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Lack of policing, communities who don’t
blamed, but as two more teenagers die in

How can we sto
O

N A glorious summer’s day like those
enjoyed this week,
the drive along the
Inishowen Peninsula
is majestic. Bounded on
three sides by water, highlights include the breathtaking Gap of Mamore, a
scenic roadway that rises to
a height of 800 feet above
sea level before following a
twisting corkscrew descent
with panoramic views of the
entire northern coastline.

It’s hard to believe that beyond
the quiet serenity of this stunning
vista, countless young lives have
been lost with such frightening
frequency.
It is here, along the narrow, winding ribbons of secondary roads
that some young men of Inishowen
tear along fearlessly on a regular
basis: powerful, souped-up engines
roaring, accelerator pedals to the
floor, passing traffic with heartstopping recklessness.
For them, S-bends and hidden
dips classed as collision-prone
zones on official grade files serve
as the rallying playground of
choice. But for far too many,
their pursuit of this adrenalinefilled pastime has come at the
ultimate cost.
Thirty-five people have died on
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Donegal’s roads since 2014 and
Inishowen has had more than its
share. In this short two-and-a-halfyear period, 43 per cent of the
county’s road deaths have taken
place on the peninsula.
A look at the statistics reveals a
pattern: late nights, weekends,
speed and youth are among the
linking factors. Sometimes alcohol
is in the mix, although rarely
among the under-40s.
Last weekend, in a crash that
happened on a stretch of the R238
between Moville and Quigley’s
Point, two young men were killed.
Three others were injured and it
later emerged that only four out of
the five had been wearing
seatbelts.
The pattern is all too familiar.
Following the deaths, Buncrana
parish priest Fr Francis Bradley
described the loss of life on the
Inishowen peninsula as ‘relentless’. Local Sinn Féin Senator Padraig Mac Lochlainn, who lives in
Buncrana, said the community
had ‘buried far too many of our
young people’.
But others fear that more carnage is to come. ‘The fatalities and

the injures don’t seem to have any
effect on our young people,’ says
Brian O’Donnell, a road safety
officer with Donegal County Council. ‘This is my fear after what
happened at the weekend. Our
thoughts and prayers are with the
families. It’s tragic, but my fear is
that something will happen again,
very soon. That has always been
the trend here unfortunately.’
O’Donnell has sadly seen it all
before. Last summer, nine people
lost their lives on the roads over a
two-month period. Five of those
were killed over the course of just
two days.
After what Brian describes as a
‘horrendous’ eight weeks, a string
of awareness campaigns were
rolled out in local schools and
youth centres.
Strategies included social media
campaigns, educational videos and
talks by crash survivors. The latest
campaign, which focused on seatbelt safety, was taken into schools
across the county just three weeks
ago. Poignantly, Brian believes
that one of the men killed last
weekend would have been present
at one of these.

‘For that campaign, we reflected
on the reasons why young people
aren’t belting up,’ he says. ‘What
we found is that they don’t think
it’s cool for one thing. They think
it’s embarrassing to look safe,
clicked in to a belt in a car when
everyone else isn’t wearing them.
Uncomfortable was another reason they gave and finally they said
they have this belief that nothing
will happen to them.’
Bank holiday weekends make
Brian nervous. Before last weekend he ran an advertising cam-

‘They think it’s
embarrassing
to look safe’
paign on local radio and newspapers, urging drivers to be safe. He
was in his garden last Saturday
morning when a call came through
informing him of the latest carnage. ‘I got to about 11am and I
thought, it’s grand,’ he says. ‘Then
at five past 11 I got a call to ask me
if I had heard what had happened.
I couldn’t believe it. At times like
this you get very deflated.’
He says wearily that locals are
well aware of the widespread
trauma caused by the death of

young people on the roads. His
own son was seriously hurt in a hitand-run a number of years ago and
will live with his injuries for the
rest of his life. Many others have
also been personally affected, or
know someone who has.
Most notably, in 2010, the Inishowen Peninsula was the location for
the worst ever loss of life on Irish
roads. Eight people were killed,
including seven young men from
the Buncrana area, in a crash
involving two cars.
Then, as now, the question being
asked is why?
Many point to a car-racing culture that is prevalent among young
men in Donegal. It’s second nature
for young teens to drive tractors,
quads and other farm machinery
and then to progress to cars.
Toni Kelly, a former rally car
driver, talks knowledgably, sometimes wearily, about the car rallying culture endemic in the region
— a spin-off from the Donegal
International Car Rally, the Circuit
of Ireland and the vibrant tradition just across the Border — and
the huge pride the young men take
in their cars.
‘Rallying is huge in certain counties and Donegal just happens to
be one of them,’ she says. ‘I’ve
come to the conclusion that there
is a certain amount of it that is
always going to happen — no matter what the RSA do or what the
gardaí do. You are not going to get
everybody to obey the rules. It’s
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act and reckless young men have all been
Donegal, only one question matters...

