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There is 
no excuse 

for the serious 
and wrongful 
allegations 

Manufacturer hits back at ‘witch hunt’ over materials

One of the manufacturing firms at 
the centre of the mica controversy 
in Co Donegal has denied claims 

it produced concrete blocks that did not 
meet industry standards. 

Over a decade ago, Cassidy Bros Ltd 
told some customers affected by mica 
— a mineral that makes concrete weak-
er over time — that its products met a 
“standard mix design”.

However, some homeowners claim 
research carried out by civil engineers 
on several properties in the north-west 
found the cement proportion was “con-
siderably lower” than what the firm itself 
suggested was sufficient, sparking con-
cerns about their long-term durability.

A spokesperson for Cassidy Bros de-
scribed the claims “as wild accusations 
based on bad science and downright 
assumption”.

When cracks started to appear in Ann 
Owens’ home in Carndonagh, Inishow-
en, she asked professionals to carry out 
a technical assessment on the detached 
bungalow. 

As part of the study, a civil engineering 
company asked Cassidy Bros Ltd to pro-
vide the “recipe” for a typical block. In 
a letter dated March 23, 2011, and seen 

by this newspaper, managing director 
David Cassidy stated the standard mix 
design used for 5N blocks “now and in the 
past” contained a concrete mix of 6.4pc. 

But testing on a selection of blocks at 
the time by Watford-based Quartz Scien-
tific, which supplies chemical analysis 
for the construction industry, showed 
a different outcome.

A certificate of analysis, also seen 
by this newspaper, stated the cement 
content was not 6.4pc but ranged from 
3.7pc to 4.5pc.

The low cement proportion in the blocks 
analysed was a “source of concern and 
is consistent with low block strength”, 
the report stated, adding: “This would 
certainly leave the blockwork vulnerable 
to damage due to freeze-thaw attack.”

“My home was always destined to fail,” 
Ms Owens said.

For John and Stella Farren in the same 
market town, it is a similar situation. 
Their home, measuring 3,000sq ft, 
is “showing evidence of damage con-
sistent with the presence of defective 
precast concrete blocks”, according to 
an assessment by a second consulting 
engineering firm.

It says blocks supplied by Cassidy Bros 
Ltd and tested only last July by Petrolab 
in Cornwall had cement content of 3pc, 
4.5pc and 6.1pc respectively.

The couple’s home has been built on 
top of 10,000 blocks to support its foun-
dation, but it will have to be demolished 
because it has been “built on Weetabix”, 
Mr Farren said.

In a statement, a spokesman for

Cassidy Bros Ltd said its masonry
blocks “always met all of the required 
standards at the point of manufacture”, 
adding: “Independent concrete experts 
have found that the leaching of cement 
binder from concrete blocks has occurred 
as a result of repeated water saturation. 

“This explains why cement content 
in some masonry blocks tested years 
after being produced to standards has 
been found to be significantly reduced.” 

He said there has been a “glut of mis-
representation on social and mainstream 

media” regarding the “1949 aggregate 
standard”’ — a government policy — on 
the presence of mica in aggregate used 
in block production. 

“It is complex. However, that is no 
excuse for the serious and wrongful al-
legations that have been levelled against 
Cassidy Bros. The allegations of reduced 
cement content and failure to adhere to 
the only existing standard on mica are 
simply not based on fact.”

The company said it accepts that 
some blocks “supplied by us and other 

suppliers are now displaying serious 
issues, but we must stress that we have 
always adhered rigidly to the standards 
set down by government”. 

It also said it used an on-site labora-
tory and carried out tests that were “in-
dependently audited regularly”.

Cassidy Bros Ltd said it supports 
families and other property owners in 
their campaign for 100pc redress from 
the Government. 

However, it hit out at “certain ele-
ments within the community who are 
engaged in a sinister and personal witch 
hunt of our family, employees and even 
our customers”.

“We understand that there is much 
anger, and rightly so. But that does not 
make these wild allegations and assump-
tions based on bad science true, nor does 
it warrant the personal intimidation and 
harassment or the sinister incitement 
of violence that we’re experiencing day 
and daily,” it said.

