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Life as single 
and homeless 
mother ‘like 
being in jail’
Pandemic adds to strain of surviving
HOMELESS mothers with young 
children have told the Irish Mail on 
Sunday of the daily struggles that 
they are facing during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

Simple things like cooking for 
their children or allowing them to 
play freely have become highly 
stressful tasks in an already 
strained situation. 

We spoke with Róisín Murray, 27, 
who has two young children and has 
been living in emergency accom-
modation for eight weeks, and 
mother-of-three Diana Ryan, 32, 
who lost her father to liver cancer 
on April 26 and was unable to visit 
him or see friends or family due to 
Covid-19 restrictions. 

Ms Murray said she feels like 
she’s living ‘in a prison’. She is cur-
rently staying in a homeless facility 
on Gardiner Street with her two 
children Maddy Rose, three and a 
half, and Sonny, two. 

The mother of two has previously 
volunteered to help the homeless 
and said that’s why she knew where 
to go for help but it was ‘such a 
shock’ to find herself in this situa-
tion with two young children.

Ms Murray, who is a carer and 
was also working an additional job 
as a bartender before the pandemic 
hit Ireland, became homeless in 
March due to a family dispute. She 

has stayed in two facilities and  
is happier in her new facility as 
‘social distancing was impossible’ 
previously.  

Speaking with the Irish Mail on 
Sunday as her children napped in 
the bed they share together, she 
said: ‘The first place was crazy, we 
were all on top of each other. It was 
known for antisocial behaviour. 
When I arrived there was so many 

kids and people and I kept thinking, 
“Oh no, I’m going to get the virus; 
the kids are going to get it”. I had a 
load of stuff with me and I just felt 
like Mary in Bethlehem looking for 
a place to stay for the night, I’ll 
never forget it. 

‘This place is better – it’s just over-
crowded. When you try to go down 
to make food there are people in the 
kitchen. It’s a different world. You 
hear about homelessness all the 
time, you can’t imagine what it’s 
like unless you’re in it. You’re trying 

to cope with homelessness and look 
after your children during a pan-
demic. There aren’t words to 
describe it. There’s a playroom here 
but it’s closed. You don’t realise how 
bad a little thing like that is – they 
can’t play with other children, they 
can’t do anything. 

‘I take them for little walks, I find 
the canals good to let them go see 
the swans so we do that twice a day 
just to get them out because it would 
get on top of you otherwise.’ 

Having a fridge in her room means 
she can give the children yoghurts 
or cereal and milk for breakfast. 
However, Ms Murray said it is an 
uncomfortable situation during a 
pandemic to try to share facilities 
with a large cohort of other fami-
lies: ‘Sometimes I try to make food 
but it’s very uncomfortable and 
there are cameras everywhere. You 
feel like you’re being watched all 
the time. Even having two flights of 
stairs to get down to the kitchen 
with a buggy and trying to bring 
food, babies and plates with you, it’s 
just not practical. I’m surprised I 
haven’t put my back out yet.’ 

Ms Murray said she has never 
 suffered from depression or anxiety 
but is ‘struggling some days’ in her 
current situation. She said: ‘It’s all 
very disheartening. I also have found 
a landlord in Kilbarrack who has 
heard my story and really wants to 
let her home out to me and the kids. 
I’ve been told by Dublin City Council 
it will be a four to six-week wait for 
a Hap (Housing Assistance Pay-
ment) agreement to come through 
and I’m terrified I’ll lose it.’ 

Latest figures show there were 

9,335 people (adults and children) 
homeless in the week April 20-26 
across Ireland. The number of 
homeless families has increased by 
166% since April 2015. 

According to official Department 
of Housing figures, there are 1,339 
families who are registered home-
less, 763 of which are single-parent 
families. 

More than one-in-three people in 
emergency accommodation is a 
child. However, this number does 
not include ‘hidden homelessness’, 
which refers to people living in 
squats or ‘sofa surfing’ with 
friends. 

Furthermore, women and children 
staying in domestic violence ref-
uges are not included in these home-
less emergency accommodation 
counts. The national figure also 

does not include people who are 
sleeping rough.

Diana Ryan is currently living 
with her two-year-old daughter 
Zhavia in Depaul Rendu Apart-
ments in Summerhill. She has two 

older children, Anthony, 14, and 
Zoe, 12. Ms Ryan has been homeless 
for five years – although she says it 
‘feels like 10’ – but will be moving to 
permanent accommodation in the 
fully redeveloped St Mary’s 
 Mansions apartment complex on 
Seán McDermott Street in August. 

‘You can’t imagine what 
homelessness is like’

‘Not home… but hubs 
better for families’

By Claire Scott

‘I’m proud to have got 
through this situation’

PLIGHT: Diana Ryan says pandemic 
has delayed move to her new home

MANY families are 
struggling with 
homelessness, as 
figures show. 

