my husband-to-be and his kids and
with my mam and dad and my family.
It’s not a bad day, I’m still here and I’m
still smiling and I’m still positive. The
sun is shining and there is still light
at the end of the tunnel and there are
still options, there is still hope.
“Hope is stronger than fear.”
Trina bravely undertook a photoshoot for Life magazine for Daffodil
Day last month, revealing her surgical
scars. She declared: “If you’ve one boob,
no boobs or two, you’re still beautiful.
You’re still you.”
To help, look for www.Gofundme.
com (Help Trina Get To Mexico).

Covid-19logjamdelaysmayorelectionuntilnextyear
HUGH O’CONNELL

T

he election of Limerick’s new executive mayor is set to be delayed
until next year as it has emerged
that councillors will be given powers to
seek the mayor’s removal from office.
While a memo brought to Cabinet
last week sought approval to hold the
mayoral election in Limerick by the
fourth quarter of this year at the earliest, government sources have signalled
that it is likely to be next year before it
takes place.
The delay is primarily due to the legislative logjam caused by Covid-19 which
has limited the number of Dáil, Seanad
and committee sittings this year.
The Government hopes a vote for a
directly elected mayor (DEM) can take
place in Limerick before summer 2022.

The Limerick DEM plan is being driven
by the Local Government Minister Peter
Burke, who favours devolving as many
powers as possible from central government to the new mayor, including a role
in areas like policing, health, transport,
urban regeneration and housing.
The legislation proposed by Mr Burke
will establish a ministerial committee
to oversee the transfer of functions to
the new mayor and consider what additional functions they could be assigned.
Asked about the expected delay in
the election, Mr Burke insisted work
was continuing to pass legislation by
the end of this year.
“The new mayor will have a mandate
and means so he or she can shape the
direction of Limerick city and county
into the future, which will be the single
biggest reform of local government since

the foundation of the State,” he said.
The memo brought to Cabinet by Housing Minister Darragh O’Brien last week
notes that Tánaiste Leo Varadkar supports assigning additional responsibilities
and functions to the DEM for Limerick,
including in the area of financial assistance for business. The new mayor will
also be given powers to convene a rural
board to examine issues facing rural areas in Limerick, including planning and
development, investment, transport and
social isolation.
Draft legislation for the election of a
mayor and establishment of a mayor’s
office also includes a detailed mechanism
to remove the mayor where “there is a
major failure to perform functions, or
stated misbehaviour”.
Under a triple-lock system, the removal
will have to be approved by councillors,

the minister and the Oireachtas. A motion seeking the removal of a mayor must
be signed by more than half of Limerick
city and county councillors before the
newly created príomh comhairleoir or
council speaker must convene a special
public meeting.
The mayor will be given an opportunity to defend his/her position against
a motion which must be supported by
three-quarters of councillors in order
to pass. If passed, the motion compels
the minister to set up an independent
panel to consider the issue of removing the DEM and will make a recommendation. The minister then has the
discretion to sign an order for removal
which, if they do, must then be passed
by the Dáil and Seanad. An unsuccessful
attempt at removal cannot be repeated
for a minimum of a year.

The legislation also states that a person running for mayor must be an Irish
citizen or resident and at least 18 years
old. They either must be nominated by
a political party, have 60 registered local
government electors willing to sign their
papers, or a deposit of €1,000.
A spending limit of €72,100 will apply
to candidates, who will be able to reclaim
a maximum of €18,500. The salary for
the DEM has been set at €134,976, the
same as a Minister of State.
The legislation also states that any
local authority can hold a plebiscite to
set up a DEM in their area in tandem
with the next local elections in 2024.
The Government has committed to
establishing a Citizens’ Assembly to
consider what type of DEM or local
government structures are best suited
to Dublin.

● Minister for Local Government
and Planning Peter Burke

Sunday Independent 10 January 2021

6 NEWS

‘We all really
miss George
— how could
this happen?’
The family of George
Nkencho are left with
many questions about
the events leading to his
death, writes Ali Bracken

E

LEVEN days ago the
close-knit family of
George Nkencho
was forever fractured when he was
shot dead outside their west
Dublin home. The crack of
gunfire not only ended their
troubled brother’s life; bullets also invaded their home
and came close to where the
27-year-old’s siblings stood paralysed by fear in the hallway.
“We will really miss our
brother,” his sister, Gloria,
tells the Sunday Independent.
“We are coping as best we
can in such difficult circumstances. We all miss George
so much and we are finding it
so difficult to come to terms
with how this could happen
to our family.”
The George she remembers
is not a man defined by the
last moments of his life.
The 27-year-old was someone the entire family could
rely on. She will forever think
of him as a young man who
loved football and performing
in talent shows, before mental
illness impacted and ultimately changed his life.
“George was an energetic
and charismatic person. He
enjoyed being around his
friends and playing football.
He also used to take part in
talent shows in our secondary
school. He was someone you
could lean on and depend
upon. He was always great to
talk to and we could go to him
with our issues,” she explains.
The tragic circumstances
of the fatal shooting of George