“We’ve been wrongly accused of 
everything from changing our company 
name to avoid litigation to profiteering 
by breaching standards on cement con-
tent to attempting some sort of cover-up.

“These allegations are simply not 
true. We’ve even had threats to burn 
our property and suggestions that we 
should not be allowed to live in our own 
community.”

Gardaí have been informed of a num-
ber of threats levelled against Cassidy 
Bros Ltd and its staff, and steps have 
been taken by the company to increase 
its security as a result.
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MICA CONTROVERSY

Living in fear of every ‘crack and 
creak and noise’

Children are 
asked by 

parents not to play 
football near the 
house, as ‘bits of the 
walls might fall off’

In many ways, Clós Phádraig — a 
council estate in Carndonagh, 
Co Donegal — is a symbol of 
the failure of local and central 
government to adequately re-
spond to the mica controversy. 

Built with suspected defec-
tive blocks, dozens of homes on the 
Inishowen peninsula are crumbling, 
with residents calling for support from 
the State and many fearing they will 
end up homeless. 

Taoiseach Micheál Martin has told 
the Sunday Independent there could be 
as many as 1,000 social housing homes 
affected in the northwest.

On entering Clós Phádraig, five min-
utes from the town centre, pieces of 
potentially hazardous masonry hang 
from one of the houses, and wide cracks 
are visible along the front of others. 

Another house, currently vacant, 
is surrounded by scaffolding, a safety 
barrier — and a gate with a sign that 
reads “no trespassing” and warns that 
helmets and high visibility jackets “must 
be worn”. There is visible evidence of 
significant damage to the structure 
of houses throughout the estate, and 
children are asked by parents not to 
play football near the houses as “bits 
of the walls might fall off”.

Michelle McKeeney lives with her 
son Connor (10) in a three-bedroom 
house here. She loves having her own 
place and when she moved in eight 
years ago she thought it would be her 
home for life. 

But standing outside her front door 
it is evident that all is not well: there 
are deep cracks on the exterior walls, 
the corners have started to crumble, 
the pebbledash is coming apart.

“I have one of the worst houses in 
here, to be honest, and now it’s starting 
inside, too,” she said.

Spiderweb cracks line the walls from 
one bedroom to the next, and in some 

places stretch from floor to ceiling. Se-
rious defects have appeared in other 
rooms also.

“Now it’s started in my spare bed-
room,” said Ms McKeeney, “The cracks 
stretch from the window out. They are 
the full length of the wall. This was sup-
posed to be Connor’s room, but I had 
to move him to a different one because 
of what has happened.”

During the cold winters in Donegal, 
she said she has to keep the fire on most 
of the time, as the structural problems 
mean her home does not retain heat.

“The spare room is now absolutely 
freezing, there’s no way Connor can be 
in there,” she said.

Ms McKeeney said the situation has 
“gradually got worse” in the past five 
years. Today she “can’t even park my 
car in front of the house, in case some 
of the walls fall on top of it”.

Donegal County Council has an ob-
ligation to provide adequate housing 
— but the mother-of-one believes her 
home is anything but adequate.

“It’s not even safe, I feel let down, 
and I do get upset. I had someone from 
the council who stood at my front door 
telling me that everyone who said I had 
mica was wrong, that they were just 
settlement cracks. I know it’s mica.”

She will join a march planned in 
Dublin on Tuesday when large crowds 
are expected to take to the capital to 
raise awareness of the issue, which has 
become a national scandal.

“I am going to the protest on Tues-
day because I want politicians to know 
how we feel. I don’t think the Govern-
ment understands how serious this is, 
because nobody is doing anything to 
help council residents like us,” she said.

At Mary-Rose Bonner’s house in Clós 
Phádraig, the inside is worse than the 
outside — with cracks running down 
the back of the kitchen wall and loose 
tiles falling off. 

