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HEN Arlene Foster’s
legacy was sliced and
diced this week, it was
mostly about being sold
a pup by Boris Johnson
over Brexit, with
maybe the odd mention for cashfor-ash.
Scant attention was paid to the
sunny July afternoon in 2018 when
Northern Ireland’s First Minister
joined thousands of other Fermanagh natives in making the short trip
to Clones for the Ulster football
final.
Foster was not the first DUP politician to publicly attend a GAA
match. Peter Robinson had joined
Martin McGuinness to watch the
2012 McKenna Cup final between
Derry and Tyrone while Edwin
Potts, the current front-runner to
replace Foster, went to a Down v
Donegal national league game in
Newry as Stormont’s Sports
Minister, his strategic late arrival
ensuring he avoided ‘Amhran na
bhFiann’.
However, in the little bit of give
here and take there that defines so
much of life in the North, Foster’s
gesture was the most significant.
Unfortunately, she didn’t get to see
her county win their maiden provincial title as Donegal ran out easy
winners, but her presence in Clones
was a clear message that unionists
can feel welcome in a GAA ground.
Can engage with Gaelic Games.
Maybe even enjoy it.
Tomorrow marks the Centenary of
Northern Ireland coming into existence when a border was created on
this island and the six counties were
divided into two sides. Us and them.
The GAA were always viewed as
being on one side, and not the other.
It wasn’t always like this.

A GAME FOR ALL

Michael Cusack envisaged an Association for all people to play the
indigenous games of the island,
irrespective of political beliefs, and
one of the early supporters of
Cusack’s venture was none other
than his contemporary Edward Carson, the embodiment of Unionist
defiance.
But in Northern Ireland’s hurt and
complicated history, Gaelic Games
became enmeshed with nationalist
and republican identity.
Although they are some exceptions, most notably Peter Withnell
who won two All-Ireland titles with
Down, few Northern Protestants
played because they didn’t feel
comfortable or welcome or simply
thought of it as the other.
Diarmaid Marsden, star of the
Armagh team that won their first
All-Ireland in 2002, is at the
coalface of breaking down
age-old barriers and prejudices in his role as the Ulster
Council’s community development
officer. Drawing on his own experience of growing up in Lurgan,
Marsden feels that inviting more
players from the Protestant and
unionist tradition must start in the
schools.
‘My town was split down the middle. On one side, we all went to the
catholic primary school, catholic
secondary school, played Gaelic
football. If we were on a soccer
team, it was with the boys from our
school, You go to university, join the
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As Northern
Ireland marks
100 years of
existence, we
look at GAA’s
attempts to
win over both
communities

GAA club, you might be living with
boys from your town. Even though
there would be a few in lectures,
you mightn’t have inter-action with
anyone from the other side, so to
speak, until you start working,’ he
explains.
For the past 12 years, Marsden has
been the driving force behind the
Cúchlainn initiative, a cross-community project which brings
together schools and families from
communities which ordinarily had
no engagement with the GAA.
Pupils from three different schools
(one Catholic and two Protestant
or one Catholic, one Protestant
and one integrated) are selected
to form an under-16 team which
travels to London each
July to compete in
t h e

All-Britain Championship (the initiative was parked this
year because of the
pandemic).
Both boys and
girls’ teams are
picked. In the
past, the likes of
Antrim town, Ballymoney and Banbridge, none GAA
strongholds, were all
represented. ‘A few
years ago, one of the teams

PROGRESS: Ex-DUP leader Arlene Foster watches Michael Murphy celebrate Donegal’s 2018 Ulster title

came from Banbridge and we travelled on the 12th of July. The night
before, some of those boys would
have been at their local bonfires,
that is part of their cultural celebrations and the next day, they are
packing their GAA gear into their
bag and heading to London to play
in a Gaelic football tournament,’
Marsden said.
The standard is quite high at
under-age level in London, so the
Cúchlainn teams are never likely to
win. But it is about introducing the
youngsters to Gaelic Games.
And the hope is that some
will be enthused and interested enough to keep
playing. From the Ballymoney team of three
years ago, Marsden
knows that a couple of
the boys joined their
nearest GAA club.
‘Maybe, there won’t
be 15 Protestant
children knocking on the door
of a GAA club
wanting to

BRIDGES: Diarmaid
Marsden is the driving
force behind the
Cúchlainn initiative

join after being involved but if there
was one or two who were interested
enough and enquiring about where
they can join, then it has made a
small impact.’

