
SUNDAY BUSINESS
Sunday Independent

7March 2021 Edited by Samantha McCaughren

Analysis of bond deal
‘conflict’, Richard Curran,
p2 and Dan White, p10

FINE CAN’T BE END
OF PROBE AT DAVY

Password security’s
not simple as ‘1-2-3’,
Adrian Weckler, p10

DENY HACKERS
A FREE PASS

The hidden cost
of a furry friend,

Money, p6-7

PRICE OF PETS
IN PANDEMIC

Topless male models at the opening of the Dublin branch of Abercrombie & Fitch on College Green in 2012

US fashion giant Abercrombie & Fitch to
close Dublin city centre flagship outlet

ABERCROMBIE & Fitch, the
large US fashion brand and
retailer, will not reopen its
Dublin city centre flagship
store ahead of its lease expi-
ration this month.
The company, which is

listed on the New York Stock
Exchange with a valuation of
$1.73bn, announced its deci-
sion not to reopen the Dublin
store during its Q4 earnings
call with analysts.
Despite the decision not to

reopen the flagship store at
34 College Green in Dublin,

a spokeswoman for Aber-
crombie & Fitch said the
brand remained committed
to Dublin, where it opened
its store in 2012.
“As announced on our re-

cent Q4 2020 earnings call,
our Abercrombie & Fitch
Dublin flagship, which has
been closed since December
30, 2020, due to Covid restric-
tions, will not reopen ahead
of its natural lease expiration
this month,” she said.
“We believe stores mat-

ter,” she added. “We remain
committed to Dublin, and
are looking for locations that
better align with where our

customers shop. Customers
can also shop through our
website and mobile app.”
During the call, Scott Lip-

sky, senior vice-president and
chief financial officer of Ab-
ercrombie & Fitch, said the
company had entered 2020
with 15 flagship stores— and
was exiting with seven.
“Brussels, Madrid and

Fukuoka closed due to natu-
ral lease expirations. London,
Paris, Munich andDusseldorf
closed as a result of early
exits discussed last quarter,”
he said. “The last store, in
Dublin, has been closed due
to renewed Covid restric-

tions — and will not reopen
ahead of its lease expiration
in March 2021.”
Abercrombie & Fitch has

previously shared plans to
move away from large format
flagship stores and legacy
locations, favouring smaller
spaces focused on catering to
local and tourist customers’
needs.
In results for its Irish sub-

sidiary, A&FHollister Ireland
Limited, the company report-
ed sales of over €7.5m for
the period ending February
1, 2020.
It employed a monthly

average of 151 staff.

Sean Pollock
Business reporter

INM warns of RTE threat
to commercial media

RTÉ’S increasingly broad
role in Irishmedia threatens
the future of commercial
players in the market, ac-
cording to publisher INM.
In a submission to the Fu-

ture of Media Commission,
INM—which publishes this
newspaper and others— says
RTÉ has become a “vast pub-
lisher of written content”, in
addition to the TV and radio
content in its original remit.
INM praised RTÉ’s con-

tent and suggested that RTÉ
might require additional
public service funding. How-
ever, it proposed a number of
changes to ensure a sustain-
able future for both RTÉ and
commercial media.
One suggestion is that

there should be a cap on

digital ad revenue, with ad-
vertising limited to a certain
number of page impressions
and/or content type.
Other suggestions include

a clearer definition of public
service content, the use of
public funding for public
service content “with clear
oversight and auditing”, and
advertising being limited to
certain types of content such
as movies and sport.
The INM document does

not propose direct State
funding for commercial
media organisations, but
outlines a tax credit scheme
that could be used to support
delivery of newspapers and
online content.
INM is owned by Europe-

an media group Mediahuis.

Samantha McCaughren

Senior Davy staff may
face future scrutiny

SENIOR staff from Davy —
even those not involved in
the Anglo bond deal which
led to last week’s Central
Bank fine— are likely to face
greater scrutiny when taking
roles in other institutions in
future.
Under Central Bank rules,

candidates for regulated po-
sitions in financial institu-
tions must be approved by
the Regulator.
They must file detailed

Individual Questionnaires
(IQs) and outline any in-
volvement with firms which
have faced a Central Bank
sanction.
A key question is “Has

any business (or legal entity)
where you held a position of
responsibility or influence

been or is being investigat-
ed, disciplined, censured,
suspended or criticised by
a regulatory or professional
body, a court or tribunal or
any similar body, whether
publicly or privately, in any
jurisdiction?”
Sources in the financial

services sector say that
this process is more than
a box-ticking exercise, and
may lead to more scrutiny
of senior Davy staff seeking
positions elsewhere. Sources
say staff may be questioned
about any involvement or
knowledge of the events lead-
ing to the €4.1m fine.
While some senior Davy

staff may be unhappy about
this, other sources say that
the extra questions might
prove to be an inconvenience
rather than a major issue.

Samantha McCaughren

TWO Irish directors of Cork-
based Dolphin International
Groupwere given loans by the
company of €1.8m each be-
fore it was wound up in 2019,
according to documents seen
by the Sunday Independent.
The Cork company was

a key part of the Dolphin
Capital property investment
scheme that took in more
than €1bn from Irish, Eng-
lish and Asian investors over
a decade before collapsing
last year.
More than 1,800 Irish in-

vestors had put a total of
€107m in the failed property
venture though a network of
144 brokers.
The Sunday Independent

has learned that Marc Reilly,
whowas a shareholder in and
director of Dolphin IG, has
since become CEO of Europe
and Asia at J Streicher Global.
The Dubai-based firm is the
international investment arm
of respectedWall Street trad-
ing floor broker J Streicher &
Co LLC.
Another former Dolphin

executive, Donegal man Ste-
phen O’Reilly, who worked
with Dolphin in both Europe
and Asia, is now J Streicher’s
managing director in theMid-
dle East at the Dubai Interna-
tional Financial Centre arm
of the company. Both Marc
Reilly and Cormac Smith
owned 33pc of Dolphin IG.
The remaining 33pc of the

firm was owned by the third
director, Charles Smethurst.