office in the same shopping
centre in Hartstown and acted
highly aggressively, before he
exited and began to walk towards home. It was a 10-minute walk but took longer, and
no doubt felt longer, for both
George and the gardaí dispatched to the scene.
By that stage, several loNkencho have been well doc- cal Garda units had arrived
umented since his untimely and followed him, repeatedly
death. His shooting is also the asking him to drop the knife
subject of a Garda Síochána he was then brandishing. He
Ombudsman Commission refused and threatened gardaí
(GSOC) probe.
with the knife when they tried
He was shot on the porch of to approach him.
his home in Clonee at around
By the time George got
12.35pm on December 30 and home, two members of the
was later pronounced dead in Armed Support Unit (ASU)
hospital. In the minutes before were at the scene and took
his death, he was twice tasered over the unfolding incident.
by gardaí, as well as pepper
Armed gardaí did not know
sprayed.
this was George’s home and NKENCHO FAMILY PORTRAIT: (left to right back) Emmanuel, George (centre), Grateful; (left to right front) Victor, Gloria and Blessing (mother)
These actions, to try and had valid fears he could take
disarm George, took place the people inside the house
George remained firmly in has found. Five shots pene- was the predominant issue Clonee. It also referenced false because of the colour of his
against a backdrop of his vio- hostage. He was pepper possession of the knife and trated his torso with another that caused his death.
accusations that he had over skin. Some of the demonlent attack on a shopkeeper at sprayed by armed officers and continued to lunge at officers. passing through his arm, say
“I think the issue here is 30 criminal convictions.
strations have been peaceful,
a Eurospar 30 minutes earlier. there were also two attempts Gardaí opened fire.
sources close to the Nkencho the lack of training [for garThis is untrue, George had while others have resulted in
He punched this shop worker at tasering him, only one of
It is a moment Gloria will family, who were contacted daí] in dealing with people no criminal convictions. These threats being levelled at the ofin the face, leaving the man which was effective. But these never forget. Not alone be- on Friday by GSOC with the suffering from mental illness. “lies” were spread online by ficer who fired the fatal shots.
with significant facial injuries. efforts by armed officers didn’t cause some of the bullets came post-mortem results.
There should be training in “fascists and racists” trying
“We have concerns about
George then entered a post have the desired effect.
through the windows.
An email sent to the fam- place to ensure that individ- to inflame racial tensions, escalating racial tensions.
Minutes before, she had ily by GSOC confirmed “it uals are assessed and dealt according to security sources. On the one hand, there were
opened the front door to try appears that six shots were with in accordance to their
“This has been a shock to threats being made against
to tell gardaí she could help, aimed at the central mass situation.”
me. Receiving hate mail is not the garda who fired the shots.
it was her brother, and he was (torso) and of those shots, one
something I had anticipated,” On the other side, lies are beunwell. But as gardaí grappled went through George’s arm
Gloria says. “I’m really devas- ing circulated about the man
to contain the potential for and did not go into his chest”.
tated at the lack of empathy who died, claiming he was a
violence, she had to retreat
The email said “the interim
that was shown.”
criminal when he was not. All
back inside when requested. cause of death was two fatal
In the background, the of these things stoke the fires
When the gunshots rang out, gunshots, which caused damGSOC probe is under way. of racial tension,” according to
some entered the house.
age to vital organs”.
Phelim O’Neill has expressed a well-placed security source.
“We were standing in the
Does Gloria think racial
concern at what he sees as “a
A separate source pointed
hallway,” she recalls. “We want bias, even unconscious, came
distinct lack of urgency” by to the difficult circumstances
to know why shots were fired into play, in the split second
GSOC. The solicitor says GSOC gardaí were faced with while
in our direction if they say they gardaí were forced to make a
officials had been unable to trying to contain the unfoldwere trying to protect us.”
decision to open fire?
What has added distress to specify when they would be in ing threat George posed.
The family solicitor, Phelim
“I think gardaí should be the already grieving Nkencho a position to take statements
“A man died. A family is beO’Neill, has made a separate trained to deal with all types family in recent days is the from members of George Nk- reft. A community is inflamed.
complaint to GSOC about of bias that may present them- racist hate mail they received. encho’s family. In response, And the gardaí responsible
the danger the family were selves in society. It’s not just
The letter, under investiga- the watchdog says its probe have GSOC to answer to. And
placed in.
about race. Gardaí can be bi- tion by gardaí, contains racist is well under way, with some rightly so, as a man lost his
It emerged yesterday that ased with people from certain and offensive language. The statements already taken.
life. There are no winners in
George was shot six times and postcodes or communities.”
sender wrote that they were
This all comes against a this. But gardaí recognise the
ANGER IN COMMUNITY: People gather outside Blanchardstown not four as previously thought,
The law student believes “glad” George was dead and backdrop of protests ques- pain George’s family are in,”
garda station to protest the killing of George Nkencho
his post-mortem examination her brother’s mental illness told the family to get out of tioning if George was killed they said.

