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Ireland to
resist hard
Border even
if UK exit
deal fails

SteppingoutRaresouthernwhiterhinoceroscalfbornatDublinZoo

After a starring role in the Paradise Papers, Ireland will next
week face attempts in Berlin
to extend its stay in financial
purgatory.
Germany’s Social Democratic Party (SPD) is pressing
for the German parliament,
the Bundestag, to block Ireland’s plans for an early repayment of bailout loans totalling
¤5.5 billion.
“We won’t go along with
this free pass for Ireland because we don’t want ongoing
tax dumping in the EU,” said
Carsten Schneider, the SPD
parliamentary party’s general
secretary. “We’re not talking
about Ireland’s 12.5 per cent
tax rate here, but secret deals
that reduce that tax burden to
near zero.”
The Government estimates
it can save ¤150 million in interest payments by refinancing the bailout loans in international debt markets.

‘‘

We are not
going to
abandon Northern
Ireland, no matter
what the outcome
peatedly asked for solutions
from the UK to Border issues,
and Mr Varadkar will repeat
that point to Ms May. Minister
for Foreign Affairs Simon Coveney will also meet British foreign secretary Boris Johnson
in Dublin.
Irishissues
EU leaders will have to decide
at the next meeting of the European Council in December
if sufficient progress has been
made on the so-called divorce
bill, citizens’ rights and
Irish-specific issues to allow
the talks progress to the next
phase. Phase two will focus on
a transition period and the future trading relationship between the EU and the UK.
Ministers believe compromise is close on the financial
settlement and that Irish issues are the main stumbling
block, providing maximum
leverage for Ireland.
Britain has so far said that
the Border can be dealt with in
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the second phase of the talks,
according to sources.
Although the Government
acknowledges that the exact
detail of how the Border will
operate cannot be finalised until the second phase, it wants
proposals “in principle” from
Britain.
This would include a commitment that there will not be
a hard Border no matter what
happens later in the Brexit
talks, including a total breakdown.
No“regulatorydivergence”
“We are not going to abandon
Northern Ireland, no matter
what the outcome,” a senior
Government source said. The
Government has said there
must be no “regulatory divergence” between North and
South, post-Brexit, in order to
allow for a “functioning all-island economy”.
Writing in today’s Irish
Times, Mr Johnson says he understands “the importance of
addressing the unique circumstances of Ireland, including
the land border”.
“I know the concerns about
the possible impact on businesses and livelihoods. And I
realise that for Irish people,
the future of the Border is not
simply a matter of economics.
Above all, there is the need to
preserve the ties that exist between communities across the
island of Ireland.”
Former taoiseach Bertie Ahern said yesterday that Irish influence will diminish once the
talks progress to the second
phase.
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Irish issues the main block in talks as
agreement close on UK’s EU divorce bill

The Government wants a commitment from Britain that
there will be no hard Border in
Ireland even if the United
Kingdom leaves the European
Union without an exit deal.
Senior Government sources have said they do not want
the Border being used as a
“gun” by Britain to pressure
the EU into other concessions.
Such a commitment now
would remove that threat, it is
suggested, and would help the
Brexit talks progress.
The disclosure comes
ahead of a day of intense contact between the British and
Irish governments, with Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and British prime minister Theresa
May holding a bilateral meeting on the margins of a summit in Gothenburg, Sweden.
The Government has re-
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OutgoingGerman government partyto
voteagainstIreland’searlyrepayment plan

Government wants to avoid the Border
being used by UK to leverage concessions

FIACH KELLY
Political Correspondent

irishtimes.com

■ A 50kg male rhino calf, yet to be named, was born on Sunday at Dublin Zoo. The birth is a significant success for the zoo’s
efforts to assist the survival of the southern white rhinoceros. PHOTOGRAPH: PATRICK BOLGER