“There are cracks everywhere and 
the kitchen tiles are weak, many have 
fallen off already. There are a couple 
of chunks out of the wall as well, and 
they are beside the electricity plugs,” 
she said.

The toilet downstairs is no better: 
the walls have defects and feel almost 
spongy when touched.

“It’s not nice to say, but the toilet has 
come off the wall, and so has the hand-
basin. They are both hanging off. When 
you sit on the toilet it even comes away 
from the wall.” There are cracked tiles 
in the upstairs bathroom, too. 

The three-bedroom property “looks 
scruffy”, said Ms Bonner, who claims 
the council “filled an outside crack 
with silicon” when she complained 
about the problem. 

“I don’t know what the idea was 
with that.”

She worries her home may end up 
developing more serious cracks in the 
future, like so many of her neighbours’ 
properties already have. 

“It is annoying me, to be honest. I 
feel bad that I am paying rent for this 
place. I was going to do it up, but I am 
not doing much now. I can’t modern-
ise it, I can only keep it clean — and 
even that can be a struggle,” she said. 

At Margaret Sheerin’s home on the 
same estate, where she has lived with 
husband Seamus and son Declan (25) 
for the past 16 years, there are visible 
cracks on a corner at the back of the 
property, and cracks are starting to 
emerge on the gable side of the house, too. 

“I rang the council a few weeks ago 
and was told there is no funding in place 
to fix these houses. How is there no 
funding when homes are crumbling?” 

Ms Sheerin explained that her “stress 
levels are through the roof”. 

“It’s the not knowing if I have mica 
or not that upsets me. I am sorry for 
getting upset, but this is my home.”

There are a few hairline cracks along 
the top of the ceiling in her kitchen and 
in other parts of the house. She said 
her “number one fear” is “not knowing 
what’s going to happen next”.

“When are the houses going to get 
fixed? You are given the runaround 
and no answers.”

In Buncrana, 20 minutes away, Jo-
sie Ivers suffers from ill-health. Twice 
given the last rites in 2016, she “luckily 
by the grace of God came out of it” — 
and was transferred to a new council 
house in Dún an Ghrianán.

But now, outside her bedroom win-
dow, cracks have appeared — which 
she said “scares the hell out of me”.

“They are beside my bedroom, and 
that terrifies me when I go to bed at 
night. You can put your fingers in them 
— big spiderweb cracks. They have be-

come very visible in the last year and 
are getting worse.” 

Ms Ivers said “every crack and creak 
and noise” she hears fills her with dread. 

“It’s the weight of the roof I worry 
about, and how the walls may not sup-
port it, and will it come down. There’s a 
tank of water in these attics, too — what 
happens if that falls?”

Living with her two daughters, Grace 
(27) and Maureen (30), she said she 
expects more from the local authority 
given that she, like the others, pays rent. 

“This is not one bit adequate, what 
is adequate about this? It is going to 
create headaches to cure this. In the 
name of God, I don’t know where they 
go because the burden is too big.”

She didn’t know Taoiseach Micheál 
Martin had visited Donegal last Thurs-
day, but would want him to come to 
her home. 

“It’s easy for people in Dublin to turn 
a blind eye to this,” she said. “Come 
down here, Mr Taoiseach, come down 
and live in one of these homes for a 
week and then maybe you’d have some 
idea of the pressure that is on people. 

“They are getting up in the middle 
of the night to check their children 
are OK. Every crack, every whistle and 
wind, your first thought is — are my 
babies OK?”

Mr Martin described the conditions 
in Donegal as “absolutely shocking”, 
and during his visit met with council 
officials. He was told that up to 1,000 
social homes could be impacted.

He said he sought reassurances dur-
ing the meeting that the council “will 
do the refurbishments” and explained 
the authority will then be supported 
by grants allocated from central gov-
ernment.

“We would have to support the coun-
cil, in terms of restoring those houses, 
and repairing them, and doing what-
ever is required,” he added. 

But residents like Margo McGrory 
who also lives in Dún an Ghrianán 
said she and others “are not getting 
the support we need”.