A RISING IN THE EAST

The most heart-warming GAA story
of this past difficult year has been
the remarkable rise of East Belfast
GAA, started by former Down and
London footballer Dave McGreevy
sending out a speculative tweet one
night and has morphed into a thriving club with dozens of teams from
under-age level up in Gaelic football, camogie and hurling. And this
all happened in an area considered
staunchly unionist which has been
untouched by Gaelic Games in 50
years.
Linda Ervine, the Irish language
activist, was asked by McGreevy to
be the club President. She admits
that she had no knowledge of the
GAA, apart from herself and her
husband being invited down for the
2016 All-Ireland hurling final
between Tipperary and Kilkenny. ‘I
am not a particularly sporty person, but we were invited down. I
fully expected to be bored, but I was
completely absorbed in it, so fast
and furious and the atmosphere was
unbelievable. I thought my head
was going to come off my shoulders
with the excitement.’
Ervine is a sister-in-law of the late
David Ervine, one of the sensible
and reasonable voices in unionism
during the peace process, and she’s
cut from a similar cloth when it
comes to breaking down barriers

and building bridges.
‘When I saw Dave’s initial tweet, I
just sent him congratulations
because I thought this was a wonderful initiative. Someone was saying why shouldn’t there be a GAA
club in East Belfast. Why not? We
have been held back for too long by
binaries and boundaries in Northern Ireland, being on one side or the
other. This was just about getting
young people together to play sport,’
Ervine explained.
‘And it has been wonderful to see
how much it has grown. None of us
can believe it. Sport can be a great
force for integration in this society
and you don’t even have to think
about it in cross-community terms.
I think it is terrible that 23 years
after the Good Friday Agreement
was signed, we still talk in terms of
bringing 10 Catholics and 10 Protestants around a table as if it is a big
deal. We have to get to a point where
things crossing communities isn’t a
big deal and that can happen with
young people through sport.’
The removal of Rule 21, banning
security forces from being members, in 2001 was a move towards
being more welcoming to the union-

‘I THINK THE
GAA HAS
MADE A BIT OF
A JOURNEY
CERTAINLY’
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ISLAND: Niall Brolly of East
Belfast in action against
Stephen Moore of St Michael’s;
and (above) Edward Carson, an
unlikely supporter of Gaelic
games in the early years

by being from Fermanagh, the smallest GAA
county on the island
whose lack of numbers
was summed up by one
county board official during their fairy-tale run to
the All-Ireland semi-final
in 2004 as ‘half the county
is under water and half of
the other half don’t play
Gaelic Games.’
But it never made sense
to Bradley that there was
no efforts to get the other
half playing Gaelic
Games, for such a small
county to effectively cut
its prospective players in
half. He uses his time
playing in the Irish League
with Ballinamallard
United to prove his point.
‘A lot of the boys I played Irish
League soccer with were from the
Protestant tradition, You would be
training or playing with these boys
and thinking that player would have
made an outstanding centre-half
back. Or that boy with his pace and
left foot would have been a brilliant
corner-forward for the county.’

FRESH PERSPECTIVE

ist community. And while the PSNI
has had a Gaelic football team for
the best part of two decades, they
still have trouble finding opponents
– although they meet the Gardai
every year and take part in a biannual tournament against teams
from the Gardai, NYPD and the
London Met. But that was one small
step but Ervine freely admits as a
unionist that there are other elements within the GAA that she is
not comfortable with.
Clubs and grounds being named
after hunger strikers or IRA volunteers is one, pointing out quite reasonably that nationalists wouldn’t
be comfortable if a club was named
after someone who was in the UVF

or LVF. More importantly, she
believes that the GAA should
change part of its constitution if it
wants to be more welcoming to
unionists. ‘I think the GAA has made
a bit of a journey certainly, in trying
to be more inclusive to people from
a Protestant/unionist tradition but I
think there is more of a journey to
make before unionists are comfortable within the Association,’ she
observes.
‘My big bug-bear is the constitution saying that one of the aspirations is a 32-county republic. To me,
politics should have no part in sport.
I can understand why it was there in
the past, but we are in 2021 now and
if the GAA wants to be a truly inclu-

sive organisation, that should be
taken out. I have been told by a lot
of GAA people that politics isn’t
part of the association. If it is not,
that should be taken out of the constitution.’
Former Fermanagh footballer
Colm Bradley agrees with Ervine’s
sentiment and points out that article
was only inserted into the GAA constitution in 1971, in an effort to
appease the more hardliners when
the Ban was finally lifted.
He believes the GAA should be
doing more to welcome unionists
into the Association. He’s felt that
for a while, first raising the topic as
far back as 2008 when he penned an
article for the Gaelic Players Asso-

ciation magazine, suggesting more
needed to be done to bring Protestants and unionists into the fold. In
the days before twitter, but he got a
few nasty phone calls and letters
after the piece but is keen to stress
that he got a lot of people praising
and agreeing with him, too.
‘I don’t think the GAA has been as
proactive as they can be in this
area,’ Bradley. ‘We should be banging on the doors of state schools in
the North, offering coaching. And if
they say no, we should come back
the following term and bang on the
door again. It isn’t enough to say
that our door is always open. We
should be actively asking them in.’
Bradley’s perspective is framed