More tree cover reduces rate
of asthma attacks, study finds
Living in a leafy suburb may do
more than just boost property
prices, as a study has found having more trees in urban areas
can help reduce the rate of asthma attacks.
In areas with high air pollution, trees have a significant impact by helping to remove pollutants from the air, according
to a study by the University of
Exeter.
The research, published today in the Environmental International Journal, examined data
from more than 650,000 serious asthma attacks in 26,455 urban neighbourhoods in England
over a 15-year period.
The findings “suggest that
tree planting could play a role
in reducing the effects of air pollution from cars”.
“Trees can effectively remove
pollutants from the air, and this

such as gardens and parks were
more effective than increased
tree cover at reducing the frequency of asthma attacks.
Dr Alcock said trees proved
both a defence mechanism and
an irritant for asthma sufferers.
He explained that while trees
can remove the air pollutants
that trigger asthma attacks,

they can also spread allergenic
pollen. Foliage can retain
build-ups of the irritating pollutants that would otherwise have
been dispersed by wind.
“We found that on balance,
urban vegetation appears to do
significantly more good than
harm,” he said.
Ireland has the fourth highest rate of asthma in the world.
A spokesman for the Asthma
Society of Ireland said: “We
have known for some time
based on similar minor studies
that the effect of having more
green spaces can be quite helpful. From an urban-planning
perspective the more green
spaces and trees the better.”
A study of tree coverage
across Dublin published by
UCD researchers last year
found in the affluent area of
Dublin 4 there was an 8:10 residents per tree ratio compared
with a 30:1 ratio in Dublin 1.
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may explain why they appear to
be most beneficial where [air
pollution] concentrations are
high,” said lead researcher Ian
Alcock from University of Exeter’s medical school.
It found in areas of lower air
pollution, open green spaces

8:10

Residents per tree ratio in
Dublin 4 – the ratio in Dublin 1
is 30:1
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Waiveright
The plan depends, however,
on all European Union states
agreeing to waive the right of
two EU bailout facilities,
which gave Ireland ¤40.2 billion during the crisis, to get
early repayment at the same
time. The loans in question
comprise the remaining International Monetary Fund
(IMF) bailout as well as bilater-

al loans from Denmark and
Sweden.
The centre-left SPD – junior
partner in the outgoing German government – is urging
other parties to join it in voting against Ireland’s plan.
The SPD holds less than
22 per cent of the seats in the
Bundestag and there are no
signs yet it is receiving wider
support in the German parlia-

‘‘

We don’t
want
ongoing tax
dumping in the EU
ment. Sources within chancellor Angela Merkel’s Christian
Democratic Union, which together with its Christian Social Union in Bavaria account
for almost 35 per cent of the
Bundestag, have indicated
that the party was likely to
back Ireland’s request.
German politicians have,
however, taken note of Ireland’s starring role in the Paradise Papers, in particular reports of Dublin simultaneously closing one tax loophole and
opening another for US multinationals.
Minister for Finance Paschal Donohoe said last night
that he had noted the SPD position, and found it “disappointing”. He said he remained
hopeful that the Bundestag
would consent to the required
waivers being granted.
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Higgins plans second term as president, political figures told
FIACH KELLY
Deputy Political Editor

President Michael D Higgins intends to seek a second term of
office, with figures in Leinster
House told he will declare his intentions in July.
Sources familiar with the
President’s thinking have advised political figures likely to

support his candidacy of his decision in order to prepare for an
autumn campaign, The Irish
Times has learned.
Such a timeframe, with an announcement expected before
the Dáil rises for its summer recess and after the referendum
on the Eighth Amendment to
the Constitution, means that
speculation about Mr Higgins’s

future will not dominate the quieter political agenda in August.
Mr Higgins previously said
he would make his intentions
clear by September, with a presidential election due by November at the latest. The President’s spokesman did not return requests for comment last
night.
Such a declaration will not be

without controversy for Mr Higgins, who said during the 2011
presidential election campaign
that he would only be a
one-term president.
Challenge
A number of politicians have already said they will challenge
Mr Higgins. One of those, Independent Senator Gerard

Craughwell, claims to have the
support of 20 members of the
Oireachtas, the number required to get on the ballot paper for a presidential election.
As the incumbent Mr Higgins can nominate himself for a
second term.
Among the main political parties, Taoiseach Leo Varadkar
has said there is “no vacancy at

the moment”, adding: “We’ll
see what the President decides
to do.” Before he became Fine
Gael leader, however, Mr Varadkar said Mr Higgins would enjoy “enormous support” for a
second term.
Fianna Fáil leader Micheál
Martin has said he will wait until Mr Higgins publicly outlines
his position before deciding if

his party will stand a candidate.
Sinn Féin leader Mary Lou
McDonald has said she believes
there should be a presidential
election.
The high number of Independents in the current Dáil
and Seanad makes it easier
than has traditionally been the
case for candidates outside the
main parties to enter the race.
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At least 250 adults and children were
killed near Damascus by regime forces
Attacks raise fears of clash between
Syrian and Turkish forces in northwest
RUADHÁN Mac CORMAIC