“There is water coming in, there’s a 
damp spot on the ceiling. This is when 
we need the council the most — and 
where are they? They are doing noth-
ing, they are a waste of space,” she said.

Donegal County Council did not re-
spond when asked if it could provide 
residents with reassurances and clarity 
on when their homes will be repaired. 

Deep cracks on the walls 
of the houses on the 

Clós Phádraig estate in 
Carndonagh, Co Donegal. 

All pictures by Joe Dunne

When the residents first 
moved in, they thought it 
would be a home for life —
then the defects appeared,
writes Rodney Edwards

� Michelle McKeeney and her son, Connor, outside their home in 
Clós Phádraig, where they have lived for the past eight years

� Mary-Rose Bonner stands in her kitchen at Clós Phádraig, showing 
where the cracks have led to the tiles falling from the walls
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Our dreams 
and homes 
are crumbling

Why did 
the State 

wait until 2013 
to make blocks 
stronger?

Overlooking Lough Swil-
ly, on the Inishow-
en peninsula, is the 

house Mary and Kevin Do-
herty share with their four 
children, Shauna (18), Patrick 
(13), Danny (11) and Cora (7).

At first glance the proper-
ty looks fine but, like almost 
5,000 other homes in Donegal, 
it has been built with defective 
concrete blocks and is starting 
to crumble.

The six-bedroom property 
cost €300,000 and is now 
worth “feck all”, Mary says, 
having been built in 2006 with 
blocks containing high levels 
of the mineral mica, which 
makes concrete weaker over 
time and causes it to fall apart.

“Knowing that our home 
has lost its value is causing a 
lot of stress and heartbreak,” 
she says.

When Kevin was helping to 
lay the foundations, he buried 
a photograph of the couple’s 
eldest child, a note and some 
coins — it was the family’s way 
of marking this new chapter 
in their lives.

“The irony is that our home 
was for our children, but this 
is affecting their futures. We 
don’t want to be dipping into 
their college fund to fix prob-
lems which we didn’t cause.”

A year after painting their 
house in 2012 the Dohertys 
noticed the paint was flaking 
—but they dismissed it, thinking 
it was due to a minor defect. 

But now the plaster is falling 
off the walls and upstairs there 
are cracks where the walls meet 
the ceiling.

Given the scale of the crisis 
for thousands, the Government 
announced a €20m remedi-
ation scheme for defective 
building materials last year 
in which homeowners must 
pay 10pc of repairs plus re-
maining mortgage payments 
while it pays the remaining 
90pc. However “it’s simply not 
enough”, Mary says.

When she lies in bed at night, 
she says she is unable to think 
of anything else apart from the 
potential dangers of living in 
a house that could eventually 
come falling down.

“It has been a terrible time 
and the Government needs to 
remember it’s not just bricks 
we are talking about here — it’s 
our children’s futures,” she says.

Roisín and Seán Gallagher 
in Buncrana say they simply 
“cannot afford” the costs as-
sociated with rebuilding their 
family home.

“Between the fast deteriora-
tion of our home and the real-
isation that the scheme would 
cripple us in debt, the situation 
is fast becoming unbearable,” 

Roisín says. The mother of two 
children, Julia (7) and Blake 
(5), has worked three jobs to 
pay the €165,000 mortgage 
on the four-bedroom house 
that she bought in 2005 and 
is now affected by mica.

“I met my husband four-
and-a-half-years later. I was so 
proud, having paid the mort-
gage myself and sacrificing 
so much so I had a beautiful 
home ready and waiting for 
my future family. But now the 
speed at which our home is 
deteriorating is scary.”

The scheme administered by 
Donegal County Council offers 
five remedial options, and sep-
arate grant limits apply to each 
option ranging from €247,500 
for the complete demolition 
and rebuild of the dwelling, 
to €49,500 for the demolition 
and rebuild of the outer leaf 
of affected walls only. 

“We need a 100pc redress 
scheme from the Government,” 
Roisín says. “This winter will 
ravage the home our children 
were born in and we know it 
will eventually fall down.”