Bradley was part of a wonderful
Fermanagh side during the noughties who came within a kick of the
ball of an All-Ireland final and he
often found himself wondering what
they could have done if they weren’t
closed off to a lot of the population.
‘I remember being in Clones or
Croke Park, and we would be in
tight games, maybe lost by a point
or two and I’d find myself thinking
of those [Ballinamallard] boys and
if they had played Gaelic football,
would the result have been different.
‘There will always be some in the
unionist community who have no
interest in the GAA, will always
criticise it or always be distrustful
of it. I have no interest in trying to
get them into the fold, but there are
plenty more in the unionist community who would be welcome additions if we reached out to them’
Even though the recent images of
loyalists rioting against the Northern Ireland protocol and this week’s
heave against Arlene Foster because
DUP hardliners believed she was
too moderate suggest otherwise, the
North is changing. It is a different
place than it was during The Troubles. Two-fifths of people in the
North don’t now identify as nationalist or unionist. The younger generation are moving towards the
Alliance Party and the Greens.
These people will want their kids
to play sport and as the success
story in East Belfast shows, there is
an enormous opportunity for Gaelic
Games to become that sport. ‘I think
there is a great chance for the GAA
here, if they reach out to the traditionally unionist community,’ Bradley suggests.
‘If they give more young people
the opportunity to play, maybe this
year, we get one more person playing GAA and engaging with GAA. It
will be a success. Next year, maybe
two and the year after that, maybe
four.’
For years, the relationship
between the GAA and unionism was
summed up in that old joke about
Ian Paisley waking from a coma and
being told the Old Firm result as a
Gaelic football score. However, as
Northern Ireland looks towards a
different future, hopefully a shared
future, there may exist a chance for
the GAA to be something more.
And for its games to be truly for
everyone on the island.
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Gambling has become worryingly normalised in sport and
SPECIAL
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By Mark Gallagher
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Sport’s betting
crisis deepens
as lockdown
ups the stakes
for vulnerable

IKE many of us, Oisín McConville
watched plenty of sport over Christmas. There was little else to do. He
enjoyed the darts from Ally Pally as
well as the Premier League, given
he has two young sons obsessed with
football.
There was a time though when McConville, a Manchester United supporter,
couldn’t watch soccer on television. For a
few years, following his treatment for gambling addiction, he had to detach himself
from the sporting soap opera across the
Irish Sea.
‘After coming out of treatment, I didn’t
watch the Premier League and I’m a huge
soccer fan. I didn’t read newspapers, either.
I know there are players who never read a
word written about them, but I wasn’t like
that, I loved seeing what was being said
about me or Armagh. But I had to avoid all
that. Fortunately, I am in the right headspace now to watch it because my two sons
are mad about it,’ McConville explains.
He is not the only viewer to notice that
gambling advertising has reached saturation point. ‘It is very stark and impossible to
escape now,’ he reckons. ‘Even if there is no
advertising during the game, it is still on the
shirts, on the advertising hoarding. The
darts was sponsored by a betting company.’
In August 2019, gambling companies initiated a voluntary ‘whistle-to-whistle’ ban
during televised soccer matches. That is
why Ray Winstone no longer appears at
half-time, announcing the odds on Mo Salah
or Sergio Aguero scoring the next goal.
While it was a welcome step, some feel its
application is merely a sticking plaster.
‘The whistle-to-whistle ban was the first
acceptance by the industry that advertising
is harmful, so in that way it was
encouraging,’ says James Grimes, ing events were broadcast before
who set up the The Big Step charity, the watershed, meaning they could
which wants to end English foot- be viewed by children.
ball’s association with gambling.
A couple of weeks ago, in response
It’s estimated that the global sports to the number of patients they are
betting market was worth roughly now treating for gambling addic€700 billion in 2019 and soccer tion, the College of Psychiatrists of
accounted for 70 per cent of that, Ireland released a discussion paper.
proving it is more of a driver now Within it, they recommended that
than horse racing. In the 2018 World gambling adverts on television and
Cup for example, more than $36.4 radio should not be permitted before
billion was staked. In that context, it the watershed while ads on billis easy to understand why more boards and public transport should
than half of the 44 clubs in the Pre- not be allowed at all.
mier League and Championship
The College also called for a ban
have a betting company as a shirt on gambling advertising within
sponsor.
Barry Grant of the Extern Problem Gambling Project doesn’t think
the whistle-to-whistle ban goes far
enough. ‘It effectively means there’s
no adverts at half-time but people
don’t just turn a match on at kickoff. They want the pre-match analyof Irish adults bet
sis and there are plenty of ads
before the match.’
with a bookmaker
‘What we are hearing on our helon a weekly basis.
pline and from family members is
the gambling advertising feels nonstop. It has reached complete saturation point. You can’t escape it and sports in Ireland, similar to the
what’s of more concern is that much GAA’s admirable initiative at Conmore of their marketing spend has gress in 2018 when they decided not
gone to online advertising, which is to accept sponsorship or advertiseven harder to police. It’s all based ing from the gambling industry.
They believe that gambling addicon algorithms so if you are of a certain age, support a certain team, fol- tion has become a major public
low certain sports, you are health issue in this country, afflictbombarded by these ads. It needs to ing around 40,000 people. While that
is less than one per cent of the popube tackled now,’ Grant says.
A recent study by UCD and Not- lation, research last year revealed
tingham Trent University of adver- Ireland suffered the third highest
tising during live televised GAA, per capita gambling losses in the
soccer and rugby games here found world, just behind Australia and
that gambling ads were shown dur- Singapore.
‘The paper came from frustration
ing 75 per cent of the games. The
research also revealed that 230 that the issue isn’t highlight even
advertisements in 65 popular sport- when we are seeing more people