He set up the original Dolphin
Capital scheme in 2008.
Reilly’s name is under-

stood to have appeared in
statements made by Sme-
thurst and which were sent
by his lawyers to the German
public prosecutor in Decem-
ber.
The vision laid out by Dol-

phin in itsmarketingmaterial
was that it would use the
money loaned from investors
to acquire historic, listed sites
in Germany to renovate them
and sell them to Germans as
residential units.
Investors, many of whom

invested pension lump sums,
bought loan notes issued by
Dolphin Capital through a
large number of financial
brokers with a promise of
high returns.

An invoice seen by the
Sunday Independentwas sent
from Cork-based Dolphin IG
to Hannover-based Dolphin
Capital and relates to one
such investment. It illustrates
the relationship between the
two firms.
The Cork firm charged the

Hannover firm “agents com-
mission” of just over €65,000.
The invoice details the origi-
nal investment by the investor
at just over €130,000— a 50pc
commission. Documents filed
by Dolphin IG to the compa-
nies office in the autumn of
2018 show that, as directors,
Reilly and Smith passed spe-
cial resolutions to approve the
giving of loans to themselves
from the company.

Dolphin Irish directors
received €3.6m loans
before liquidation
Property scheme took in more than €1bn from investors prior to its collapse

Fearghal O’Connor
Deputy Business Editor

› See page 3

Continued on page 3
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BDO index finds
business optimism
lowest since 2015

OPTIMISM among Irish businesses for the
remainder of the first quarter of this year has
fallen to its lowest point since 2015, according
to the BDO Quarterly Optimism Index.
Professional services firm BDO’s Quarterly

Optimism Indexmonitors business sentiment
across Ireland. It found that the first quarter’s
optimism levels were down 16pc to 49.5pc.
Speaking on the results of the latest survey,

Michael Costello, managing partner of BDO
in Ireland, said: “The profound effect of a
long-term lockdown on businesses in Ireland
continues to heavily impact overall sentiment.
“The results of our latest Optimism Index in-

dicate that current business activity is slipping,
and reported operating profits are low. The
result of which is an all-time low for optimism
among the business community in Ireland.
“Unsurprisingly, lockdown is also having a

hugely negative impact in relation to projec-
tions for the second quarter.
“On a positive note, state-funded supports

continue to help businesses navigate the health
crises — and have been crucial tomaintaining
employment levels.”
The survey found just under two-thirds

of Irish companies (64pc) expect to report
lower levels of business activity during the
first quarter.
It also found that just over half of businesses

reported lower operating profit levels in the
fourth quarter of last year, compared to the
same period in 2019.
On the subject of Brexit, the index found

nearly half of businesses surveyed (46pc)
maintain that it continues to impact them
negatively due to new customs rules and the
costs associated with them.
Employment levels are remaining stable

despite the challenges. Most Irish businesses
(68pc) are looking to maintain current em-
ployment levels . The proportion of businesses
maintaining their headcount is broadly in line
with levels last seen around 2012 to 2014.

Sean Pollock
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INM warns RTÉ’s growing
digital offering poses threat
to ‘all other Irish media’

INM, the media group which owns this newspa-
per, the Irish Independent and independent.ie,
has warned that RTÉ is using its dual funding
model “to create a website that competes with
commercial Irish media in every way”.
In its submission to the Future of Media

Commission, INM said RTÉ was increasing its
competition with commercial operators and that
threatened the availability and diversity of rival
public service content.
“By offering content for free and across the full

breadth of themarket, eg lifestyle content, the RTÉ
website diminishes the value of paid for content
offered by commercial media and dominates
digital advertising revenue due to the volume of
page hits it generates,” it said.
INM says RTÉ produces “exceptional program-

ming and journalism” under its public service
remit but “it threatens the future of all other Irish
media for it to occupy the entire landscape of the
media market, as it does now”.
It says it supports RTÉ’s public service role and

even suggested RTÉmight needmore public fund-
ing but proposes caps on commercial revenues
and a clearer definition of RTÉ’s scope
After listening to some of the Commission’s

sessions where RTÉ and other organisations had
put forward their views, INM publisher Peter
Vandermeersch said INM felt that by supporting
RTÉ, the Government needed to be careful so as
not to kill off viable commercial media groups.
“RTÉ should not try to do everything for

everybody the whole time,” he said. “Wewant the
Commission to be clear that defining the position
of RTÉ, that they also think about the other players
in the landscape.” Commercial players also had an
important role in providing public service content.