Horrific scene: The
aftermath of a road
accident in Buncrana
in February 2006 in
which five people died

op this carnage?
just like every other aspect of life,
there are always a few bad eggs. I
certainly don’t blame rallying.
There are road deaths in the
county because of it and there
are road deaths in the county for
other reasons.’
For many, road racing has become
a teenage rite of passage in Donegal. Rear-wheel drives such as the
BMW 320S, Subaru Impreza and
Toyota Corolla twin cams, are particularly coveted for ‘doughnut’
stunts, ie burning a circle in rubber with the rear wheels.
‘For enhanced performance,
modifications such as the welding
of the split differential in the rear
wheels of old Sierra Saphires, are
common.
Inspired by their Formula 1 and
rally car idols, young men take to
the wheel in an adrenaline-filled
bid to simulate their driving. What
they don’t seem to realise, says
Toni, is that the type of driving
they are trying to replicate bears
no resemblance to the dangerous
practices they ultimately act out.
‘It is ridiculously different,’ she
stresses. ‘As a professional rally
driver you are buckled in to the
point where you can hardly move.
You have a helmet on, you have a
roll cage everywhere, you have fireproof clothing on. Plus, as a rally
driver you have so much faith in
the road being closed as well as
the faith in your car.
‘You are not going to meet
another car coming towards you,

it’s a completely safe environment.
As a spectator, watching a rally
take place right in front of your
eyes is an exhilarating and exciting
experience but many often forget
that it is a sport that incurs a lot of
background safety checks and
strict regulations for those
involved. It is not something that
just anyone with a car can attempt
to replicate.’
Toni, who now works as a driving
instructor in Letterkenny, has
strong views on why so many
young people are taking risks on
the county’s roads. After years of
devastating road crashes, she
believes the onus is on the gardaí
to tackle the problem head-on.
‘I’m always on the roads and I’ve
been analysing this so much for
years,’ she says. ‘At this point I
honestly believe that no one cares
about the rules because no one is
policing the rules.
‘The major thing here is that if I
am a young person, or just anyone,
and I have this wild notion that I
want to act the maggot in the car,
I can. I will find a road somewhere
in Donegal to do it.
‘You can say that it’s hard to
police and they need more
resources but I don’t believe that.
A few years ago I would have been
afraid to speak out because everybody is doing their best but I genuinely feel that the guards aren’t
doing enough. It’s not possible to
police all of the roads all of the
time, but they could police some of

them. If it was me I would be
throwing the book at them left,
right and centre. I see it all day,
every day.’
Not everyone agrees. Brian Farrell, spokesman for the RSA argues
that the blame doesn’t lie solely
with enforcement.
‘Education and enforcement
have to work hand in hand,’ he
urges. ‘The community response
has to kick in as well. There is the

‘The community
response has to
kick in as well’
issue of parental responsibility too.
To say that it’s solely down to
enforcement would be wrong.’
As Brian rightly points out, much
work has been done to improve
Donegal’s road safety record in
recent years. Compared to ten
years ago, matters have improved
considerably.
In the last comprehensive study
into road fatality rates by the RSA
in 2013, between 2007, when 22
people died, and 2013, when 13
people were killed, there has been
a 41 per cent reduction in road
deaths in the county.
But, he acknowledges, there is a

very serious problem on the Inishowen Peninsula.
‘There is a particular problem
there,’ he says. ‘There may need to
be specific measures that need to
be brought in to try and tackle the
issues there. You cannot have a
garda there on every stretch of
road to prevent these people
behaving the way they are behaving. The solutions to this are local
solutions.
‘We need to try and understand
and find out what the problem is
up there and then develop solutions. There is no point us trying to
hand down national solutions to a
problem that is a local problem.’
The RSA, he notes, is aware of a
‘a particular rallying culture unique
to Donegal’.
‘There was a study done a number
of years ago into the crash risk
along border counties,’ he says.
‘One of the things it identified is
that Donegal has a particular and
unique rallying culture that you
don’t see in other counties along
the border.
‘If there is a will within the community, it can be tackled. This is
not a national problem, this is a
problem that is unique to a community. It depends on the attitudes of the broader community
— parents, peers, people these
young men look up to. Everyone
has a role to play in making this
behaviour unacceptable.’
On a typical Friday night in Letterkenny, groups of boy racers con-

gregate in various car parks where
the roar of throaty engines in
souped-up Subarus and BMWs
can be heard late into the night.
Even during the day, Audis kitted
out with gleaming spoilers and
tinted windows cruise around the
various roads in the town.
Most are competing with their
peers for the accolade of having
the best ‘yoke’ but others are out
to impress girls.
‘Girls have a role here too,’ says
Brian O’Donnell. ‘They have a lot
of control over what boys are doing
and they have a very strong say in
what happens. These young fellas
are trying to impress girls and they
will be very influenced.
‘Some young people aren’t interested in cars at all, others are just
mad into them — that’s their sole
interest, cars, cars, cars. We have a
rally coming up here in a few weeks,
the Donegal Rally, which is one of
the biggest in the country, but it’s
getting to the stage that the sideshows are more important than
the rallies.
More people are calling to these
sideshows, these competitions
held in unauthorised locations.
That’s the stage we are at.’
As you would expect, Brian has
his finger on the pulse of what the
latest trends are among the carmad youths of Donegal.
As well as pimping, modifying
and showing off cars, he says the
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