12%

reporting to us with this condition,’
said Dr William Flannery, president
of the college. ‘So, we wanted to
highlight it. This addiction is much
more hidden than say alcohol or
drugs, and there is much more
exposure of adolescents to this
activity through the association
with sport, so much so that it can
become normalised in the adolescent mind as socially acceptable.’
The college has also called for the
appointment of a gambling regulator as a matter of urgency. This has
been a sore point for those trying to
highlight the dangers of how sport
has become intrinsically linked to
the gambling industry.
It has been over seven years since
then-Minister for Justice Alan Shatter published the heads of the gambling control bill that would
establish a regulatory authority for
an industry worth between €6 to €8
billion to the economy. However,
successive governments have
dragged their heels on legislation.
In March 2019, David Stanton, who
was Minister of State with special
responsibility for gambling regulation, approved the establishment of
a regulator.
But almost two years later, Ireland
remains one of the few countries in
Europe without a regulator. In the
UK, the same position has seen
some bookmaking firms incur
heavy fines for circumventing
advertising rules, including one of
£11 million in 2019.
When contacted this week, the
Department of Justice insisted
work is continuing in developing
the legislation for the appointment
of a regulator and ‘the Minister
hopes to be in a position to bring
proposals in that regard to Government this year.’

They also pointed out that responsibility for regulation of gambling is
currently spread across a range of
departments and organisations,
which makes the drafting of legislation for a new independent regulator complex.
Irish bookmakers have stated that
they want the regulatory body
established as soon as possible. The
delay makes little sense to those
working at the coalface with people
struggling with gambling problems.
‘It has sat there for nearly eight
years, the longest that it took legislation to come into law before that
was the public health alcohol bill,
which took three and a half years,’
Grant says. ‘Alan Shatter, who published the heads of the bill, said it
should have taken 18 months. Every
other EU country has a gambling
regulator. The UK has one with farreaching powers. We don’t.’
As the country enters another
severe lockdown, the worry is that
there will be another spike in gambling problems.
‘At the start of the first lockdown,
we were very quiet which was
strange because it was Cheltenham,
when we would be very busy,’ Grant
recalls. ‘Within a few weeks, that
changed. People were sitting at
home, bored and maybe had dabbled in gambling before, but now
put on a few more bets. The only
sport that was on for a time was
Belarussian Premier League and

people were betting on that.’
McConville believes that this latest lockdown is of particular concern, as elite sport is continuing. ‘I
was a bit naive at the start,’ the 2002
All-Ireland winner remembers. ‘I
thought it might be a bit of respite
for people and families because all
sport was shut down, too.
‘But it went the opposite way. People still found a way to gamble.
There were online casinos. Belarussian Premier League suddenly
became very popular. I heard one
story of someone gambling a couple
of thousand quid on an Azerbaijan
under-21 game, because it was the
only sport on. The figures speak for
themselves. Gambling companies
made an extra 60 per cent of revenue during the pandemic.
‘I am more concerned this time,
which feels like lockdown number
20,’ McConville maintains. ‘All elite
sport is continuing, so people don’t
have to go searching too hard for
something to bet on. In March and
April, people were getting out of the
house, going for walks, exercising.
People were staying in touch via
Zoom but everyone’s sick of Zoom
at this stage. So, there will be more
sitting in the house, and there will
be sport on. People could fall back
into bad habits.’
The industry maintains there are
numerous safeguards in place to
protect the vulnerable, including
stake limits.
‘Throughout the pandemic, IBA