Eamonn Jackson, chairman 
of the Mica Action Group, says 
he is watching helplessly as 
“cracks pop up all over” the 
€195,000 home he shares with 
wife Breda and son Rían (10).

“It’s the place where you ex-
pect to spend your life — but 
when that home starts to crum-
ble and fall, your whole heart 
goes with it,” he says.

Eamonn’s detached house 
was built in 2000 but he no-
ticed there was a problem with 
the property seven years later. 
The issue has since escalated 
and now “the cracks are get-
ting bigger all the time”.

“I stuck a five-cent coin 
into one of the cracks in 2010 
and now in 2021, I can get my 
whole hand in it. The wall on 
the outside has been pushed 
to the left by two inches and 
you can now see the plaster 
and brick out further than 
where it should be.”

It’s a place where his son and 
nieces and nephews should be 
safe, but the thought of “the 
chimney falling in through 
the roof on top of you is a real 
scare and a real possibility”.

Fearing the spiralling costs 
of repairing his home, Eamonn 
has accused the Government of 
“defaulting on their promise”.

Much of the furore has been 
directed at Cassidy Bros, a 
manufacturing company that 
supplies up to 80pc of all ma-
sonry blocks to north Donegal.

Managing director David 
Cassidy, who rarely gives in-
terviews, says “the failure in 
standards has failed us all” 
but points at the actions of 
previous governments.

“If the regulations governing 
block production 25 years ago 
were what they are today, then 
this crisis would never have 
happened,” he says.

Homeowners, however, ac-
cuse Mr Cassidy’s company of 
contributing to the problem 
by being “complacent” and 
believe it should take some 
of the responsibility.

“We have never been com-
placent in fulfilling our regu-
latory obligations,” he insists. 
“We have always operated to 
the highest technical standards 
and certification requirements.”

He questions why the State 
only introduced an increased 
specification for masonry block 
in 2013 — making them 2.6 
times stronger and able to 

withstand pressure to 13 new-
tons per square millimetre 
(13n/mm2).

“Did the authorities sud-
denly realise that the previous 
specifications were not fit for 
purpose? Why has the Govern-
ment accepted responsibility 
by introducing the current 
scheme?” he asks.

But did Cassidy Bros fail 
to carry out its own checks? 

“All of our products were au-
dited regularly by independent 
experts from the Irish Concrete 
Manufacturers Association 
and certified by the National 
Standards Authority of Ire-
land,” he says. 

“We had no reason to ques-
tion their expert oversight. We 
were never informed that an-

investigated the issue in 2011 it 
“acted immediately to double 
our minimum block strength 
as a precautionary measure”.

Asked to respond to the 
claim the company supplied 
a stronger type of block to the 
Northern Ireland market than 
in Donegal — sparking more 
questions — Mr Cassidy says: 
“This is true, but again it was 
in accordance with the stand-
ards of the time.

“During the period in ques-
tion,” he says, UK law said the 
minimum pressure a block
must withstand was 7.5 new-
tons per square millimetre 
—7.5n/mm2 — which was“50pc
stronger than the minimum re-
quirement south of the Border 
which was 5n/mm2”. 

�The Dohertys, 
main picture, 
outside their 
Donegal home 
and, below, 
Eamonn 
Jackson and 
family outside 
theirs. Pictures 
by Joe Dunne

ything was wrong with any of 
our products. At no point was 
mica ever deemed to be an issue 
during auditing nor were we 
ever found to be in breach of 
any standard for any product.”

Mr Cassidy says had the 
company been made aware of 
any mica issue by trusted en-
gineers, “we would have acted 
immediately”, saying  when it 

Angry families whose houses 
were built with defective blocks 
say the State’s redress scheme is 
not easing their heavy burden, 
reports Rodney Edwards

“We only ever manufactured 
to the standard parameters set 
by the authorities,” he says.

“No corners were ever cut” 
and he says his family are “dev-
astated by this crisis”.