Anthony Flynn of 
Inner City Helping 
Homelessness in 
Dublin, said it’s a 
particularly difficult 
situation for young 
mothers: 

‘Many mothers 
with dependents 
within homeless 
services face a range 
of difficulties, many 
of which can be 
avoided. Private 
operators make up a 

very high proportion 
of emergency 
accommodation and 
they do not offer the 
same level of 
supports and 
services as NGOs. 

‘Although a family 
support hub is not a 
home, they tend to 
provide a higher 
level of wraparound 
supports that 
ultimately see a 
quicker exit from 
homelessness than 
those within private 
operated facilities. A 
lack of co-ordination 

within services sees 
many uprooted from 
schools, doctors and 
family supports 
when entering 
homelessness and 
many spend a lot of 
the day on public 
transport coming to 
and from schools etc. 

‘Barriers regarding 
nutritional meals are 
recognised with 
many forced into 
fast-food 
restaurants. We now 
require a complete 
re-assessment on 
services.’
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She told the MoS that she was 
due to sign her new tenancy in 
March but Covid-19 restrictions 
stopped that going ahead and now 
she will be moving in later than 
expected. 

She said she is very proud of 
surviving the hardships she has 
had to deal with over the last five 
years but particularly in the last 
two months as she lost her father, 
John Kenny, 65, to liver cancer. 

John was Ireland’s second long-
est-serving prisoner after being 
sent to prison at the age of 19. He 
was sentenced to life in prison in 
1974 for the murder of Sarah 
Frances Fitzgerald, 79. He was 
due to finish his sentence in 
 Castlerea prison, Roscommon, 
eight weeks after his death. Ms 
Ryan said her father had a 

 difficult upbringing and was 
drawn into a life of addiction and 
gambling at a very early age.

‘He had a sad story, he was 
abused in Letterfrack [St Joseph’s 
industrial school] as a child. He 
fended for his family from the 
age of nine and that led to a lot of 
burglaries and crime,’ she said. 

She added: ‘He was diagnosed 
with liver cancer in March and 
was put into quarantine due to 
Covid-19 when he was diagnosed, 
but within three weeks of his 
diagnosis he died. 

‘He had eight weeks to finish 
his sentence. He was 65.’

Ms Ryan said she could really 
write a book about what she has 
endured over the last five years , 
particularly the last two months, 
she said: ‘It has been so difficult, 

particularly with a toddler. I’ve 
felt really boxed off and closed 
off in a homeless facility. My 
mam died when she was 32 so it 
was difficult to lose my dad. I 
was looking forward to him being 
released and to have a fresh start. 
Having him over for dinner in 
my new home but instead, I’m 
collecting his ashes this week.

‘Staff were very nice here, but 
nobody could come in and see me 
or help or visit me through  
this situation. I’m relieved and 
proud to have got through this 
situation.’ 

Ms Ryan said she is hoping to 
eventually work in youth services 
within her community and help 
f a m i l i e s  i n  d i f f i c u l t 
 circumstances.

claire.scott@mailonsunday.ie
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Councils ‘should 
push for value’ as 
house and rental 
markets buckle 
under Covid 

STRUGGLE: 
Róisín 
Murray with 
her children 
Sonny and 
Maddy Rose

COUNCILS need to be prepared to 
press their advantage in a buyer’s 
market and lock in long-term value, 
a housing expert has said.

Irish property prices and rents 
are set to fall over the next 18 
months as a result of the Covid-19 
downturn. 

This is due to the decline in 
income and the sharp fall-off in 
mortgage market activity as a 
result of the lockdown measures, 
according to the conclusions in a 
working paper from the Economic 
and Social Research Institute 
(ESRI). 

The decline would have been 
worse if the State had not 
introduced the Covid-19 payments 
to combat the huge rise in 
unemployment.

Covid-19 has raised an 
opportunity for the Government to 
change tack on how it is dealing 
with housing, according to housing 
analyst and Technical University 
Dublin lecturer, Lorcan Sirr. 

He told the Irish Mail on Sunday: 
‘Rents should decline as demand 
recedes and a raft of illegal short-

term let properties come onto the 
market. The return of students in 
September is also in doubt as much 
university teaching will be done 
online for at least the first 
semester, further increasing the 
supply of rental properties.

‘More rental properties will mean 
a greater supply of housing for 
local authorities and Approved 
Housing Bodies to rent, but the 
danger is they will do poor deals on 
long-term leases at high rents, 
rather than realising it is a buyer’s 
market and getting better value for 
money for the taxpayer. 

‘Remember, between [rental 
supports] RAS and HAP we are 
spending about €1bn a year paying 
rent to private landlords, which is 
affordably questionable if we have 
a return to a high unemployment 
rate. We could have far more 
houses, far cheaper, creating 
employment at the same time.’