The addiction is much
more hidden than
alcohol or drugs
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the pandemic is magnifying the problem to alarming levels
showed problem gamblers were 15
times more likely to take their own
lives.
Barry Grant has helped people
who have claimed they can’t even
escape gambling within their peer
interactions. ‘It is just linked to how
people follow sport now,’ Grant
says. Such is the online grip of
online companies, one of the first
thing recommended to those who
seek help is that they go back to a
non-smartphone.
‘Go back 25 years, and sports betting was about the horses and dogs.
The only accumulators were yankees, the only football bet was the
pools. But now they have made football matches like a casino, you can
bet on practically anything. Number
of corners in one half. First player
booked. Rugby is the same. First
try-scorer. Last try-scorer.
‘And even when sports disassociate themselves from gambling, as
the GAA did two years ago in Con-

€5bn
plus is gambled in
Ireland each year

members have considered the
safety and well-being of our
colleagues and customers to be
our highest priority,’ Sharon
Byrne of the Irish Bookmakers
Association stated. ‘We are
keenly aware that people may
be suffering additional pres-sures at this time and our memmem
bers are committed to continuing
to identify and interact with customers who exhibit indicators of
potential harmful play.
‘Additionally, IBA members
who offer online betting have a
number of measures in place to
assist customers in gambling
responsibly. These include deposit
limits, loss limits, reality checks,
short-term breaks and self-exclusion. Operators also ensure these
tools are clearly signposted online
and on social media, including
links to support service.’
However, according to McConville, one of the main issues lies
with an industry effectively regulating itself.
‘Samantha Thomas, who works
with the AFL and NRL in Australia
around gambling, came over here
for a talk and anyone who has been
in Australia, knows their relationship with gambling and the pokie
machines in the corner of every
pub, and she called Ireland ‘the wild
west’ of gambling. And this was
someone coming from Australia.
‘If you walk into a bookies in Sydney or Melbourne and want to put
on a $2,000 bet, you need your
driving license and utility bill.
‘There are no such safeguards in
place over here.’

And in this environment,
sport has become deeply entangled
with gambling. Even in analysis of
games. Terms like ‘beat the handicap’ have become commonplace.
McConville has developed a reputation as one of the sharpest Gaelic
football pundits on television and
radio, but you will never hear him
mention the odds.
‘It is part of the jargon of sport
now – all sports. Analysts will talk
about odds before games. I deliberately don’t do that, but some do and
they don’t even realise it because it
is so embedded in how we talk about
sport,’ he said.
‘I don’t want to go down the road
of telling other analysts what to say

or not to say.
All I want is to
keep having a
conversation
about this and
make people
aware that people
are in real trouble,
families are in real
trouble.
‘I am not on a crusade to stop gambling, I know a lot of people do it
and enjoy it without ever developing a problem, but we have to realise that a lot of people do develop a
problem, that it has the highest rate
of suicide of any addiction and is a
silent killer in this country.’
McConville’s words are borne out
by a recent Swedish study that

gress when they voted not to accept
any sponsorship, people are still
betting on the games. People come
to us, having lost vast sums on the
overs and unders bet in Gaelic
Games.’
Grant works with Tony O’Reilly,
the former postmaster whose
remarkable story is chronicled in
Tony 10. He went from a €1 bet on
Patrick Kluivert scoring in the 1998
World Cup to losing millions, on one
occasion betting more than he
earned in a year on a Filipino basketball match.
O’Reilly’s experience shows that it
is always possible to find something
to bet on. ‘Not only can you back on
anything in football, you can bet on
anything 24/7,’ Grant says. ‘Bet on
the next point in tennis matches in
Argentina or Thailand, there might
be hundreds of thousands staked on
these games and only a half a dozen
people there watching them.’
James Grimes points out: ‘When
alcohol advertising was stopped, it
was a collective thing by the Premier League. Five clubs had alcohol
shirt sponsors and they decided to
stop accepting them because of
the effect it has on a young
audience.
‘So, the Premier League
know a quarter of their audience is under 18 and still
allow sponsorship by gambling companies.
‘Football that has normalised sport’s relationship to
gambling to such an extent
that it is intrinsic now, you
are made to feel you can’t
enjoy any sport without
having a bet on it.’
‘When the fun stops,
stop,’ is the message in
the advertising that has
saturated the coverage of
sport. But perhaps the message should be changed.
That there is still fun in
sport without a bet.