‘We want to
know why
shots were
fired in our
direction’

Half of inmates
get ‘enhanced’
jail allowance

€26m bill
for dealing
with rogue
vehicles

Ali Bracken

Ken Foxe

MORE than half of prisoners
receive the maximum pocket
money in jail as a reward for
good behaviour.
Nine years ago, the Irish
Prison Service (IPS) announced a plan in which inmates would have to earn
their weekly cash allowance.
Previously, prisoners received
a daily allowance of €2.35,
meaning the State was paying
prisoners pocket money of
€16.45 per week.
But, in 2012, the Prison
Service decided that inmates
should not have an automatic
entitlement to receive the
same level of pocket money.
Instead, they should earn it
by proving they wanted to
rehabilitate themselves.
There are three levels of
pocket money available across
Irish jails. The lowest, or
“basic”, is 95 cent a day, which
inmates with little engagement in work, rehabilitation
or education behind bars receive.
Those on the “standard”
level are paid €1.70 a day,
while those prisoners deemed
to be exemplary can earn
€2.20 a day for model behaviour on the “enhanced” level.
Figures released to the
Sunday Independent from
the IPS show that 52pc of
the prison population, or
1,935 inmates, are on the “enhanced” level, while 41pc,
1,520 prisoners, are on the
“standard” level.
Meanwhile, just 8pc of
inmates are on “basic” pocket
money, which translates to
just 297 criminals.
Prisoners can also earn extra cash under a work scheme.
A spokesman for the IPS said:
“Prisoners may avail of further

gratuities under the approved
working gratuity scheme.
“The daily amount of the
approved work gratuity is
fixed for all prisons/institutions at 50 cent per session,
with a maximum of €3.50 per
week for work training activities such as work in kitchens,
laundry, industrial cleaning,
grounds maintenance, industrial waste management,
painting and stores.”
The graduated system of
prisoner gratuity has saved
the prison authorities almost
half-a-million each year since
it was introduced in 2012.
The majority of inmates
hold down some form of job
during their time in jail, in
horticulture, and the kitchens
and workshops, among other
areas.
Wife killer Joe O’Reilly
previously worked as a cleaner at the Midlands Prison,
but has since been moved to
Wheatfield, while fellow killer
Malcolm MacArthur worked
in the kitchens at Shelton
Abbey open prison before his
release.
Murderer Graham Dwyer
had sought to work in the
kitchen at the Midlands Prison — but female prison staff
objected to this, because of
evidence at his murder trial
which highlighted his obsession with knives and stabbing
women.
According to details released under the Freedom
of Information Act, inmates
across Irish prisons were
given €2.5m overall in pocket
money in the first 10 months
of 2019.
The report also revealed
that prisoners received a
further €4.5m in gifts from
family and friends in that
timeframe.

BATTLING GLOOM:
Writer Marian Keyes.
Photo: Mark Condren

Keyes to help budding writers unlock their talents
Niamh Horan
SHE has written 15 bestselling novels and sold 35
million books worldwide
and now Marian Keyes
wants to share her wisdom
with aspiring writers.
The Irish author says
she has been moved to
teach others a way they can
escape through writing now
that life has been become
so “brutal” under lockdown.
“I am very, very aware
of a collective gloom at
the moment,” she told
the Sunday Independent.
“It’s been awful. With the
pandemic, with the really
high figures, with the
capers in the US the other
night and Brexit impacting
us, too.
“And I think this
lockdown has been even

harder on people. We
were so innocent the first
time round. We had this
sensibility that we were
‘all in it together’. And
we thought that if we all
did the right thing, we
would see results. So it’s
dispiriting to find, 10
months on, that the figures
are higher than ever. That
combined with the time
of year — the dark and the
cold — makes things a lot
harder now.
“So I thought about it,
and I get so much pleasure
and escape from reality
through writing, that if
other people could enjoy
that, too, it would be great.”
Her free course,
which starts tomorrow at
7.30pm, will air on Keyes’s
‘Instagram live’ account
and will run each Monday

night for four weeks. It
will cover the basics of
plot, characterisation
and dialogue as well
as the psychological
hurdles writers face, such
as self-doubt and the
fear of failure. Offering
reassurance to others,
Keyes, whose works include
Watermelon, said: “Most
mornings when I turn on
the computer, I just think
‘oh jaaaaaysus’ because
writing comes from the
subconscious and that’s not
easy to access.
“So I think it’s absolutely
appropriate to talk about
the ‘blankness’ when you
start. When I sit down,
I need to get into the
imaginative part of myself
and that door isn’t always
obvious.”
On the age-old belief

that everyone has a book
in them, Keyes said:
“Everybody is entitled to
give it a go. There should
be no gatekeepers. Some
people are going to be
better than others. Some
are going to enjoy it more,
but right now this is about
people enjoying themselves
and finding something else
to escape into that isn’t our
grim reality.
“Life is so brutal at the
moment. And I realise that
starting a course could feel
like another burden but the
thing about this course is
that it is just a bit of craic
and I am sure people will
get something from it, hints
and tips, but there is no
exam at the end.
“So it’s supposed to be
fun.”
While Shakespeare may

have written King Lear
during a plague, Keyes says
she isn’t so sure that a crisis
unleashes creativity so she
tells people not to expect
too much of themselves,
whatever their line of work.
“I can’t speak for
everybody — but this is a
very unusually unpleasant
time and when people are
anxious and worried about
the future it’s very difficult
to do good work. There is
literally a physiological
reason for it.
“When people are
frightened, they shut down
the imaginative part of
their brain and switch to
the fight-or-flight instinct
to keep safe.
“And I have found I
could barely read when the
first lockdown hit, never
mind write.”