Mr Sirr added: ‘The Government 
has serious decisions to make 
around whether it adopts a more-of-
the-same approach, or is prepared 
to address the housing issues head-
on rather than passing the buck to 
the private sector and international 
investors.’ 

‘Covid-19 pandemic issues around 
nursing homes, where people are 
left to care for the elderly until the 
very last moment before the State 

steps in, or the private sector in 
80% of cases, has resonances in 
housing. 

‘Leaving families to fend for 
themselves when in serious need of 
assistance, and then directing them 
towards expensive private sector 
solutions is not the answer.’

Mr Sirr said the State needs to use 
what it already has, especially land.

‘Public land should be used for the 
provision of social and affordable 
housing [for sale],’ he said.

‘Only in this way can affordability 
be achieved and some pressure 
taken off Government finances. 
Once the private sector is involved, 
or a commercial return as with the 
Land Development Agency, then 
affordability goes out the window. 

‘Borrowing is cheap and can be 
afforded. About 5,000 houses can be 
built and paid for at the same cost 
as only 2,500 HAP tenancies over 
the same period.’

Last month, a paper from the 
ESRI said the recovery of housing 
demand would depend on how long 
Covid welfare payments remained 
in place.

It also said we are likely to see 
mortgage lenders becoming tighter 
on the number and size of loans 
issued and given the level of 
uncertainty in the immediate 
future, the ESRI predicts people 
will not be making large purchases 
– decreasing housing demand. 

The biggest fallout, it predicted, 
would likely be in housing supply as 
construction activity drops

‘The greatest impact of Covid-19 
on the Irish housing market over 
the longer-term may well be on the 
supply side of the market,’ the 
ESRI said.

‘The workplace restrictions 
imposed by the administrative 
closures stopped all building 
activities. Even as these 
restrictions are lifted it is likely 
that social distancing will remain in 
place which will curtail supply in 
subsequent months. 

‘The economic uncertainty also 
means that private investment in 
housing may decline.’

By Claire Scott

BIG OPPORTUNITY: Technical 
University Dublin lecturer Lorcan Sirr

‘More properties will 
mean a greater supply’
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Mother who sur vived breast cancer 
can’t get a scan  despite being in painA NURSE and mother-of-two who has 

survived cancer has been told she can’t 
be given a date for a mammogram – 
despite showing concerning symptoms 
– due to current Covid-19 restrictions in 
hospitals. 

Laarnie Beattie, 48, a mother of 12-
year-old twin girls, who cares for her 
husband Gerry, 50, who recently 
 survived a stroke, was told by her 
 doctor she was ‘in the system but it’s 
out of his hands’ when it comes to her 
urgent mammogram.

Laarnie, who is living in Roscommon, 
told the Irish Mail on Sunday: ‘They 
just don’t know when I’ll be seen. I’m 
very worried because when I went last 
month I was in pain. The side of my 
breast was tender, it was very painful 
and I was given a very high pain medi-
cation. It’s still on and off... the pain. 

‘I’m not pleased not knowing if there’s 
anything new. I’m doing my best to 
examine myself to see if there are any 
new lumps but you can’t really confirm 
until you have the mammogram.’ 

Irish Cancer Society chief executive 
Averil Power said it was vital cancer 
services were restored to normal.

‘The health service must be restarted 

and reorganised as we move into the 
next phases of this pandemic, and as we 
do this it is absolutely vital that cancer 
services are prioritised.  

‘Unless normal patterns of cancer 
diagnosis and treatment return soon 
there is a serious risk that delayed diag-
noses and treatment backlogs will lead 
to a second wave of Covid-19 related 
deaths in Ireland. ‘

‘We have outlined a number of key 
actions to the Minister for Health that 
we believe will help get cancer services 
back to full capacity, and able to safely 
deal with the backlog that has built up  

‘This includes a roadmap to restarting 
screening, increasing capacity in diag-
nostics and the rescheduling of any 
non-urgent surgeries and treatments 
that were paused due to infection 
 control measures.  

‘All of the necessary resources must 
be made available to ensure that cancer 
services can operate at elevated levels 
in order to catch up.’

By Claire Scott

‘I’m very worried 
because I was in pain’

Carer left in limbo is 
one of many missing 
out on vital screening 
services, say charities 
in call for HSE reboot

Ms Power said the safety of 
patients and staff must be para-
mount and central to decisions on 
how to restore services safely.  

‘The restoration of cancer serv-
ices must be done in a way that has 
clear targets and accountability.  
The recovery of cancer services 
must be tackled urgently to ensure 
that we do not see lives needlessly 

Last month, she developed signifi-
cant pain, particularly when lying 
down. She said she feels like she is 
in limbo and an appointment would 
give her ‘real peace of mind’. 