Aid agencies warned of an unfolding humanitarian catastrophe yesterday as Syrian government forces pounded a besieged Damascus suburb where
about 250 adults and children
have been killed since Sunday.
The escalating violence near
the capital came as gunmen loyal to President Bashar al-Assad
began entering the northwestern Afrin region to help a Kurdish militia there fend off a Turkish assault. That raised the risk
of a direct military confrontation between Syrian and Turkish forces.
Warning that “an extreme escalation in hostilities” was “spiralling out of control”, the United Nations called for an immediate ceasefire in Eastern Ghouta, the pocket of satellite towns
and farms near Damascus

where nearly 400,000 people
have been under government
siege since 2013.
At least 106 people, including 20 children, were killed
there yesterday, according to
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, on the third day of
a heavy bombardment involving warplanes, helicopter gunships and missiles.
Deadliestday
The observatory said it was the
deadliest day in Eastern Ghouta, now one of the last rebel-held bastions near the capital, since 2015. Videos from the
area showed paramedics pulling the injured from under the
rubble while others frantically
dug through debris in the dark.
Photographs showed dead
children, families huddling in
basements and bandaged people waiting at a medical point,

such attacks could amount to
war crimes.
The intensifying bombardment of Eastern Ghouta, where
250 people have been reported
killed since Sunday, is part of a
MOHAMMED BADRA/EPA
wider escalation in fighting on
several fronts in Syria as Mr Assome of them with blood sad pushes to end the sevstreaming down their faces.
en-year rebellion against him.
France described the governIt could also signal plans for a
ment bombing as a serious vio- possible ground assault by
lation of international humani- pro-government forces in the
tarian law. Panos Moumtzis, enclave. UN Syria envoy Stafthe UN’s humanitarian co-ordi- fan de Mistura warned that the
nator for Syria, said he was “ap- battle in Ghouta could turn into
palled and distressed” by re- a repeat of the bloody fight for
ports that several hospitals had Aleppo, over which Damascus
been deliberately targeted regained full control in late
since Monday and warned that 2016 after years of fighting.
■ An injured child receives
treatment at a hospital in
Douma, Syria, following
bombings on several areas of
eastern Ghouta. PHOTOGRAPH:

“These fears seem to be well
founded,” the aid group International Rescue Committee
said of the parallel with Aleppo.
It said malnutrition was widespread and Ghouta’s schools
had been closed since early January because of the attacks.
Fighting has raged in Eastern Ghouta even though it falls
under ceasefire plans that Moscow brokered with Turkey and
Iran. The truces do not cover a
former al-Qaeda affiliate,
which has a small presence in
the besieged enclave. Residents
and aid workers say the “de-escalation” deals have brought no
relief.
The government-run news

‘Black Widow’ Nevin dies five months after release
Interest in the murder case
was so intense that reporting of
it saw newspaper columns givCatherine Nevin, who became en over to discussing her clothknown as “the Black Widow” ing choices and other aspects of
while on trial accused of mur- her appearance, and she was
dering her husband, has died dubbed “the Black Widow”.
from cancer.
The 67-year-old died on Mon- Reportingrestrictions
day night in Dublin’s Mater hos- Her initial trial collapsed when
pital, less than five months af- jurors were overheard deliberter being released from a life ating through a door and resentence imposed for Tom Nev- strictions were imposed on rein’s March 1996 murder at their porting during her second trial.
Photographs of Nevin’s arrivpub, Jack White’s, in Co Wicklow. She spent 17 years in pris- al to court were prohibited, as
on after being found guilty in was comment on her hair,
dress, jewellery, nail varnish,
2000.

reading material or demeanour.
She was released last September and had been undergoing
treatment for cancer since then

while also being supervised by
the Probation Service.
Her trial heard evidence
from three men who all said
Nevin had offered them money
to kill her husband. All three declined her offers at the time – in
1989 and 1990 – but gave evidence against her during the trial years later.
She was convicted of murder
after the prosecution successfully argued she had hired an unknown gunman to kill her husband in a mock robbery. She
was also jailed for seven years
for soliciting the men to kill Mr
Nevin.