AN Garda Síochána has spent
more than €26m on vehicle
towing, storage, and disposal
over the past two-and-a-half
years.
Figures released by the
force show €11.1m was paid
out on vehicle towing since
the beginning of 2018, with a
further €15.2m forked out for
vehicle storage.
A smaller sum of €290,891
was also spent on vehicle disposal, with no central record
available on how much money
was clawed back through the
sale of seized vehicles.
The bill for vehicle towing
in the first seven months of
last year was €2.36m, with the
largest bill run up in Limerick
at €244,518. The smallest bill
reported was in the Clare
Division, at €16,070.
Gardaí said towing was required for a variety of reasons,
including vehicles detained
under road traffic legislation,
and the recovery of official
Garda vehicles.
It also includes all “other
vehicles seized or transported by An Garda Síochána
for investigative, evidential,
and technical examination
purposes”.
Vehicle storage costs for
the first seven months of last
year came to €3.23m, with a
total of €5.8m paid out in 2019
for those services.
The largest bill by far was
recorded in the Dublin west
area, at €407,040. The smallest divisional bill was reported
in Waterford, at €39,427.
Vehicle disposal costs for
the first half of last year were
reported at €62,514, according
to the Garda figures, compared with €88,798 for the
whole of 2019.
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‘My son was not a thug, he was not
a madman, he was never in trouble’
George Nkencho’s mother
talks about her son and why
she wants an independent
investigation into his death.
Ali Bracken reports

T

Blessing lost her eldest child.
She remains in a state of deep
mourning.
“It has not been easy. Sometimes I think he will just walk
back in the door. It seems like
a dream. The memories keep
coming. I never expected to
lose my son. I keep seeing him
in my dreams. ”
The morning of December
30 started just like every other
day for the Nkencho family.
“It was a normal day. He
got up and had his breakfast.
I just never saw it coming, he
was OK that morning. Something must have happened to
upset him in the shop. I don’t
know what happened when
he went out and he’s not here
to speak for himself.
“It was out of character
for him to have a knife. He
was not a thug. Dublin 15 and
local gardaí can testify to that.
He was not a madman. We
do not know what happened
that day.”
Blessing says her eldest
child was a “nice, quiet, brilliant boy” who had been suffering from depression on and
off for a few years.
He was an avid and talented footballer, often travelling
to Scotland to play, and was
applying for jobs at the time
of his death, having previously
been involved in teaching
youngsters’ football skills at

HE heartbroken officers and there were also
mother of a man two attempts at tasering him,
shot dead by gardaí only one of which was effecin December has tive. But these efforts didn’t
spoken for the first have the desired effect. George
time about the ‘hole’ in her remained in possession of the
heart since her son’s death.
knife and continued to lunge
Her son, George Nkencho, at officers with the weapon.
was shot in the front garden of
In the midst of it, his sister
the family home in Clonee on Gloria opened the front door
the Dublin-Meath border fol- to try to tell gardaí she could
lowing a stand-off with gardaí help, it was her brother, and
during which he brandished he was unwell. But as gardaí
a knife.
tried to contain the threat
Speaking to the Sunday of further violence, she had
Independent, his mother to retreat back inside when
Blessing has called for an requested. Seconds later, garindependent investigation daí opened fire. Some of the
into the 27-year-old’s death, bullets entered the family
saying the family are unhappy home through the windowwith an inquiry by the Garda pane in the front porch, where
ombudsman.
George’s siblings stood inside.
The bereaved mother also
“It was very dangerous
wants the opportunity to for my other kids, who were
speak directly to the garda behind the door,” says his
who opened fire on her son, mother.
saying: “I just want to ask
Blessing was shopping in
him what happened. Why did nearby Lidl when she got a
he shoot my son? There will panicked call from her daughbe a pain forever in my heart ter. “She said he had been shot.
until the day I die. They did I ran from the shop. When I
not need to kill him.”
arrived, the road was blocked
The tragic circumstances off. I just thought, ‘Shot? How
of the fatal shooting of George could he be shot?’ I just keep
Nkencho are the subject of a thinking about what hapGarda Síochána Ombudsman pened to him and why. He had
Commission (GSOC) probe.
never been in trouble before.”
George was shot in the
George had no criminal
front garden of his home in convictions. He had mental
Clonee just before lunchtime, health problems at the time
at 12.37pm, on December 30. of his death. It has now been
He was pronounced dead at almost seven weeks since
1.30pm in Blanchardstown
hospital.
In the minutes before his
death, he was twice tasered
by gardaí, as well as peppersprayed. These garda actions,
to try to disarm George, were
part of a graduated policing
response which took place after George allegedly attacked
a shopkeeper at a Eurospar 23
minutes earlier.
After leaving the shop,
George then entered a post
office in the same shopping
centre in Hartstown briefly
before exiting and beginning
to walk towards home. It was
a ten-minute walk but took
longer. By that stage, several
local garda units arrived and
followed him, repeatedly asking him to drop the kitchen
knife he was holding. He refused and threatened gardaí
with the knife when they tried
to approach him.
By the time George got
home, two members of the
Armed Support Unit (ASU)
had been dispatched to the
scene. The specialist officers
took over the unfolding incident. Armed gardaí did not
know it was George’s home
and had fears that he could
take the people inside the
house hostage. George was GRIEVING: George Nkencho, top, second from right, and, above,
first pepper-sprayed by armed George’s parents Frank and Blessing. Photo: Gerry Mooney