CONCERN: McConville
(above) says gambling has
become instrinsic to how
we discuss sports like the
Premier League (inset)

n ANYONE struggling with gambling can
contact problem gambling at
info@problemgambling.ie or visit
problemgambling.ie There is also help
available at rutlandcentre.ie or
gamblersanoymous.ie.
There is a Gambling Addiction Helpline and
Free Counselling Service at 1800 936 725
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I can’t stay silent, I don’t
want any child to end up
with a life like mine...

ABUSE:
Karen Leach
(main)
suffered at
the hands of
former
swim coach
Derry
O’Rourke
(left)

In a raw, emotional and deeply harrowing interview, Karen Leach
tells Mark Gallagher how it is her life’s mission to campaign for
the protection of children in sport following the years of abuse she
suffered at the hands of disgraced swimming coach Derry O’Rourke

W

HEN Karen Leach first
read the story of Choi
Suk-hyeon, the young
South Korean triathlete
who took her own life
in June, it stopped her
in her tracks. After her death, Choi’s
family released secret recordings
that documented the years of
physical and psychological abuse
she had suffered at the hands of her
coach and senior team-mates.
Choi had reported what had
happened, but to no avail.
‘I lit a candle and said prayers for
her,’ says Leach. ‘It impacted me
because, 22 years ago, I walked into
a Garda station in Tallaght to report
what happened to me at around the
same time that girl was born.’
It’s for that reason, and others,
that Karen Leach refuses to be
silent. She is determined to keep
speaking up to ensure that sport is
as safe as it can be for children. And
nobody has to suffer in silence or
end up with the life she had.
This past week, she has been
speaking to the Lawn Tennis
Association in the UK over safety
measures. She sits on the advisory
panel for Sport England. She has
consulted with authorities in Norway, Iceland and Canada, Germany
and Spain. She has forged a reputation as a leading international voice
against sexual abuse and harassment in sport. Yet, in her own country, she feels like she’s whistling in
the wind. She has met a wall of
silence as if nobody wants to know.
At one time, Leach was a promising young swimmer with a dream of
representing Ireland at the Olympics. Good results in the Community
Games as a 10-year-old brought her
to the attention of Derry O’Rourke,
then-national coach.
Leach was happy in the Sea-Spray
club on the Navan Road, but
O’Rourke was persistent – ringing
her parents in their Leixlip home,
telling them he was the best coach
in Ireland and would set their
daughter on a path towards the
Olympics.
‘He kept calling, telling mam and
dad the potential I had and with the
correct training and right coach –
and he said he was the best coach in

Ireland – he would get me there,’
Leach recalls. ‘It’s not often the
national coach rings your home
and says your daughter had the
potential to get to the Olympics.’
Eventually, she joined O’Rourke’s
club in Palmerstown.
‘The day I went to King’s Hospital,
I walked in a very happy little girl
with a very proud mam and dad and
a dream to go to the Olympics.
Seven years later, when I left, I was
dead. He had killed me, killed
everything about me. Closest thing
to murder and being left alive.’
We’re sitting in the cafe of
Glenroyal Hotel in Maynooth on a
busy Tuesday morning.
Leach, 51, still has good days and
bad days but is energised by her
campaigning work to make sport
safe for children, like her own
13-year-son whom she adores.
The recent release of Where is
George Gibney?, the superb podcast
series produced by Mark Horgan
and Ciarán Cassidy, has swirled up
plenty of memories and she feels
it’s important that it reaches as wide
an audience as possible, that swimmers get their voices heard and get
justice. It’s why she relates her own
experience, so people never forget
and so they understand how easy it
can be to abuse a child in sport.
‘My dream was to swim at the
Olympics and I paid a very high
price for it. I lost everything,’ she
says softly. ‘I might have never got
there, but that’s not the point. The
point is I had a dream and did
everything I could to achieve it.
‘He [O’Rourke] took every single