INM CEO Marc Vangeel, said: “It is very
difficult to have a level playing field where an
organisation has public money and also plays on
the commercial side.”
Proposals from INM include that RTÉ should

adopt a hub and spoke model, whereby it would
provide content and act “as an engine for Irish
media, rather than leveraging its public service
remit to dominate the entire media landscape”.
For example, RTÉ would make public service

content available to othermedia, such as footage
from HSE press conferences.
“RTÉ should not be a competitor, RTÉ should

be the motor for the rest of the healthy media
ecosytem,” said Vandermeersch.
He added that defining the role of publicly

fundedmedia was now crucial given how quickly
the market is changing due to the impact of big
tech companies like Facebook and Google.
“There could be an evolution that in the end,

there could be Google and a public player. And
the rest not existing any more.”
The INM submission said the public service

broadcasters cannot take a partisan position on
issues.
Therefore, it said, commercial media plays a key

role in free and open debate by offering different
opinions and ideologies.
INM’s submission did not call for direct funding

for the commercial sector but for “arm’s length
assistance” through a tax credit scheme for distri-
bution channels for print and digital publishers. It
would bemodelled on the R&DTax Credit scheme
and qualifying publishers would need to produce
a specified amount of public service content.
INM also called for VAT on physical and digital

newspapers to be cut to zero as is the case in the
UK and for comprehensive reform of Ireland’s
defamation laws.

Samantha McCaughren
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Irish Dolphin executives take senior roles
at Dubai arm ofWall Streetmarketmaker

WHEN the Bundoran Open surfing festival
and a north Mayo “beer barrel run” in aid of
the Samaritans were sponsored by Wall Street
firm J Streicher in 2019, the organisers of both
events must have been delighted but somewhat
surprised at their luck.
A Mayo GAA podcast also received sponsor-

ship from the 111-year-old firm— one of just five
remaining specialist designatedmarketmakers
now trading on the floor of the New York Stock
Exchange.
The sponsorship boost had come about after

a number of young business executives with
links to the northwest took up senior executive
positions at J Streicher Global, the Dubai-based
international investment arm of the venerable
New York trading firm.
Marc Reilly, whose now edited J Streicher

biography had described him as having studied
at ‘Letterkenny University’, had recently taken
up the position of CEO of J Streicher Europe and
Asia. Reilly had joined the New York investment
firm’s Dubai team not long after his previous
business based in Cork, Dolphin International
Group (Dolphin IG), was voluntarily wound up.
That company, of which Reilly was a director and
equal shareholder, alongside Cork businessman
Cormac Smith and Charles Smethurst, had been
part of the wider Dolphin German-based property
investment scheme that collapsed last year after
taking inmore than €1bn by selling loan notes to
thousands of small-time Irish, English and Asian
investors seeking a place to invest pensions and
other lump sums.
The Sunday Independent has seen documents

which state that, alongwith business partner Cor-
mac Smith, Reilly was one of two Irish directors
of Cork-based Dolphin International Groupwho
obtained loans from the company of €1.8m each

before it was wound up in 2019.
Reilly’s biography on the J Streicher Global

website currently does notmention his involve-
ment with Dolphin IG but said he had previously
held various director and consultant roles “with
years of experience in the FoodDistribution, Real
Estate Admin, and Technology sectors”, as well
as in fintech, digital banking and digital wealth
management.
He had “been involved in all phases of J.

Streicher’s development in recent years with
the opening of new offices in London, Dublin,
and Dubai”.
It said that Reilly “has led the vision for the

firm to establish leading investing businesses
across different asset classes, including electric
vehicles, renewable energy, water, and technology
software. J Streicher has also recently launched
major new businesses dedicated to the USAREIT
market and European REIT market as well as
delivering the firm’s investment management
expertise and products to sports stars.”
The J Streicher Instagram account featured

a picture last year of Reilly with another Irish
former Dolphin executive, Donegal man Ste-
phen O’Reilly, on a visit to the New York Stock
Exchange with their J Streicher colleagues.
A November 2016magazine published by Dol-

phin Trust for its investors featured a double-page
spread on then 26- year-old O’Reilly, who is now
Director, Middle East at J Streicher in Dubai. He
shares the title with another executive in the
organisation whose previous role was as Senior
OperationsManager for the Office of The Crown
Prince of Dubai.
“Many of our clients will have enjoyed some

contact with one of the key executives in the
Dolphin Trust GmbH team,” reported the mag-
azine profile of O’Reilly. “Amongst many other
important contributions that he makes to the
Dolphin business, Stephen is our reliable expert
and tour guide for the various Dolphin projects
in Berlin.”
The magazine reported that he was “leaving

Dolphin Trust’s European offices and taking a
big career move to the Far East”.
He would be located in Singapore for at least

two years “to manage our extensive South East
Asia clients and investors”.
Neither Reilly nor O’Reilly responded to

Senior staff from the failed
Dolphin scheme are in key
jobs at the global investment
firm J Streicher, reports
Fearghal O’Connor

attempts to make contact with them.
J Streicher chairman Jonathan Q Frey, whose

grandfather established the firm in 1910, told the
Sunday Independent that the J Streicher Group
of companies has never had any relationship with
Dolphin Trust or the German Property Group and
there is no suggestion that it does.
“We are fully aware of the previous employ-

ment history of every person who joins the
Streicher team.We have an outstanding team of

executives and look forward to continuing strong
growth in the future,” he said.
Frey added that the J Streicher Group has “an

outstanding record of strong compliance and
excellent corporate governance for more than
a century. Like any company there are lawsuits
from time to time and the company will contin-
ue to deal with such matters on a case-by-case
basis”, he said.
“The company has concluded hundreds of

Charles Smethurst had been part of the wider Dolphin German-based property investment scheme
that collapsed last year — it operated in cities such as Berlin (pictured)

‘Stephen is our
reliable expert and
tour guide’

Is your company one of Ireland’s best places to work? Rate your employer in our survey
THE Sunday Independent, in partnership
with international market research
company Statista, is embarking on a
nationwide survey to identify the top
employers in Ireland — and is calling
on employees across the country to

participate. Our partner Statista is ready
to actively survey thousands of eligible
employees. The survey will ask employees
to what extent they would recommend
their employer to friends and family
members on a scale from 0-10. Participants

can also share opinions onmatters relating
to their employer, including salaries,
leadership and potential for development.
Statista has done similar surveys in
other countries. Results are intended to
be published inMay 2021 in the Sunday

Independent and at Independent.ie.
Participants wishing to rate their

employer in this major piece of research
can access the survey at https://survey.
statista-research.com/963553 or by
scanning this QR code.