‘We are not
being treated
properly by
GSOC. They
don’t respond’

PAIN: Blessing Nkencho looks through the bullet-shattered glass of the front door at the family home. Photo: Gerry Mooney

a local primary school after
completing a course in sports
management.
But the death of his friend
Toyosi Shittabey, fatally
stabbed in 2010 in Tyrrelstown, Dublin, aged just 15,
deeply affected George.
The two Nigerian-born
youngsters were close friends
and avid footballers.
“After his friend Toyosi
died, he became very quiet.
He wanted to be alone a lot
and was depressed. He never
really got over it. George could
be withdrawn. He could be up
and down.”
GPs were involved over the
years in trying to help him.
The man was also affected psychologically after a serious car
accident a couple of years ago,
which left one of his friends
seriously injured, adds his
father, Frank Nosike Nkencho.
“He was such a kind person. A
great big brother to the other
siblings. He loved his soccer.
When he was a passenger in
that car accident, that affected
him too.”
The only local politician
to contact the bereaved family has been Tánaiste Leo
Varadkar, who phoned and
spoke to Blessing a couple of
weeks after the fatal shooting.
The family’s solicitor, Phelim
O’Neill, has since written to
Mr Varadkar asking to meet
him to discuss the case further. They await a response.
The Garda watchdog began an inquiry into the fatal
shooting in the aftermath of
his death, as is protocol when
gardaí fatally wound someone.
But Blessing is unsatisfied
with the GSOC probe.
“We are not happy with the
investigation. They have refused to answer our questions.
We are not being treated properly by them. We have asked
the ombudsman questions but
they have not answered them.
“We have asked the ombudsman if they have interviewed the officer, but they
will not even tell us that. He
is back working and my son
is dead. I’m living with a hole
in my heart. We want an independent investigation.”
Adding to the family’s grief
is hate mail sent to the family
home. “Yes, we have sent it all
on to gardaí. I just want people to know that my son was
not a criminal. He grew up in
a good environment and never
had any issues with anybody,
he never bothered anyone.”
When contacted about Ms
Nkencho’s criticism of the
investigation, a spokesperson
for GSOC said: “A family liaison officer (FLO) was appointed by GSOC on the evening
of Mr Nkencho’s death and
has been in contact with the
family since then, providing
the services of an FLO.
“The FLO has provided
the family with information
on the investigation as appropriate. The FLO service
will continue throughout the
investigation as is the normal
practice in such cases.”

Loyalists ‘are considering violence’ as Ulster feeling unloved
Fears that the Northern Ireland
Protocol is the first stage of a
united Ireland has loyalists
talking of a ‘return to the dark
days’, writes Rodney Edwards

L

OYALISTS opposed to
the Northern Ireland
Protocol “are considering
violence” if the Irish Sea border
is not scrapped and they may
protest in Dublin.
The threat comes as First
Minister and Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP) leader
Arlene Foster — who faces
mounting pressure within
unionism to get the deal she
backed scrapped — hit out
at Tánaiste Leo Varadkar’s
“destructive” role in the
lead-up to the agreement.
With loyalists talking of
“a return to the dark days”,
Ms Foster said the decision
in October 2018 by Mr Varadkar to circulate a news report
about an IRA bomb at a Newry
customs post with the EU
Commission “was reckless and
ill-advised”.
“For the EU Commission to
take cognisance of the views of
terrorists while making decisions about Northern Ireland
sent an awful destructive mes-

sage,” she said. “The people
who advised and encouraged
that course of action by the
then taoiseach were equally
as foolish as Leo”.
On the potential for loyalist
violence, Ms Foster said: “I
have opposed violence all my
life and always will.”
The PSNI has warned her
party colleagues with offices
near Larne port that their
premises could be targeted by
loyalists angry over how they
had backed the Brexit deal.
A recent report by the BBC
— based on a PSNI and MI5
briefing — claimed there are
an estimated 12,500 members
of loyalist paramilitary groups
in Northern Ireland, 5,000 in
the Ulster Defence Association
(UDA) and 7,500 in the Ulster
Volunteer Force (UVF).
However, sources say
groups such as the UDA and
mainstream unionism are
simply creating a loyalist
threat that is not there. In an
interview with the Sunday In-

dependent, a senior member of
the UDA described Ms Foster
as a “lame duck leader” and
said if politics does not solve
the row over the Brexit deal,
then loyalists “will move to the
next step ourselves”.
The protocol, he said, was
designed to avoid the implementation of a hard border on
the island of Ireland by having
the North continue to follow
EU trade rules “at the behest
of the Irish Government”.
“Before Brexit, you had Leo
Varadkar rattling the sabre,
trying to get his own way,
saying there was a threat of
republican violence if there
was a hard border,” he said.
“He played that card so the
Irish Government could get
what they wanted. This is the
first stage of a united Ireland.”
The UDA source confirmed that loyalists intend
to stage a protest against
the Irish Government
by taking to the streets of
Dublin when Covid-19
restrictions are eased.
“At the end of the day, we’ve
had conflict here. What do
you do when your identity
has been taken away? Do you
know what you do? You return
back to type,” the source said.
In 2006, 14 people were
injured, including six police
officers, when disturbanc-

es broke out in O’Connell
Street during a Love Ulster
rally to remember the victims of republican violence.
Stones and fireworks were
thrown after republican
demonstrators mounted a
counter-march.
“A lot of unionists will be
back in Dublin protesting outside Government Buildings,”
the UDA source said. “The
Irish Government need to
reconsider what they agreed
on in Europe, because it’s