Dubliner Eugene ‘Dutchy’
Holland was suspected of being
the gunman who killed Mr Nevin. Now dead, he was also suspected of the murder of journalist Veronica Guerin four
months later. No one was ever
identified as Mr Nevin’s killer.
Nevin was still in a legal battle with her late husband’s siblings over his estate. His share
of the assets – valued at about
IR£1 million at the time of his
death – will now likely remain
with his family.

World
News

Business +
Property

Sports
Wednesday

Food:Themanbehind
JamieOliver’sIrish
businesscouldlauncha
secondDublinrestaurant–probablyinthe
citycentre–overthe
comingsixmonths

Soccer:LionelMessi
equalisedforBarcelona
afterChelseatookthe
leadthroughastunning
Willianstrikeintheir
ChampionsLeague
clashlastnight:page17

Media:RTÉistobecome
adigital-firstserviceina
bidtoattractayounger
audience,accordingtoits
newfive-yearstrategy

GAA:GoalkeeperStephenCluxtonispoised
tomakehis100thleague
appearanceforDublin:
page16

CONOR LALLY
Security and Crime Editor

Weather

Frost and fog will clear for a
dry day with good sunny spells
and top temperatures of 7-9
degrees in light winds.
THEIRISHTIMES
24-28TaraStreet,Dublin 2.D02 CX89
Telephone:(01)6758000
Fax:Newsdesk6758036. Sport 6758033.
Business6758048. Advertising 6758002.
Online:irishtimes.com
Therecommended retail priceof THE
IRISHTIMESinthe Republicof Irelandis
¤2.00
Subscriptions:Tel:6758894;Fax:
6758077
Email:subscribe@irishtimes.com

Vol.No.50651. Wednesday,February 21, 2018

Home
News
ReferendumBill:The
Cabinethasagreed
votersshouldbeasked
torepealtheEighth
Amendmentandallow
theOireachtastolegislateforabortion:page6

■ Catherine Nevin: spent 17

years in prison

UK:Brexitsecretary
DavidDavisreassureda
Mortgages:FiannaFáil Europeanbusiness
hasinsistedtheGovern- audiencethatfutureUK
menthastoaccept
regulationswouldstay
‘vulturefunds’mustbe broadlyalignedwith
regulated:page2
currentEUrules:page9

Trial gripped the
country: page 3

Home 2-7. World 8-9. Arts&Ideas 10. Life 11. Opinion 12. Letters 13. TV 22. Crosswords 23.

agency Sana said that reports of
an escalation in Eastern Ghouta were “lies, deception, and fabrications” used by “terrorist organisations and their sponsors
within capital cities conspiring
against Syrians”. – Additional
reporting: Reuters
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increases.
In addition, Donohoe and Michael
McGrath, the Fianna Fáil finance spokesman, will agree some tax increases to pay
for a package of new measures worth
more than ¤1 billion, in line with the last
two budgets. They are already at one on
the merits of ¤500 million being allocated
to a rainy day fund, too.
It is a far cry from the working assumption many TDs have held since this
Government took office: that the last
budget of the confidence-and-supply deal
would be a ¤3 billion pre-election payoff.

Fiach
Kelly
Signs of stability suggest
election is a long way off

T

he political class, so accustomed to
being on edge over the prospect of
a general election, appears to have
missed some signs this week that
should relieve its perpetual anxiety.
The odds on an extension to the confidence-and-supply deal which underpins
the Fine Gael-led minority Government
have now significantly shortened, although little attention has been paid to
this development.
Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised,

since one of the clues pointing towards a
longer period of stability was wrapped up
in the debate on the Summer Economic
Statement, seen as one of the driest
documents to emerge from the Department of Finance every year.
In the statement itself, Minister for
Finance Paschal Donohoe outlined that
his next budget would amount to ¤3.4
billion but, with ¤2.6 billion already spent,
only ¤800 million is available for new
measures such as tax cuts and welfare