McIlroy-backed Whoop aims for Ireland

WHOOP, a Boston-based sports wearable
company backed by Irish golfer Rory McIlroy,
is set to open its first European office in
Dublin.
Following questions from the Sunday Inde-

pendent, the company, which raised $100m in
Series E Funding at a $1.2bn (€1bn) valuation
last October, confirmed its plan to set up its
Irish base.
Alex Jacobs, a senior manager of PR and

communications for Whoop, said: “Following
a year of hypergrowth, Whoop plans to open
its first European office in Ireland and further
invest in global expansion.
“Dublin is a natural launching point with

its proximity to Whoop headquarters in Bos-
ton, a deep well of international talent, and a
strong community of top tech businesses.
“We are excited to build our team locally

and grow it alongside increases in our global
membership,” he added.

Whoop offers a monthly subscription for
health monitoring across sleep, recovery and
excercise.
The membership includes a wearable

Whoop Strap 3.0, a coaching platform de-
signed to optimize behaviour, and access to a
community of high performers.
McIlroy has been a Whoop member for sev-

eral years and has previously invested in the
company. In a statement following its Series
E round last October, the golfer said he had
“always loved” the brand.
“I’m proud to be investing again in this

round of financing and very excited about the
company’s prospects,” he said.
The funding round was led by venture

capital firm IVP, which will get a board seat
with Whoop.
Other participating investors include Soft-

Bank Vision Fund 2, Accomplice, Two Sigma
Ventures, Collaborative Fund, Thursday Ven-
tures, Nextview Ventures, Promus Ventures,
Cavu Ventures and D20 Capital.

Sean Pollock
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Rory McIlroy has already invested in the sports wearable company and is to do so again

successful and profitable deals over its history.
Many such deals are currently being finalised,
the exact details of which are confidential and
commercially sensitive,” he said.
The company and a number of named execu-

tives, including Frey, are currently facing a law-
suit in the New York courts relating to claims by
a British company that J Streicher had agreed to
be bought by the company but had subsequently
pulled out of the deal leaving the British firm
out of pocket.
“The nature of this action is a breach of

contract, specific performance, fraud, negligent
misrepresentation, unjust enrichment, civil con-
spiracy, and injunctive relief,” said the complaint
filed with the New York Supreme Court in May
2019 by British businessman Osman Bulent.
Frey said that the case was slowly winding

its way through the court and that “most of the
assertions have been dismissed”.
“We feel confident that our position is very

strong, but even if we lost, our liability would be
less than $200,000. Therefore we are not in the
least concerned,” he said.
For a century J Streicher had focused entirely

on its role in the New York Stock Exchange but
Frey told the Sunday Independent that he had
decided to expand the business and “explore
new fields” after regulatory changes in the US
10 years ago.
Not all of these new business deals have

worked out. It had been reported inMarch 2020
that J Streicher had entered into a letter of intent
with Chinese group FDG to purchase its subsid-
iary Chanje for $260m. That letter of intent was
terminated four months later and the company
declined to give further details.
Sponsorship deals with the pro-golfer Luke

Donald andwith the Richard PettyMotorsports
NASCAR team in the US both ended in court cases
after a short period. They have now been settled.

Dolphin Irish directors received loans of €3.6m before liquidation

Separate internal documents seen by this news-
paper state that Reilly and Smith both received
loans of €1.8m during the year to the August 31,
2019 from their company, Dolphin IG.
It is not known whether Reilly or Smith paid

back the €3.6m of loans to the company.

The company, which had changed its name to
R E Administration was subject to a voluntary
wind-up by its members in October 2019.
The company had total assets of €4.27m on its

balance sheet at the time of the wind-up, according
to companies office documents.
Other filings by Dolphin IG show that over

five years the three directors shared inmore than

€2.9m of directors payments from the company.
Web archives show that the website shared by

the two Dolphin companies in 2013 was full of
ambition for both firms.
“With Dolphin International continuously

pushing new boundaries spearheading Dolphin
Capital GmbH’s global fundingmovement for its
various projects, the group has now been able to

take onmore ambitious and imperative projects,”
it said.
“Over the years, the reach of the group has

transcended beyond Germany, UK and Ireland
and into Asia.
“The next stage is to further explore the oppor-

tunities in the rest of Europe andNorth America,”
it added.

Continued from page 1

Marc Reilly and Stephen O’Reilly
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Focus: Inside the 
Dolphin Trust 
debacle and those 
left burned

Families who invested their savings and pensions from a lifetime of work will soon find out what — if anything — remains, writes Fearghal O’Connor

W
H E N  G i l -
lian Sweeney 
contacted her 
broker in Sep-
tember 2018 to 
find out how 
her family’s 
Dolphin invest-
ment was going 
she was given 

some great news: It had risen by 20pc in the two 
years since the Sweeneys had transferred their 
life savings from Irish Life into German property 
loan note investments provided by Dolphin Trust. 

“I am delighted that Dolphin is going so well 
for you,” wrote the broker. 

The Sweeneys were not the only ones for 
whom Dolphin was delivering big results that 
month. In Cork, Dolphin International Group 
director Cormac Smith had 10 days previously 
got his new company car: a €183,000 Range 
Rover Autobiography. 