‘If you ignore
the concerns,
people will be
enraged’
destabilising peace in Northern Ireland and it will, in the
future, destabilise peace. If
the political will doesn’t work,
there will have to be another
process running parallel to
that.”
That process, he said,
would see loyalists “taking
stock of who our future enemies are, and the future
enemies are nationalists and
republicans”.
Asked if that meant people
could die as a result of union-

ist opposition to the de facto
border down the Irish Sea, the
source said: “I wouldn’t like
to comment. You don’t like to
give people a warning or tell
them what you are going to do.
It’s as simple as that.”
Days ago, DUP MP Sammy
Wilson warned that if political
engagement “does not work,
then the real danger is that
frustration and anger will be
channelled through violence”.
Tomorrow the UK parliament is to debate the DUP’s
e-petition calling for the
triggering of Article 16 and
unfettered trade from Great
Britain to Northern Ireland.
More than 140,000 people
have signed it.
“To press on with the protocol with every unionist party
opposed to it will lead to
failure,” Ms Foster said.
“The European Union
claim their triggering of
Article 16 was a mistake, and
to close their eyes to unionist
opposition will be another
mistake.
“The prime minister and
Brussels must work for a permanent solution before the
end of the grace period when
even greater disruption will
become apparent.”
Describing Dublin as “the
aggressor in all of this”, unionist activist Jamie Bryson

has said he can “understand
how people would see that as
a prime point of protest”.
“I am sure the intent would
be for protests to be purely
peaceful,” he said. “However,
I think once people take to
the streets, it’s very difficult if
there’s one incident that lets
the genie out of the bottle.”
He added that Mr Varadkar
went to the EU before Brexit
“and whipped up the potential
of republican violence”, which
was a “subtle but deliberate
effort to use the threat of violence in an effort to weaponise
it for political leverage”.
“If you keep poking a stick
at that by ignoring the concerns, people are going to
become more enraged.”
Ulster Unionist Party
(UUP) leader Steve Aiken has
accused Dublin and the EU of
breaching the Belfast Agreement “in a most reckless and
obvious manner by imposing
a border in the Irish Sea”.
“At every turn, the EU,
alongside the Irish Government, have used the people of
Northern Ireland as a tool to
be exploited,” he said.
“Have they learned nothing
from our past?
“We don’t want to see any
more innocent people being
murdered or injured. Politics
has to be the way forward.”

NO LOVE LOST: Northern Ireland First Minister Arlene Foster
has been scathing of Tánaiste Leo Varadkar’s actions
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Anger over
watchdog’s
probe into
shooting
by gardaí
● Sister of tragic
George Nkencho, who
was shot dead last
year, wants answers
from GSOC
ALI BRACKEN

T

he family of a man shot dead
by gardaí say they are “not
confident” in the garda watchdog’s inquiry into his fatal shooting.
George Nkencho (27) was shot dead
on December 30 on the porch of his
home in Clonee, Dublin, following a
tense stand-off with gardaí during
which he refused to drop a knife.
The dead man’s sister, Gloria Nkencho, said the family has asked the Garda
Síochána Ombudsman Commission
(GSOC) whether the officer who fired
the fatal shots has returned to duty.
However, the garda watchdog has
not responded to the family’s request
for information, she says.
“My family are not confident in the
investigation. The fact that GSOC are
declining to inform us whether the
officer who fired the shot is still on
active duty shows that they are not
taking this situation as serious as they
should,” Ms Nkencho said.
A well-placed security source confirmed the officer who fired the fatal
shots has returned to duty, a decision
which was made “in line with protocol” while the GSOC probe is ongoing.
Gloria and other siblings witnessed
the shooting, as they were at the front
door when an armed officer opened
fire on her brother.
Minutes before, Ms Nkencho tried
to tell gardaí she could help and that
her brother had a mental illness.
However, as officers tried to contain
the potential for violence, she had to
retreat inside.
“Our solicitor has been denied answers to our questions and we are
constantly afraid the investigation
is not proceeding as we expected it
would,” she said.
George was shot on the porch of his
home in Clonee at around 12.35pm on
December 30 and was later pronounced
dead in hospital.
Prior to the shooting gardaí had tried

to disarm George, using a graduated
policing response which took place after
he allegedly attacked a shopkeeper at
a Eurospar 23 minutes earlier.
Garda units arrived and followed
him repeatedly asking him to drop
the knife he was then brandishing.
He refused and threatened gardaí
with the knife when they tried to approach him.
By the time George got home, two
members of the Armed Support Unit
were at the scene and took over.
Armed gardaí did not know it was
George’s home and had valid fears
he could take the people inside the
house hostage.
He was pepper-sprayed by armed
officers and there were also two attempts at tasering him, only one of
which was effective.
But these efforts by armed officers
didn’t have the desired effect.
George remained firmly in possession
of the knife and continued to lunge at
officers. Gardaí opened fire.
In line with protocol, GSOC was assigned to investigate the death at the
hands of An Garda Síochána.
Asked about Ms Nkencho’s comments,
GSOC said it has been “in regular contact with the family of Mr Nkencho
since the day of his death through a
family liaison officer (FLO) appointed
by GSOC that evening”.
GSOC said it also engaged with the
family’s legal representative, saying:
“The FLO has provided the family of
Mr Nkencho with information on the
investigation as appropriate.
“If any other members of the community have information GSOC would
be anxious to hear from them.”