Alarm
The past few months – in which Donohoe
sought to change this perception by
tightening the budgetary parameters –
caused some alarm in Fianna Fáil.
Accusations from Fine Gael that
Micheál Martin’s party would ruin the
economy by spending all the money that
was available raised suspicions among
Fianna Fáilers that they were being lured
into a political trap which would see them
blamed for a failure to pass a budget, and a
consequent election.
Donohoe had flagged that he did not
want to spend all the money that would be
at his disposal and outlined in the summer
statement that ¤900 million would be
held back. While one European Union
spending rule would allow him to spend it,
the Minister argued that doing so would
breach another, related to total borrow-

ings, and would increase the deficit.
Sinn Féin, Labour and others rejected
Donohoe’s arguments. McGrath and
Fianna Fáil, however, were in lockstep
with the Minister.
Anything else, McGrath said, would not
be the “right course” when “the economy
is growing so strongly after seven or eight
consecutive years of growth”.
Fianna Fáil’s response to the summer
statement indicates the party leadership
has decided to deny, as they see it, Taoiseach Leo Varadkar an excuse for an
election. Martin has always insisted he
wanted to honour his confidence-and-supply commitment to pass three budgets,
and the past week makes it almost certain
that promise will be kept.
Fianna Fáil has also indicated it will not
cause any instability as the Brexit negotiations reach a conclusion later this year.
Martin has said the October summit of the
European Council, which is expected to
sign off an EU-UK withdrawal agreement,
is crucial. But there are fears the process
could drag on longer. And if October is an
important date, then surely so too is next
March, when Brexit actually takes effect –
even if the safety net of a transition deal is
in place.
Martin told European Commission
president Jean-Claude Juncker to ignore
reports “that there is any question about
the stability of the core Irish political
consensus and mandate on Brexit”.
While it still accuses the Government of

‘‘

In recent days, one
seasoned Fine Gael political
operator confidently
predicted the general
election would not be until
October 2019 at the earliest.
Until recently, such a
suggestion would have been
met with extreme sarcasm
by most in Leinster House

overhyping last December’s agreement
on the backstop, Martin’s comments over
the past week may yet guarantee the
Government’s survival until the shape of
Brexit, and its effect on Ireland, become
clearer.
Varadkar has spoken of entering talks
on a successor to confidence-and-supply
before the budget, but Martin says no
negotiations will take place until later this
year.
The Taoiseach may argue that it is good

practice to open talks before any deal
concludes, but he was a negotiator of
confidence-and-supply and, as such,
should be bound by its text, which allows
for a review “at the end of 2018”.
When the talks begin, an extension of
the current arrangement – or something
less formal – is no longer only a remote
possibility.
Staythecourse
While the opinions of the Fianna Fáil
parliamentary party will play a part, the
signals from the leadership suggest it has
decided to stay the course.
Varadkar’s strong opinion poll ratings,
the passage of the referendum on the
Eighth Amendment and the progress of
the associated abortion legislation
through the Oireachtas – including
potential objections from Fianna Fáil TDs
– are all undoubtedly factors behind such
thinking.
Badly needed general election candidates could also be blooded in local
elections next spring and campaigns
around crime, for example, could also
dent Varadkar’s popularity.
In recent days, one seasoned Fine Gael
political operator confidently predicted
the general election would not be until
October 2019 at the earliest.
Until recently, such a suggestion would
have been met with extreme sarcasm by
most in Leinster House. After the past
week, it does not seem far-fetched at all.
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Paul
Gillespie
Trade deficits with
China not real threat

C

an China innovate?
Many of its competitors do not think so.
They still assume
“Made in China” is the limit
and that “Designed in China”
is an unrealistic dream.
The assumption that the
Chinese can copy, not innovate, underlies much of the
thinking behind Donald
Trump’s burgeoning trade
war. His trade adviser Peter
Navarro published a book,
Death by China, in 2011
arguing that China’s theft of
US intellectual property is part
of its plan to become an
authoritarian superpower
superseding the US, which
must be vigorously contested
by tariffs, politics and military
action if necessary.
That policy is now being
pursued. The case behind it is
made in a 35-page report this
week by Navarro. Chinese acts
of “economic aggression”
include physical and cyber-enabled theft of technologies and
intellectual property, evading
US export control laws,
counterfeiting, piracy and
reverse engineering.
Such an approach overestimates the balance of trade
element in this conflict of
interests. Trade statistics do
show a substantial deficit in
China’s favour; but if proper
account is taken of the actual
value added to many products
in China, the picture is