“However, that impact has 
been nothing compared to 
anguish, hurt and trauma felt 
by families and other property 
owners living in this nightmare.”

While he “understands the 
anger directed at our family” he 
suggests “attacks” on the firm 
have been mainly caused by 
“misinformation” and says 
there are “identical defective 
block issues in buildings and 
estates across the country that 
we did not supply”.

“We admit that our mason-
ry blocks are present in many 

Defective blocks in thou-
sands of Donegal homes 
contain high levels of 
mica — a natural mineral 
that acts as a sponge and 
absorbs water before 
expanding. This is caus-
ing cracking to external 
and internal walls. The 
issue can emerge after 
six to seven years and is 
identified by the sight of 
excessive web-like cracks 
along gable walls, cor-
ners and chimneys.

WHAT IS MICA?

buildings displaying these 
issues. But it is important to 
ask why any family business 
would knowingly supply de-
fective products for use in 
their friends’, their neigh-
bours’ and even their family 
members’ properties in their 
own community? That makes 
no sense.”

Despite the anger of residents 
in Donegal, who are planning 
on protesting in Dublin next 

month, the Department of 
Housing says it will not be 
adapting the scheme.

“The application process for 
the scheme only opened in June 
2020 and it would be prema-
ture to make any changes to 
the scheme limits at this time. 
The minister and department 
officials are continuing to en-
gage with the local authorities 
and local action groups on the 
matter,” said a spokeswoman.

�Roisín and Seán Gallagher outside their home in 
Buncrana, Co Donegal. Picture by Joe Dunne
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lowed” but could not provide a copy of 
the report, and the school itself did not 
respond when asked twice to comment. 

There are similar problems at Car-
ndonagh Community Hospital, with 
hairline cracks along the bottom of the 
building. On lightly touching a corner 
of one of the exterior walls, a piece of 
block the size of my thumb crumbled 
and fell to the ground.

Asked if it was aware of the problem, 
a HSE spokesman said the organisation 
is “currently reviewing our building 
portfolio to identify if there are any is-
sues related to mica. We will complete 
technical assessments to ensure the 
safety of our staff and service users.”

At Carndonagh Public Service Cen-
tre, part of Donegal County Council, 
cracks run from the top to the bottom 
of the building to the left of the main 
entrance. 

There is cracking down the corners 
of the wall and an exposed block has 
partially crumbled, with cracks around 
it widening. There is a measuring gauge 
attached to the wall to monitor how 
wide the defects are. 

In 2014, an email from resident Phelim 
Doherty to the council warned that the 
public services centre on Malin Road 
“would also appear to be suffering from 
the same issue of defective blocks”.

In the email, Mr Doherty claimed 
“this building would appear to have 
all the signs of defective blocks too”. 

A spokesman for Tusla confirmed it 
is investigating the issue, explaining it 
first came to the attention of its area 
manager on May 25, 2021, who “imme-
diately notified relevant authorities”.

“Tusla Estates are commissioning a 
technical assessment to identify if there 
are any actions required to ensure the 
safety of our staff and service users.”

The spokesman said Tusla will “en-
gage fully with any recommendations 
from the technical assessment, and 
the council, in ensuring that both the 
building and its surrounding area are 
safe for members of the public and 
our staff”.

On the Oldtown Road more cracks, 
albeit minor, can be seen on some shops. 
Heading out of Letterkenny, there is 
evidence of similar issues on several 
private dwellings.

At the back of Aura Letterkenny Lei-
sure Centre, where the building is most 
exposed to the elements, there are two 
children’s slides connected to a dark 
purple wall that has five spider web-
type cracks running down it.

Áine Temple, the centre’s operations 
manager, says the company is “aware 
of a number of cracks on the outer wall 
of the flume tower”. 

“This has been brought to the atten-
tion of Donegal County Council. The 
flume/slide tower structure is made 
of pre-cast concrete and is structur-
ally sound.”

Asked why the area had not been 
sealed off in the interests of public 
safety, she added: “In line with health 
and safety protocols, the area will be 
secured while investigations are car-
ried out.” 