FINDING HER
VOICE:
Karen Leach
delivers the
keynote speech
at the Code of
Ethics and Good
Practice for
Children’s Sport
information day
in November
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thing that was important to me. It
has taken me 40 years to be well, I
still have up days and down days,
but I can’t stop speaking out.
‘I was silenced as a little girl by
what he did, silenced by being sick
with anxiety, serious mental health
problems, eating disorders and
suicide attempts. I found my voice
now and can’t stay silent.
‘I have to do everything I possibly
can to ensure the safety of children
and young people in sport.’
Leach can’t pinpoint when the
abuse started but says she doesn’t
remember a time when it didn’t
happen, when she wasn’t in fear of
O’Rourke and his presence.
‘There was never a time when
nothing happened. People think

‘When he was finished,
I would run out to the
car, go home, have my
breakfast, go to school –
but I was a zombie’

abuse is just sexual, Derry O’Rourke
abused me sexually, mentally,
physically and emotionally. He had
total control over my life. Over my
swimming, my body. Everything.
‘Control over mam and dad, my
family. What he said went. He was
the boss, God. He was in charge, he
was the best coach in Ireland. He
told us that every day.
‘Everything you did, everywhere
you went, he was there. While I was
so frightened, I was also in this
bubble. He was my coach and he
told me I was going to the Olympics.
The plan was in place. All the targets and times. The Europeans, the
world championships, the Olympics.
He had set it all out.’
Karen was at King’s Hospital a
year when she was selected for her
first international competition in
England. Her father eager to go
as support. Only for O’Rourke to
intervene.
‘He told them “I will look after her,
you don’t need to come”,’ she says,
almost choking on the memory.
In her early years at the club, her
potential shone despite the abuse.
However, reflecting back now, she
realises that she was swimming –
and performing – out of fear.
‘You always felt his presence. His
voice. You would be in an international meet, any competition,
hundreds of people screaming, but

in the pool, you’d just hear him.
He’d shout “Go!” and when he did, I
knew I better move or I would be in
trouble when I got out.
‘I remember the relay finals of the
British age groups in Leeds. I was
still very young. Thousands of people there, a massive complex with a
50m pool when we didn’t have any
in Ireland. He warned me that,
before I dived in, I better look up.
‘The biggest race of my life, and
as my friend was swimming into
me, I had to look up at my coach. He
had his rolled-up programme and
he just lifted his hand. That was a
warning. I swam for my life in that
race…’ she says, trailing off.
‘Now, I realise I swam out of fear.
I didn’t know it then. As far as I was
concerned, this was the Olympic
coach and he loved us. He was making us the best. Only now, looking
back, I know that he was not the
best coach. Neither was George
Gibney or the others who abused
swimmers. But I tell you who was
the best, the swimmers. We put our
heart and soul into it, got into the
pool every morning.
‘That’s one of my messages to
young athletes. Please remember
who is doing this, who is getting up
every morning to train in their
chosen sport. No coach is the best,
they can’t be, not without the young
people who have dreams.
‘He had me convinced that I
couldn’t achieve anything without
him. But I was the one swimming.
In the end, the young girl who
walked into that pool as a good
swimmer with potential and an
Olympic dream left a useless
swimmer. I was no good.’
Leach spent her life thinking her
swimming talent was an illusion
until a chance conversation at a
Safe Sport conference in Spain a
couple of years ago.
‘I believed my whole life I was not
worthy of being called an athlete. It
wasn’t until that conference when
someone beside me said “Karen,
you were an athlete” and I replied
that I wasn’t an athlete, I just used
to swim.
‘She looked at me and asked; ‘Has
he stolen that from you, too?”
I realised I denied my whole life

that I was a swimmer with ability
and potential and an Olympic
dream. I had to reclaim that because
I was an athlete and I wasn’t a c**p
swimmer.’

B

Y her mid-teens, Leach’s
body was shutting down.
‘When I was 15, 16, I
remember diving into the
pool and just being in pain.
I couldn’t go fast enough.
Because of what he was doing to
me, everything was shutting down.
‘When I wasn’t performing, he
started to play a bigger game. I
wasn’t making times so he was
threatening to take me off the A
team. He started playing games
with me mentally and emotionally,
as well as sexually abusing me.’
Leach recalls running out of the
pool every morning, pleading for
the other girls to wait. But they
were running scared as well.
‘Of course, they couldn’t stay.
They were trying to get away, too. I
would hear the plastic door at the
foot pool, the chair creaking, hear
him walking through the shower, on
the footmat and then hear the door,
see the handle moving. I was rushing, trying to get my clothes on, and
I would see his toe, then his foot…
would see a knee.
‘Then I would see the belly, he