It was just one of the big outlays for Dolphin’s 
Irish office made in the run in to its winding up 
the following year. 

And in those months big changes were coming 
too for those who had invested their life savings 
in Dolphin. Just a few months later the BBC 
would air a documentary warning of potential 
problems in the scheme and rumours were be-
ginning to swirl. 

But two Irish families who spoke to the Sun-
day Independent — whose names have been 
changed at their request — were, for a long 
time, oblivious that their life savings had likely 
been lost. 

The latest chapter in the story of how that has 
come about unfolded last week in the High Court 
when 78-year-old Kathleen Dineen, who has had 
multiple sclerosis for more than 40 years, was 
successful in her case to have a company called 
MUT 103 Ltd declared insolvent and a liquidator 
appointed. MUT 103 Ltd, along with MUT 116 
Ltd, were so-called special purpose vehicles used 
by Dolphin to contain the more than €107m of 
loan note investments made by Irish people in 
the German property play.

In 2017, Dineen, who subsequently suffered a 
stroke, had invested €127,000 in Dolphin through 
MUT 103 Ltd. 

Mr Justice Brian O’Moore ruled in favour of 
Dineen’s petition, dismissing a petition by Wealth 
Options Trustees Ltd (WOTL), the administrator 
of Dolphin’s Irish investments, to allow it time 
to deal with the issues and secure the assets for 
Irish investors. 

“Were I to dismiss the petition, the current un-
satisfactory situation would persist indefinitely,” 
said Justice O’Moore in his judgment. 

“The company, which is plainly insolvent, 
would continue in being if not in business. The 
only entity dealing with the investors would be 
WOTL, which for some months has refused to 
deal with individual queries and has instead com-
municated by sporadic updates sent to brokers.”

Like Kathleen Dineen, Ciaran Bradshaw 
now knows all about Dolphin’s special purpose 
vehicles. Whatever is left of his life savings — a 
good portion of the €110,000 pension lump sum 
that he built up while working as a psychiatric 
nurse in the UK — now resides in MUT 116 Ltd. 

Life in an east London psychiatric ward was 
not easy in the mid-1980s. Bradshaw had left 
the west of Ireland to find work and there was 
no shortage of it in London for someone with 
his skills. 

“It was by far the most difficult and challeng-
ing of my career. You had everything. People with 
drug problems, very difficult patients, all sorts. 
We were always short staffed. It was challenging 
work,” he said.

But he was good at it and not afraid to put in 
the hours. After 10 years he came back to Ireland 
to work in St Brendan’s Psychiatric hospital in 
Grangegorman where conditions also were dif-
ficult. Since it closed he has continued to work 
as a psychiatric nurse in other facilities, earning 
for most of that time on average €50,000 a year 
because of the overtime he worked. 

“It’s a tough job. I’ve been doing it 35 years 
now but it still throws up new things to deal with 
all the time. Working through the pandemic has 
been a whole new challenge.”

The overtime, nights and weekend work he 
had undertaken during his 10 years in London 
meant that he had amassed 13 years’ worth of 
NHS pension contributions, amounting to just 
over €110,000. 

He had not put too much thought into how 
to manage this UK pension until one lunchtime 
in 2015 an investment broker from Limerick 
company Irish Pension Solutions set up a stall in 
the canteen of the hospital. He asked the broker 
about the process of transferring the UK pension 
to Ireland and they set up a meeting. The broker 
explained to him that he would be entitled to a 
25pc lump sum from the overall €111,000 pot and 
suggested an investment in loan notes products, 
including the Dolphin scheme, which, the broker 
said, could deliver substantial returns. 

During Christmas week in 2015 the deal 
was done with €45,000 of Bradshaw’s savings 
going into Dolphin’s MUT 116. That part of the 
investment would mature in 2021 with average 
compounding interest of 13.6pc meaning it 
alone could be worth €90,000, pushing Brad-
shaw’s overall savings to a value of more than 
€160,000, including a tax free lump sum of well 
over €30,000 at age 55. 

After Mr Bradshaw signed up a few days before 
Christmas 2015 he received a welcome letter from 
Dolphin founder Charles Smethurst. “Thank you 
for putting your confidence in Dolphin Trust 
GmbH to bring a new future to history,” it said. 

“We are leaders in Germany when it comes 
to the development and reconstruction of listed 
buildings and our team of experts ensure that we 
answer the call of the German property market 
by restoring historic buildings into sophisticated 
residential apartments.”

“We will happily answer your queries,” said 
Smethurst, giving the phone number and email 
address of Dolphin International Group (Dolphin 
IG) in Cork, which amongst a range of administra-
tive tasks regularly produced a flashy newsletter 
for investors full of swish photographs of trendy 
German cityscapes.

But what Bradshaw did not realise was that 
his nest egg was now part of a complicated web 
of companies, special purpose vehicles and com-
mission payments. 

The MUT companies were supposed to lend 
the money to Dolphin Trust in Germany. Then, 
the Hannover based company, according to an 
invoice seen by the Sunday Independent, paid 
agents commissions of as much as 50pc back to 
Cork-based Dolphin IG.

But by 2018, when Dolphin IG bought a new 
€183,000 Range Rover as a company car for its 
director Cormac Smith, changes were afoot in its 
structure. The following year, in October 2019, the 
solvent company, with close to €4.5m of assets 
on its balance sheet, was placed in voluntary 
liquidation. 

The two directors, Smith and Reilly, as well 
as other key people at the firm, were earning 
substantial salaries in the months before that 
wind up. 