Chartered structural engineer
Pauric McDaid, who is from Letterk-
enny, believes the cracks visible in 
all of the buildings observed by this 
newspaper are “consistent with the 
type of cracking damage that I have 
observed on buildings, which were 
later confirmed as being affected with 
defective blockwork issues.

“In order to confirm this view, it 
would be necessary to carry out an in-
spection of the buildings to determine 
the extent of damage and to advise on 
the level of sampling and laboratory 
testing required.” 

A report commissioned by the Depart-
ment of Housing in 2017 investigated 
the impact of mica on people’s homes. 
It found that it was “not normal for 
concrete blocks to fail in the manner 
observed” and described the blocks 
investigated as “not fit for purpose”. 

Martin McDermott, a Fianna Fáil 
councillor who is chairman of the 
council’s Mica Steering Committee, 
believes it may be the same situation 
for public buildings.

While he has been mostly focused on 
private homes, he says he is concerned 
that public buildings are now “deteri-
orating by the day” and are not being 
addressed in the same way.

“This has become a real issue for 
public buildings, especially in the past 
few months. The buildings in my area, 
including community centres, appear 
to have the same type of cracking that 
is all over Donegal and the same type 
of structural deficiencies that are in 
the homes.” 

Last week, the Government said it 
was too early to make changes to its 
redress scheme for homeowners, who 
must pay for 10pc of repairs, plus any 
outstanding mortgage payments, with 
the State covering 90pc of the cost. There 
is no such scheme for public buildings.

“Everywhere you go in Donegal you 
can see these cracks on buildings. Some-
thing needs to be done. If a piece of ma-
sonry was to fall, my worry is someone 
is going to get hurt — or worse,” says 
Mr McDermott.

One local, who did not want to be 
named, summed up the feeling in 
Donegal: “This is like watching an 
earthquake in slow motion.”

To the left of McGinley Motors is 
a multi-storey car park with a glass 
bridge supported by steel connecting 
two buildings on either side. There 
are several cracks on the exterior wall 
underneath the bridge  over Justice 
Wash Road.

Standing on the street opposite is 
Eamonn Jackson, chairman of the Mica 
Action Group, who says the situation 
is concerning because “it seems to be 
getting worse and worse”.

“People are waking up surround-
ed by cracks in their homes and then 
they walk down the main street here 
and they don’t see pretty buildings 
anymore, they see a tired town. It’s all 
around you, it’s everywhere you turn.”

One of the multi-purpose buildings 
opposite is Scally Place, which houses a 
number of private businesses, residential 
dwellings and different public servic-
es, such as Letterkenny Primary Care 
Centre — the temporary outpatients’ 
department of Letterkenny University 
Hospital — which reportedly costs the 
HSE €200,000 a year to rent. 

Next to it is Tusla, the child and 
family agency.

Along the outside of the shared build-
ing hairline cracks can be seen under-
neath the windows and in the corners 
of the walls. Above the HSE and Tulsa 
offices are several apartments where 
the cracks criss-cross along the exte-
rior and surround at least 11 windows. 

It is a scandal that has turned 
homes and dreams to dust in 
Co Donegal, but there are fears 
that the mica controversy may 
run much deeper than that.

There are now concerns 
that several public buildings 

in the county — including a school, a 
hospital, a council office and a public 
library — are showing visible evidence 
of significant damage similar to that 
caused by mica.

The mineral makes concrete weaker 
over time and causes it to fall apart. 

A protest by the Mica Action Group 
will take to the streets of Dublin on 
June 15 as homeowners call for the 
Government to do more to help those 
affected. 

But it is not just residential properties 
in Donegal that are impacted — public 
buildings accessed by children, vul-
nerable adults and others all bear the 
hallmarks of something more serious.

An investigation by the Sunday In-
dependent has discovered that Letterk-
enny and Inishowen are among the 
worst affected areas in the northwest 
of the country. 