would either have his usual jumper
or speedo t-shirt and he would be
standing there and he’d shut the
door and that was me, trapped.
‘He’d tell me he was checking me
for swimming and would do
whatever he wanted to do to me
until he told me I could go home.
‘When he decided he was finished,
I would run out to my dad’s car. Go
home, have my breakfast. And dad
would take me to school – I went to
school after that happened, but I
was a zombie – and mam would
bring me back to the pool after
school. That was every day. Monday
to Friday.’
Leach was concerned by recent
Covid-19 guidelines instructing

parents to remain in the car during
training.
‘Are you for real? Stay in the car?
My dad was told to stay in his car
and I was being abused, sexually,
mentally and emotionally, on the
other side of the wall. A parent has
the right to go in and watch the child
and make sure they are safe.’
In 1986, at 17, Karen escaped
O’Rourke.
Her father was working in London
at the time and the rest of the family had decided to visit him once the
national championships were over.
‘Everything revolved around my
swimming. Everything. I swam in
the nationals, swam badly and I
went to O’Rourke and told him I

I was silenced by what he
did. I’ve found my voice.
I have to do everything I
can to ensure the safety
of children in sport’

he walked in for the trial, I ran out
of the court and locked myself in
the toilet, I was that scared.’
Following her evidence, she spiralled into a life of self-destruction
and depression. She spent 10 years
in and out of St John of God
Hospital as a psychiatric patient.
‘I have taken every tablet and antidepressant, sleeping tablets,
valium, tablets to wake me up and
tablets to put me to sleep, tablets to
stop me shaking and tablets to help
me live, because I didn’t want to
live. All I wanted to do was to die.’
The worst impact was on her
parents. After the case ended, her
mother told her that she was sorry
that she hadn’t kept her safe.
‘She told me that on the Thursday
and on the Bank Holiday Monday, I
got a call from the Guards, that they
had pulled out mam’s body from the
canal in Leixlip. I had to tell my dad
and brothers that mam was dead,’
she recalls tearfully.
‘For years, I used to blame myself,
that I shouldn’t have said anything.
It has only been in the last couple of
years that I realised it wasn’t my
fault. The only person to blame was
Derry O’Rourke. He might as well
have stood at the side of the canal
and pushed her in.’
When her father, who had
been wracked with guilt for
ANYONE
driving Karen to the pool,
affected by
suffered a stroke a few
issues in this article,
years ago, she told him
or who has suffered
before he died he was
abuse, can contact
the best father anyone
Childline (1800 66 66 66),
could wish for. ‘That was
Dublin Rape Crisis centre
important,’ she says.
(1800 77 8888), One in
The abuse suffered by
Four (01 662 4070) or
Leach and countless othSamaritans Ireland
ers hurt many lives. And it
(01 671 0071)
is why she is determined
that nothing like that should
happen again. Having found her
would not be returning next season. voice, she is keen that awareness is
And he just stared at me, not blink- highlighted in all sports.
‘We need policies, procedures and
ing and said “You will be back”.’
Through a friend, she got a job in vetting, but they must be
a hotel in England and told her implemented, followed, practised
and communicated, not just a
parents that she was staying.
‘They were beside themselves, box-ticking exercise.
‘Communication is the most imporwhat about swimming, what about
tant thing, so young people know
college? But I wasn’t going back.’
For years after that, she did her there are procedures in place for
utmost to forget. But a call from a them to be safer and to be able to
friend in Dublin in 1992 changed ask for help. It is every child’s,
young person’s, athlete’s right to be
everything.
‘She told me he had been arrested kept safe in sport. It is every adult’s
and wondered what that was about. responsibility to keep them safe.
‘Anyone who is being sexually
I said I didn’t know. But as soon as I
put down the phone, my whole abused, pushed too far, mistreated
insides started somersaulting. My emotionally, mentally, physically,
body knew, even if my mind refused not being included in their sport,
to acknowledge it, because I had excluded from teams, games, has a
right to ask for help.
buried it deep inside.’
‘Please ask for help. If the first
Karen came home, and suddenly,
people were talking about O’Rourke person doesn’t hear you, help you,
(she highlights Bart Nolan Snr and please don’t give up, go to someone
his tireless campaigning on behalf else until someone listens. This is
very important to highlight from
of the swimmers).
But she still didn’t dare tell anyone me. Part of my message is that
what had happened, even after he nobody suffers on their own in
was imprisoned for the first time, silence any more.’
As Karen Leach explains, she is
until she heard a familiar voice on
the car radio chronicling the abuse speaking out for a very important
she suffered. The girl who used to reason. ‘Abuse is real. It has not
get changed beside her in King’s gone away. It is happening in
Ireland and across the world today
Hospital. She went into shock.
‘Even after I went to the Guards, I in 2020. I don’t want any child to end
was still frightened by him. The day up with a life like mine.’