Documents show that in June 2019, Marc 
Reilly earned gross pay of €68,250 and Cormac 
Smith’s gross pay was €70,395. A third employee 
of the company received gross pay of €54,166 
for the month. 

Between June 2018 and June 2019 Smith and 
Reilly availed of a regular series of €100,000-
plus loans from the company, which Companies 
Office documents show were sanctioned by the 
board. An internal accounts document stated 
that €3.6m in directors loans had been obtained 
from Dolphin IG by Reilly and Smith in the year 
to August 31, 2019.

Dolphin IG had effectively left the stage the 
previous year and its director Marc Reilly would 
take a new role as CEO of Europe and Asia at 
the Dubai office of Wall Street firm J Streicher. 

From 2018 the new distributor of Dolphin 
investments – or German Property Group (GPG) 
as it was now called - in Ireland was Wealth Op-
tions Trustees Ltd (WOTL). It operates out of a 
non-descript office in an office park in Naas. Only 
the 2018 registered 5-door Porsche Panarama 4S 

E-hybrid that parks outside the door most days 
makes the office stand out. 

In June 2018 the chief operations officer and 
client relations manager of Dolphin IG moved to 
WOTL, where she became senior product man-
ager for almost a year. That same month, WTOL, 
which since 2011 had already been acting as the 
administrator of the MUT investment vehicles, 
emailed brokers with “an important update to 
the Dolphin Trust product.”

“The current Dolphin Trust product has been 
discontinued by Dolphin with effect from May 
31, 2018, however, a new Dolphin product is now 
available for distribution to your clients from 
June 5, 2018,” it said.

“Adequate security was not in place up to May 
31, 2018,” the email explained, adding that the 
new product would “provide generous returns 
for investors, with a first charge security over 
land assets.” 

In a statement to the Sunday Independent, the 
Dolphin Administration Team at WOTL said: “For 
the avoidance of doubt WOTL did not provide 
advice on the product to any investor.”

“We would like to make it clear that the in-
vestments were ‘run’ by GPG in Germany, and 
sold in Ireland as an investment product, the 
products being merely distributed and admin-
istered here,” it said.

Throughout this time, Ciaran Bradshaw had 
put his Dolphin investment to the back of his 
mind and got on with his life: “I met the broker 
every year and he told me it was all fine, going 
well.” 

When he would turn 55 — last November 
— he was entitled to withdraw a lump sum of 
25pc, €34,000, which he hoped to use to put to 
his children’s education. The week before his 
birthday Bradshaw had texted his broker: “Hi. 
That lump sum is due to me next week. Please 
let me know what I need to do.”

“Let me request the paperwork,” came the 
response.

Nine days later no paperwork had arrived. 
He texted again and the broker said he had the 
paperwork and would email it. But five days later 
there was still no paperwork.

“Hi I have people trying to sort this for you, I 
should know by tomorrow.”

The documents never arrived and Bradshaw 
does not know how to access whatever is left of 
the lump sum or his pension fund. 

Eventually a manager from the office called 
him and said he would contact WOTL in Naas 
— the company that had since taken over from 
Dolphin IG as the administrator of the scheme. 

“He said that he would contact WOTL and see 
about getting my money. But in hindsight that 
was just offensive. Dolphin had gone under long, 
long before then. That’s the last time I heard from 
them. The IPS phone number goes straight to an 
answer machine.” 

for large gains but also the risk of large losses I 
would feel…?” asked the form. 

“Quite uneasy,” the couple had ticked. They 
were right to feel uneasy but unfortunately they 
didn’t listen to their gut feeling. 

The broker had subsequently changed jobs 
and was working for Irish Pension Solutions, 
a seller of the Dolphin investments amongst a 
range of other investment products. 

When the Dolphin property loan note was 
described to them it immediately appealed to 
Gillian. She loved the idea that it was about bring-
ing old buildings back to life. But the compound 
interest rates on offer were also a big draw — 12pc 
in the first year, rising to 14pc and then 15pc. 

“We know things go up and down. We know 
nothing is guaranteed. But we always made it 
clear that okay, while we would like to make 
some money on this, we don’t want to lose our 
capital. The capital was the thing for us. We’re 
not high-rollers. We’re ordinary Joe Soaps.”

When the broker wrote to them in September 
2018 to tell them the good news about the circa 
20pc growth in their Dolphin investment it was 
a welcome piece of good news. 

But in January 2020 the Sweeneys again 
heard from the broker: Dolphin had missed ex-
pected monthly payments but it was a cashflow 
issue and there was nothing to worry about, he 
assured them. 

But Robert was worried and asked a friend 
in Germany to look into Dolphin. They sent him 
newspaper clippings in German and English 
about the situation that was unfolding at by then 
insolvent Dolphin. 

“It was worrying stuff. It was articles and clips 
about Dolphin from the BBC from May 2019 and 
from Pension Life in June 2019. I forwarded them 
on to the broker and asked him did we need to 
be concerned,” said Gillian.

The broker responded to say that he could 
not come to meet them due to the pandemic 
but could set up a meeting on Zoom: “I will look 
at these clips and see what the guys that are 
looking after the monitoring of Dolphin, Wealth 
Options, think of them. I will come back to you 
later today,” he wrote. 

That was the last the Sweeneys heard until 
last September.

“I just left it. We had bigger fish to fry. Our 
seven-year-old child had been put on anxiety 
medication and we were attending CAMS. We 
had serious family stuff. Look it, in hindsight it 
was stupid not to keep chasing it.” 