‘‘

If China is to
flourish it
must vigorously
develop science
and technology
changed. Take Apple’s iPhone
which features prominently on
the China-US deficit. Only
$15-$30 to the value of an
iPhone is added by being made
in China compared with $150
for its Samsung components
from South Korea and the
balance to Apple’s own
engineering innovation in the
US.
Supplychains
Thus the trade war policy
disregards the globalised
supply chains created when
US and western companies
profitably outsourced their
manufacturing to China from
the 1980s and 1990s. Benefits
to them invisible in the trade
figures continue to reduce the
actual economic balance
between their host states.
To underestimate China’s
innovatory practice and
potential arising from this
foreign direct investment is a
much more serious mistake.
The whole point of its development strategy and industrial
policy has been to accomplish
the transition up the value
chain from “made” to “designed” in China.
That is the fundamental
basis of the Communist party’s
planning since Deng Xiaoping’s doctrine of international
opening to succeed Maoism in
the 1980s. It has been

fine-tuned by all leaderships
since then and is central to Xi
Jinping’s policy platform from
now to 2025.
In a major speech last
month he spelled it out: “To
realise the Chinese dream of a
great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation, we must have
strong scientific and technological strength and innovation
capabilities . . . If China is to
flourish and rejuvenate, it
must vigorously develop
science and technology and
strive to become the world’s
major scientific centre and
innovative highland.” Robotics, quantum communications,
digital payments and biotechnology are but some of the
fields he has in mind.
Successfulinitiatives
We are in the midst of that
transition, with the evidence of
its worldwide scale illustrated
by several initiatives in energy
and food.
It is shown by its takeover
from the US this year of the
largest number of scientific
peer-reviewed publications
and worldwide filing for
patents.
Alongside the extraordinarily ambitious Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) to link China,
Asia and Europe by rail, sea
and road, there is now being
rolled out with Xi’s full support
a plan to create a global
electricity network eventually
connecting 100 countries in all
five continents.
It is driven by State Grid,
China’s huge power transmission utility, ranked as the
world’s second-largest
company after Walmart in the
2017 Fortune 500 list. Just as
the BRI is driven by China’s
environmental construction
surplus capacity, this one
arises from the surplus power
capacity created by dam
building in its mountainous
hinterland since the 1990s.
Added to that is a remarkable piece of innovation:
ultra-high voltage cable which
can transmit electricity at 10
times existing speeds and
volumes and far less loss than
previous cables. The technology has been strategically
developed and used in China
and can now be rolled out
worldwide.
China is also a leader in
solar and renewable energy,
producing 80 per cent of the
world’s panels. An experiment
in the city of Jinan heralds a
future in which solar panel
motorways would replace
asphalt, charge vehicles, heat
adjoining homes and melt
snow. Another experiment
uses diluted seawater to grow
rice, promising a food revolution in its vast marine hinterland and relief for its depleted
water reserves.
A civilisation that first gave
humanity paper, printing, the
compass and gunpowder is
hereby showing it can innovate
and imagine a different future.
Protective and defensive trade
wars will not roll that back.
pegillespie@gmail.com

Too many golf clubs,
not enough houses
Orna Mulcahy
Opinion
Maybe its time to develop
some of Dublin’s empty
golf courses

M

y perfect Saturday means a
walk with the dogs and, when
time allows, we take a long
route that skirts a golf course. I
used to worry about flying balls or being
considered as a nuisance but not so much
recently. It’s not that the path has been
improved, it’s just that there are so few
golfers that there’s little danger of our
getting in anyone’s sightline, never mind
in their way. Sometimes the fairways are
entirely empty. At weekends?
The path ends in the club car park
which is often nearly empty too. It’s pin
neat with designated parking spots for the
captain and other important people.
There’s the club house, doors firmly shut
with, occasionally, a waft of golfer’s grill
coming through a vent. It’s the Mary
Celeste of golf clubs.
And no, it’s not one of those boom-era
clubs built in the middle of nowhere, some
of which have sheep grazing on them
these days. It’s bang in the middle of
suburbia. Of course its members are free
not to play golf or not to hang out in the
club as they so wish; possibly there is a
waiting list full of young guns raring to pay
their membership fees and collect the rule
book from reception, but I somehow
doubt it. What it appears to be is a prime