● Gloria Nkencho, sister of George
Nkencho. Picture by Gareth Chaney

The RTÉ documentary
marks 10 years since
formerly conjoined twins
Hassan and Hussein
were separated

Inside the incredible
world of the plucky
Benhaffaf twins
LYNNE KELLEHER

E

leven-year-olds Hussein and
Hassan Benhaffaf are known
fondly by their mother as Happiness Ambassadors.
The twin boys became known to the
Irish nation when they were still in
the womb, as doctors had spotted that
they were conjoined from chest to pelvis during the 20-week scan.
On April 7, 2010, when they were
four months old, a team of surgeons
spent 14 hours intricately separating
the baby boys in Great Ormond Street
Hospital in London before they were
flown home by the Irish Air Corps.
Now an RTÉ documentary — My
Story: Hassan and Hussein Born Connected — is set to give an insight into
the giddy, high-octane world of the
twins, who are aiming to become Irish
paralympians. Zooming around in
their wiggle cars, flipping into handstands, and climbing frames, they give
a snapshot into their lives in footage
filmed by the boys themselves, their
mother Angie and their sisters, Malika and Iman, on a camcorder loaned
to them by RTÉ.
“I feel their little personalities were
really captured,” says their mother
from the Cork home she shares with

her four children and husband Azzedine.
“It was beautiful. They are adrenaline junkies, and they love their
sports. They love to surprise people;
just because they are in a wheelchair
doesn’t mean they’re not doing all the
same activities as other 11-year-olds.
“They’re literally unstoppable. They
have great little friends and a fabulous
class. They are in the prosthetic legs
all the time in school, and when they
are out to play where we live they are
out in their little cars. They seem to
do 100 miles an hour going past me.
“Sometimes it can be quite surreal
when you remember where they started off and there was no hope.”
When they were born, they shared
many organs and had only one leg
each — but, crucially, each boy had a
separate heart.
“Once I found out they had a heart
each, I swore to never let negativity
creep in and be full of hope from that
day on. They were never wrapped in
cotton wool.”
Their happy-go-lucky attitude and
older-than-their-years observations
are the central themes in the film,
which sees the boys attempting to
scale the dizzy heights of the tallest

climbing frame they could find in
their home city in the Awesome Walls
centre. At the start of the film, they
tell the camera: “We’re twins, we’re 10
years old and we’re double trouble!”
Hussein loves playing basketball
and being at the beach, while Hassan
loves “messing with my friends and
doing athletics”. They both love making videos.
Hussein explains the details of their
arrival into the world. His brother
then gets to the real point of the film:
“This year it’s 10 years since the big
operation and we want to show everyone how strong we are.”
Hassan adds: “Sometimes people see us and they think we can’t do
much, but we’re going to show people
what we can really do.”
Despite having more than 50 painful surgeries since the first mammoth
operation in 2010, their robust approach to life is clear in the kaleidoscope of camera shots in the
documentary.
“They shared everything except
the heart; they were left with half
the chest, half the pelvis, half
the gut, half the liver, half
the bladder, half the bowel,
and congenital scoliosis —
which is also a life-threatening condition,” says
Angie.
“Every single surgery
I would be at their
side, for weeks on
end until they’d
recovered. That is
very, very painful
to a mum to constantly hand them
over; it never
gets easier.”
After
sharing a
womb, go-

ing through their separation surgery
and multiple additional surgeries and
physio appointments, the boys reveal
the nature of their unique bond in
their own words to the camera.
“All brothers and sisters are close,
but maybe we’re closer because we
were conjoined,” observes Hassan in
the documentary, which is set to be
shown around the world as part of a
Unicef initiative.
Hussein adds: “Sometimes we can
even communicate without talking to
each other. We know what the other
person is going to say or what they
are thinking. And we could also look
out for each other. We’re also two separate people with their own dreams
and feelings.”
Angie gets emotional as she talks
about their extraordinary fortitude in
coping with constant physiotherapy,
medical appointments and endless
gruelling surgeries.
“We’ve to go Great Ormond Street
in the summer for more procedures
and Hassan has major surgery before
then in Crumlin on his spine. It never
ends really and that’s the sad thing.
I don’t know what the future holds
— but anything they’ve ever set
their mind to, they’ve achieved
it.”
Hassan was born with his
arm protectively wrapped
around his little brother,
born a minute after him.
He still takes on the big
brother role when it
comes to his twin.
‘My Story: Hassan
and Hussein Born
Connected’ airs on
Monday, April
5 at 12.50pm
on RTÉ2 & RTÉ
Player
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● The outspoken
Fine Gael TD talks
about what Irish
identity means and
the trouble with
a beloved sport