By the time their broker did come back to them 
in September, he sent them a pile of documents 
from the previous nine months, including com-
munications from WOTL to the brokers who had 
sold Dolphin loan notes. The pile of documents 
told the Sweeneys what they and the world 
already knew: Dolphin, now known as German 
Property Group, was insolvent in Germany and 
WOTL was seeking security over the assets on 
which the Irish investors’ money in the two MUT 
special purpose vehicles depended. 

“The insolvency was a surprise,” wrote the 
broker. “And now we are unclear really, as to 
who holds sway, our security or the insolvency 
administrator who will be duly bound to treat 
all creditors fairly. I hope this helps you see how 
things have evolved, we are actively in contact 
with Wealth Options, who in turn are working 
with global investor groups and their own advis-
ers to the point where we can look at the options 
open to us.”

Reporting in the Irish, British and German 
press suggests that these options may be very 
limited, with Dolphin’s German property assets 
worth far less than previously believed. 

Last week’s judgment by Mr Justice Brian 
O’Moore to wind up MUT 103 Ltd and his ap-
pointment of Myles Kirby as liquidator is the first 
step towards Irish investors in Dolphin finding 
out where they really stand. 

“Myles Kirby first port of call will be with the 
Dolphin Trust / GPG German Liquidator where 
he will be greeted by its German Lawyers when 
the MUT seeks to establish the ‘rights’ claimed 
by WOTL and its broker network,” said one well 
informed source who has closely examined the 
Dolphin situation. 

“This will be the moment of reality when 
claims of priority security charges and claims 
about values securing loan notes will meet the 
truth.”

For now, Irish families like the Sweeneys and 
the Bradshaws can only sit tight and wait for the 
grim truth about their life savings to emerge.

The company invested in repurposing listed buildings in Germany. It would regularly produce a newsletter for investors full of photographs of German cityscapes; (inset below) Dolphin directors Charles Smethurst, Marc Reilly and Stephen O’Reilly

In fact, as was outlined in a High Court case 
last week, WOTL and the Irish broker network 
that sold the Dolphin loan notes had been warned 
a year earlier, in November 2019, of missed pay-
ments by Dolphin.

In fact, no payments at all had been made 
by the two Dolphin special purpose vehicles to 
their Irish investors since November 2019. By 
June 2020 GPG — the new name for Dolphin 
Trust — and 200 interrelated companies were 
caught in insolvency proceedings in Germany.

*****
Gillian and Robert Sweeney too were com-

pletely unaware of the changes affecting their 
life savings. They had other things on their plate 
to concern them. 

Robert had built a good career in the construc-
tion sector, but began suffering mental health 
challenges that were exacerbated when pressure 
came on his job in 2008.

Since then Gillian’s professional role in a 
public sector office had kept them afloat. 

“Robert was the last person you would have 
thought would have gotten sick. He was Mr De-
pendable. He had worked every day of his life 
from the time he did his Inter Cert. But there 
was a lot going on for everyone in construction 
back then,” said Gillian.

“We had our issues having a family at the time 
and a lot of things combined but the downturn 
was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He 
hasn’t been able to work since then and spent 
six weeks in St Patrick’s in Dublin and has been 
diagnosed with bipolar disorder. We had our 
first child in 2008 and he came out just before 
his first birthday,” said Gillian.

Two of the couple’s children have also suffered 
significant health issues.

“One of our children had been diagnosed with 
autism and ADHD and another child was in and 
out of hospital with other medical issues. It wasn’t 
a walk in the park. We didn’t want worries, we 
had enough worries.”

So they set about getting financial advice to 
figure out how to make the most of Robert’s two 
pension funds that sat in Irish Life funds from 
two former jobs, totalling €70,000. They were 
facing a lot of challenges in life but that money, 
they knew, could help. 

They got on very well with the financial ad-
viser, “He was a lovely fella. He sat at my table 
and had cups of tea and biscuits and we had the 
banter about football and all kinds of stuff. It 
wasn’t like going in to some office and signing on 
the dotted line. There was a relationship there, 
or so I thought.”. 

The financial risk assessment form that the 
broker gave to the pair to fill in as they began 
their journey into the Dolphin labyrinth said 
much about their their mindset at the time: 
“If I had picked an investment with potential 

‘He was lovely, we 
had tea at my table. 
We had a  
relationship, or  
so I thought’
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LAVISH salaries, large direc-
tors’ loans and the purchase
of a luxury vehicle were part
of a pattern of big spending
at the Cork office of Dolphin
International Group (DIG)
in the months before it was
placed in voluntary liquida-
tion by its owners.
Documents seen by the

Sunday Independent show
that the two Irish directors
of the firm were each paid
grossmonthly wages of close
to €70,000 in June 2019 alone,
four months before they
placed the firm in voluntary
liquidation with €4.27m re-
maining on its balance sheet.
DIG bought a high-end

Range Rover Autobiogra-

phy in September 2018 for
€183,000 for the use of its
director, Cormac Smith.
The documents also re-

veal payments of more than
€300,000 to two accountancy
firms in themonths ahead of
that liquidation.
A month-end pay sum-

mary for June 2019 for DIG,
which changed its name to
R E Administration Ltd on
June 26, showed director
Marc Reilly’s gross pay for
the month as €68,250 while
Cormac Smith’s gross pay for
the month was €70,395.
In July 2019, Reilly’s com-

pany credit card showed a se-
ries of travel-related expenses
with BA, Aer Lingus, Easyjet
and Emirates. Hotel charges
included the Fota Island Re-
sort in Co Cork and €2,000

at the five-star Regent Porto
Hotel in Montenegro.
Director’s loans were

drawn down regularly during
the year to June 2019 and in-
ternal accounts showed Reilly
and Smith each borrowed
€1.8m in the year to August
31, 2019. Repayment arrange-
ments are not known and
neither Reilly nor Smith could
be reached for comment.
An experienced accountancy
source said director’s loans
were sometimes used for tax
efficiency purposes ahead of
voluntary liquidations.
In July 2019 DIG paid