There are spider web-type cracks 
extending from ground to roof level, 
and above and below windows and 
doors, on dozens of buildings. There 
are hairline cracks weaving horizon-
tally and vertically, precarious-looking 
masonry and properties exhibiting 
structural distress. 

After being contacted by this newspa-
per, Donegal County Council admitted 
it is “likely” defective blocks have been 
used in public and commercial build-
ings in the area and it is to investigate 
the matter. Other building owners 
or tenants say they too will carry out 
technical assessments. 

One such building under the
spotlight is Craigtown National School, 
which is located outside the market 
town of Carndonagh in Inishowen 
and is surrounded by idyllic landscape, 
lush green fields and sheep. There are 
minor cracks visible along parts of the 
main building, particularly around 
the corners and beside the main door. 

Along the top of the gable end of one 
of the three extensions is more dam-
age: vertical and horizontal cracking. 
The cracks appear to be more visible 
on whatever side faces the rain and 
takes the force of nature, such as pre-
vailing winds.

There are cracks around and below 
the windows, around the door and 
along the edge of the extensions adja-

cent to the main school. Visible from 
the main road, there appear to be sig-
nificant defects to the side of another 
building, and lichen and moss have 
inhabited the cracks. 

A source has claimed the Depart-
ment for Education was told more than 
five years ago that the structure of the 
school may be affected by suspected 
mica. When contacted, a spokesman 
for the department said the mainte-
nance and upkeep of school buildings 
and their grounds “is a matter for the 
school authority in the first instance 
including any issues of a health and 
safety nature”.

The spokesman said the department 
“contacted the school in question and 
was emailed a report from a consult-
ant which advised the school to have 
testing carried out on the blockwork”.

The department said it is awaiting 
confirmation “that this advice was fol-

Mica cracks: ‘We 
were told best 
to say nothing’

After anger at crumbling 
homes in Donegal, now 
public buildings appear to 
have signs of mica damage 
reports Rodney Edwards

“It also begs the question as to wheth-
er this public building is fit for use and 
whether it is now a health and safety 
issue for the public?”

Former Fine Gael councillor Mi-
chael Doherty claims he was one of a 
number of representatives who raised 
concerns about the potential problems 
several years ago. 

“It was very evident inside the council 
building, especially along the stairwell, 
there were cracks. We weren’t told to 
be quiet, but we were told it was best 
to say nothing, that it was being looked 
into. To my knowledge, the cracks ha-
ven’t been fixed because they can’t be 
fixed,” he says.

Next door is Carndonagh Commu-
nity Library, also run by the council, 
where there are cracks that are full of 
algae and moss. A footpath from the 
front door leads pedestrians around 
the building and on to the main street. 
Approximately 12 to 14 feet up, there 
appears to be loose masonry which 
looks like it could fall on to the public 
pavement below. 

Donegal County Council was asked 
to outline when it was first made aware 
of this issue, what steps it had taken 
to investigate the matter and what it 
is doing to remedy it.

In a short statement, a spokeswoman 
said: “Defective concrete blocks have 
been used in the construction of private 
and social houses in Donegal. It is likely 
that they have also been utilised in the 
remainder of the construction sector 
including in commercial buildings 
and public buildings. The council is 
assessing its buildings in this context.”

There is an old railway station on 
the other side of the street, opposite 
the council building, which has been 
the headquarters for Atlan Fish Ltd, 
a fish processing company, since 1976. 
Its staff say the building, which has 
six rooms and a flat, is around 125 
years old and is still intact. There 
is a noticeable difference in the 
condition of the two buildings. 

More than 65km away in Let-
terkenny’s retail area, hairline 
cracks can be seen on numer-
ous buildings — including 
a number of commercial 
properties. Some are 
worse than others.

‘People are waking 
up surrounded by 
cracks in their 
homes… it’s all 
around you’

MICA CONTROVERSY

Cracks visible at 
Craigtown National 
School in Tullanree, 

Carndonagh

Michael Doherty at the Donegal 
County Council office in Carndonagh. 
Above, cracks in the  building and 
the neighbouring public  library.
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