chunk of land, maintained to velvety
perfection for a dwindling number of
members in a neighbourhood that’s
crying out for affordable housing.
Like many, it’s a club that was once
considered a place of sophistication and
refuge for men in Val Doonican jumpers
but now appears to be out of style and,
dare I say it, unnecessary. The 30 and
40-somethings who, in another era would
have joined up and looked forward to
years, nay decades, of playing, socialising
and networking, are nowhere to be seen.
The reality is that Ireland has too many
golf clubs like this one, and too many in
general. According to the Golfing Union
of Ireland (GUI)’s latest figures, the
number of affiliated clubs has grown from
248 in 1980 to 450 today, a rise of 81 per
cent. Actual golf membership in the same
period has risen by just 22 per cent, up
from 123,000 to 150,000.
So, lots more courses but overall fewer
members. And not enough young players
joining to replace the old brigade. It’s not
just about money, golfers will tell you.
Sure, it’s an expensive sport, but the
recession knocked the wind out of many
clubs, forcing them to cut their rates and
green fees. No, it’s time that is killing golf.
Your 30-something executive, man or
woman, simply doesn’t have the time to
play. They may love to watch it on TV but
when it comes to taking four hours out of
the weekend – more if you include drinks
and food – they just can’t. No sensible
partner would encourage it, especially
when there are children to be ferried
around, fed and minded.
Nomadgolfers
That makes golf more of an irregular
treat, not worth a full membership. If they
do want to play they can do so, here and
there, part of a growing group of “nomad
golfers” who aren’t too bothered about
joining a club. They can put together a
fourball at a time and a place that suits
everyone, book it online and go. A dozen
games a year like this would cost less than

¤600 compared with typical annual
membership fees of ¤1,300-¤2,200.
That’s already a lot of golf. Even keen
golfers are finding that they don’t have
much time for more.
Younger players, no matter how good
or keen, aren’t rushing to sign up once
their junior memberships have expired.
It’s expensive, and they may not know
where they will be in a year, never mind
five. They’ve gotten used to things being
precarious and they want fun experiences.
You don’t see them putting up much golf
on their insta feeds.
The steep jump from youth membership to full-blown membership is also an
issue for young players who, around the
same time they might be looking for a
mortgage, may be asked to stump up
thousands for full membership of a club,
and that’s just the entry payment, with
yearly subs after that. There’s also the air
of permanency of joining a golf club. It’s a
thing you do for life, but who thinks like
that now? Job security is a quaint concept
now. Being nimble, changing things up,
taking on new challenges is the thing.
Joining a club doesn’t fit that box.
I have hit an age where, all around me,
friends could be taking up golf, but they’re
not. Even the keen golfers I know seem to
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Developers continue to eye
golf courses in prime
locations, like Foxrock
where there’s been
speculation for over a
decade that the club will be
sold, resulting in a bonanza
for the 500-plus members

■ Golf clubs: lots more courses but

overall fewer members

be playing less rather than more, with one
or two exceptions. Instead, the men are
cycling like fury up and down the Wicklow
hills – no club dinners required and home
at a reasonable hour. If anything, the
women are becoming slightly more
engaged with golf, though all sides are
also busy hill walking, taking up yoga, or
going to festivals – pastimes that are free
or cheap to join and don’t require a packet
in fees only to be told that you can’t wear
jeans in the bar or use your mobile phone
anywhere except on the far corner of the
terrace.
Nobartoplay
And yet golf is the ultimate sport for all
ages. Kids can get in early, and most Irish
clubs have brilliant junior programmes
that keep them busy over the holidays. Old
age is no bar to play. Senior members are
mostly honoured and encouraged to keep
going. You won’t find that at a five-a-side.
Long-established clubs offer social
programmes that stave off boredom and
loneliness for empty nesters, though at a
price. However, as older members
eventually fall off, all but the wealthiest
clubs will be forced to evolve or face
extinction. In some cases there’ll be
benefits to closing down. Developers
continue to eye golf courses in prime
locations, like Foxrock where there’s been
speculation for over a decade that the
club, 125 years old this year, will be sold,
resulting in a bonanza for the 500-plus
members.
Even Elm Park, the cream of clubs, is
threatened with road widening, though
things could be worse. In Hong Kong, for
instance, the similarly swanky Hong Kong
Golf Club has been targeted by the
fierce-sounding Land Justice League, an
activist group that wants its lands redeveloped into low-rent public housing. Who’s
to say that couldn’t happen in Dublin 4?