€246,000 to Lloyd Bowmak-
er (Development), a property
investment company, which
changed its name to Jkgalb
Ltd in July 2020. Reilly and
Smith stood down as direc-

tors of that firm in 2016.
Jkgalb’s sole shareholder,

ColinMulhall, is a tax partner
with Cork accountancy firm
Lloyd Bowmaker, which pro-
vided accountancy services
to DIG.
Mulhall, who signed the

“independent persons” dec-
laration that DIGwas solvent
at the time of its liquidation,
said the payment to Jkgalb “is
a matter for the liquidator”.
Meanwhile, in the High

Court last week Mr Justice
Brian O’Moore appointed liq-
uidator Myles Kirby to MUT
103 Ltd, one of two special
purpose vehicles that contain
Dolphin investments of 1,800
Irish investors with €107m
outstanding.

Bumper directors’
pay at Dolphin firm
ahead ofwind down
Documents reveal big spending including €183,000 for a Range Rover

Fearghal O’Connor
Deputy Business Editor

Large Davy clients review relationship

A NUMBER of Davy’s large
corporate clients are un-
derstood to be reviewing
their relationship with the
stockbroking firm, which is
currently at the heart of a
bond-trading scandal.
Earlier this month, Davy

Group was hit with a record
€4.13m fine from the Central
Bank for failing to identify
potential conflicts of inter-
est relating to a bond deal
in 2014.
The fine relates to a deal

in which businessman Pat-

rick Kearney sold Anglo Irish
Bank bonds via Davy at a
steep discount to settle a debt.
Kearney didn’t know the buy-
ers were 16 Davy employees
who then sold the assets at
a profit.
According to sources close

to the industry, Davy either
wrote or called corporate cli-
ents to reassure them follow-
ing the fine from the Central
Bank. One source understood
at least two large corporate
PLCs replied requesting a
formal review.
Another source said a large

PLC client of Davy had been
reviewing its relationship

with the stockbroker before
the Central Bank’s fine. The
source said the company had
decided to “accelerate” that
review considering recent
events.
The same source added

it was understood corporate
clients shared concerns with
Davy over the fact there was
a sitting board thatmust have
been aware of the issues and
only acted once discretion
was removed from it by the
Central Bank.
All of the listed companies

known to use Davy, which
is now in a sale process, as
their stockbroker contacted

by this newspaper either did
not wish to comment or failed
to respond. A spokesman for
Davy declined to comment.
Meanwhile, Tony Garry,

a former CEO of Davy and
a member of the Davy 16
involved in the Anglo bond
deal has resigned from the
board of the Mater Hospital.
In a statement to the Sun-

day Independent a spokes-
woman said “Tony Garry
offered his resignation as a
director of the board of the
MaterMisericordiae Universi-
ty Hospital and it was accept-
ed. He is no longer a director
of the Mater Hospital”.

Sean Pollock and
Samantha McCaughren

SEVERAL Irish investors
who invested in a high-end
building in China are to
pursue further legal efforts
to reverse a transfer of the
property to a Shanghai-based
company, after a court in
China rejected their efforts
to have the disputed contract
deemed null and void.
In 2005 around 300 inves-

tors bought a building known
as Golden Mansions Shang-
hai, which was then leased by
a local firm and operated as
a Crowne Plaza hotel.
It was arranged by BCK

Wealth Management in
Dublin, which managed the
investment for several years
— and investors, who had
mandated BCK to act on their
behalf in the disposal of the

property, received proceeds
from the sale in 2017.
However, some 29 inves-

tors were no longer repre-
sented by BCK at this time.
This group of investors
learned in 2019 that their
properties or units in the
building, valued at €6.3m,
had been transferred to a
Shanghai company, Shanghai
Haoyuan Industrial.
It is alleged there was a

forged purchase agreement
which led to an arbitration
finding in Shanghai Haoyu-
an’s favour.
The investors filed litiga-

tion with the Shanghai First
Intermediate People’s Court,
which recommended that the
contract and the arbitration
award be revoked.

Irish investors fight legal
battle for China property
Samantha McCaughren

Aer Lingus offers UK
move to cabin crew
Fearghal O’Connor

Continued on page 2

› See Focus, page 5

AER Lingus has offered its
Irish cabin crew a move
to Manchester to work on
the airline’s upcoming new
transatlantic service from
the UK to the US.
Irish cabin crew in Dub-

lin, Cork and Shannon have
until tomorrow to express
their interest in moving to
the UK, according to amemo
sent last Thursday by the
airline’s director of in-flight
services, MaryMontgomery.
“Given the continued un-

certainty in the Irishmarket
we are offering Cabin Crew
opportunities a base transfer
to Manchester on a tempo-
rary or permanent basis,” she
said. It will shortly announce
“services from Manchester
commencing late July 2021,”

it said. Cabin crew — who
have had huge pay cuts of
up to 70pc for almost a year
— who opt for the move
will be expected to live in
the UK with local terms of
employment.
Last week, the Irish In-

dependent reported that the
airline had received “tenta-
tive” approval from US au-
thorities to operate services
from Manchester to desti-
nations including Orlando,
Boston and New York. The
airline is awaiting approval
from the UK authorities but
has been given the go-ahead
to begin selling seats.
The airline is to use four

Airbus aircraft for the servic-
es — two A330s and two new
A321s that had originally
been earmarked for services
out of Ireland.
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