Rodney Edwards
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e’s the Protestant Fine Gael TD
whose grandfather swore allegiance to the queen of England
while in the Orange Order. Neale Richmond, though, wants a united Ireland.
Growing up in the Republic, Richmond
was surrounded by bits and pieces of
memorabilia commemorating the British
monarchy when he visited his family in
Co Cavan — such as Silver Jubilee tea
caddies, glassware and mugs.
He has attended the Twelfth celebrations marking the Battle of the Boyne
between the Protestant King William
III and the Catholic King James II. He
takes part in political debates with Sinn
Féin hosted by the Methodist Church,
and exchanges WhatsApp messages
with DUP MP Jeffrey Donaldson — all
the while trying to pursue Irish unity.

But the Dublin Rathdown TD says he
hasn’t got an identity crisis. Indeed, he
believes having family north and south
of the Border has given him a unique
insight into the cultural differences
across the island of Ireland. And that’s
despite some of his political colleagues
calling him a “west Brit”.
“The Orange Order is something that’s
part of my history — my family history,
my identity. It doesn’t define my politics,” he says, adding that as an all-island
organisation it has “massive problems”.
“It does have elements of sectarianism; so do the Northern Irish football
supporters, so do the Republic of Ireland
football supporters. It has elements of
opinions that are of a different time.”
Richmond considers his background
to be Ulster-Scots and calls himself
Irish and European, explaining that he
“loathes” when people question his Irish
heritage. “But because I am Church of
Ireland it’s somehow OK to question my
Irishness? Some people will say to me
‘I’m sure you never speak Irish’, or ‘You
probably sing God Save The Queen’, or
‘You watch the Queen’s Speech’.
“There are lots of little cultural intricacies, but I’m as Irish as the next person and my religion shouldn’t define my
nationality.” He says those who consider

Dublin Rathdown
TD Neale Richmond.
Picture by Steve Humphreys

Icouldn’tvote
formyparty
togointocoalition
withSinnFéinandI
wouldlosethewhip
themselves British in Northern Ireland,
such as DUP leader Arlene Foster, “must
be respected” if there were a united Ireland. “They have to feel welcome, equal
— and that requires big conversations
that I hope will come.”
He speaks critically of southern politicians “like myself” who after the Good
Friday Agreement “largely disconnected
from politics in Northern Ireland”.
“We need to ensure a shared island is
developed, the end destination doesn’t
have to be avoidable,” says Richmond.
If he lived in Northern Ireland, he says
he’d vote for Claire Hanna of the SDLP
and admits there are candidates in the

UUP, who he once addressed after they
invited him to speak at an event, “whose
politics are quite similar to mine”. But
he could never vote for Sinn Féin on either side of the Border, he says — and
adds that if Fine Gael ever went into
government with the party he would
be forced to quit. “If my party made a
decision to go into coalition with Sinn
Féin I couldn’t vote for it and would no
doubt lose the whip. I’d be thrown out
of the parliamentary party and would
have to sit as an independent,” he says.
So, is it a red line for him? “Yep. That
decision will be made for me.”
He has no desire to be taoiseach in the
future, he says, but adds “if I was ever to
become a junior minister or something
someday, it would be amazing.
“I’m happy being a TD and if anything else comes along, well and good.
Did I lay awake when I was eight wanting
to be taoiseach or when I was 38? No.”
He describes the vaccine scandal at
Dublin’s Beacon Hospital, where leftover jabs were given to a private school

13km away, as “sickening” but despite
repeated issues with the roll-out of the
vaccination programme he doesn’t agree
that it has been “shambolic”.
He believes the “emotional rollercoaster” of daily death numbers overshadows positive cases, and suggests news
organisations focus on the numbers
of vaccinations administered instead.
“You could have one outbreak in a
particular place of business or school
or housing estate skew the numbers for
the week. I think the numbers of people
getting the vaccination is something that
we should focus on,” he says.
There have been calls for Leo Varadkar to step aside while gardaí investigate
him for leaking details of a confidential
GP contract but Richmond doesn’t agree.
“No, it’s an investigation. There are
24 people in Sinn Féin, including the
deputy first minister Michelle O’Neill,
who weren’t expected to step down in
response to the investigation into their
attendance at an IRA man’s funeral.

“Leo has an important job to do and
stepping down makes no sense.”
A keen boxing fan, Richmond is an
arch-critic of the Kinahan drug gang at
the heart of one of his favourite sports
— despite receiving social media intimidation from supporters of the cartel.
“You want to see Daniel Kinahan back
in Ireland, you want to see him in front
of the courts facing very real charges.
He is effectively on the run, going out
in five-star hotels, dining out with the
great and good of the boxing world —
some of whom choose to ignore his past.
“It doesn’t matter who you are, you
can have no excuse in supporting this,”
he says. He has been an outspoken critic
of Kinahan, describing him as “warped”.
This resulted in numerous mystery Twitter accounts being set up to target him.
“I haven’t received any credible threats,
but plenty of insults. It’s probably a
13-year-old kid saying: ‘If I ever see you,
I’m going to smack you in the face.’
“You can’t let people like Kinahan stop
you from speaking out,” he says.