Laarnie, who is trained as a nurse 
but is working as a home care 
assistant as it gives her flexible 

hours to care for her family, added: 
‘I’m just waiting and praying that 
everything will be all right. It’s so 
concerning. I’m a carer for my 
 husband, his left side is still weak 
from his stroke. He’s not using his 
left hand. I’m doing the driving 
when we go to Beaumont for his 

check-ups. At the same time I’m 
working and caring for our two 
girls. I need to stay at home. If a 
new growth comes, I don’t know, a 
lot of things are going on in my 
mind. If I had my mammogram, I 
would be very much at peace. I 
have another appointment to see 

lost to cancer.’
Laarnie was originally diagnosed 

with breast cancer in 2017, a biopsy 
was taken of a lump found in her 
right breast, followed by a lumpec-
tomy and she also had lymph nodes 
taken from her right arm. She 
underwent radium treatment. 

Measures to slow spread of Covid        ‘should cut number of flu cases this winter’
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By Valerie HanleyHEALTH bosses are convinced that 
the strict social distancing and hand 
washing regimes introduced to stop 
the spread of Covid-19 will 
dramatically reduce the spread of 
flu this winter.

And as a result, the country’s 
hospitals may not have to deal with 
a nightmare double whammy of 
Covid and flu during the winter 
months.

Medics around the world have 
been concerned about how to deal 
with the two-pronged threat of a 

Covid upsurge during the peak flu 
season. But it has now emerged that 
the lockdown measures have 
suppressed the spread of flu in 
Australia, which is now in its winter 
season.

Australia’s flu season normally 
starts towards the end of January 
and builds up from then until hitting 
its peak between June and August.

However, recently compiled 
statistics reveal that while there 
was a high incidence of flu during 
January and February – when there 
were 6,962 and 7161 confirmed 
cases – the rate of infection dropped 
sharply after the introduction of 
social distancing and repeated hand 
washing due to Covid.

In March there were 5,884 cases 
of flu recorded and this dropped to 
only 229 in April. In comparison, in 
April 2019 there were 18,705 
confirmed cases of flu.

Xytx yxt yxt ytx ytxv

Cough and fever rates - australia 2020 vs 2019
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Mother who sur vived breast cancer 
can’t get a scan  despite being in pain

Measures to slow spread of Covid        ‘should cut number of flu cases this winter’
Meanwhile, it has also emerged 

that only 0.2% of Australians 
contracted the flu in April 
whereas a year before 1.4% were 
diagnosed with flu.

Australia introduced its 
lockdown on March 23 when pubs, 
restaurants, gyms, cinemas, and 
schools were closed.

And experts say that if the 
Covid hygiene measures are 
maintained it will help suppress 
the spread of flu during their 
winter. Lockdown measures have 

also been linked to an early end to 
the flu season in Hong Kong 
where it is normally prolonged 
until March or April. This year it 
appears the annual flu season 
ended in February.

In an interview with the 
scientific journal New Scientist, 
Kirsty Short from the University 
of Queensland said: ‘People are 
washing their hands more and 
instead of having the attitude that 
they can still go to work if they’re 
sick, they now know to stay home 

if they have respiratory 
symptoms.’

Meanwhile, this weekend the 
HSE agreed social distancing and 
other Covid measures such as 
hand hygiene and cough etiquette 
could help reduce the spread of 
flu later on this year.

And health bosses also urged 
more people to avail of the 
seasonal flu jab.

A HSE spokesman added: ‘Social 
distancing, hand washing 
and cough etiquette promoted to 

reduce the spread of Covid-19  
will absolutely reduce the spread 
of flu.’

The HSE is encouraging all who 
are eligible to take up the offer of 
the flu vaccination in 2020/2021 
flu season.

‘The vaccine will be available 
from September and 
administered by a spectrum of 
healthcare professionals 
including GPs, pharmacies, 
occupational health and peer 
vaccinators.’  

my oncologist in October but what’s 
the point if I don’t have the mam-
mogram result? I need to know 
what’s really happening. If I can get 
the answers I’ll be able to focus on 
my husband now.’ The Marie Keat-
ing Foundation told the MoS that it 
is now time for the State to refocus 

resources on chronic illnesses as 
severe, unnecessary delays are 
being identified in diagnoses. A 
spokeswoman told the MoS: ‘The 
Marie Keating Foundation is 
increasingly concerned over calls it 
is receiving in relation to sympto-
matic patients experiencing delays 

in accessing follow-up diagnostic 
appointments. 

‘The unprecedented pressure the 
health system experienced as a 
result of the Covid-19 crisis has 
meant that understandably 
resources had to be reallocated for 
some time. However, it is now time 

to ensure that resources are put 
back into areas within the health 
system that deal with chronic 
 disease, including oncology. 

‘We echo the HSE’s call for any-
one experiencing symptoms to see 
their GP without delay but it is 
 crucial that when they do and are 

referred on that they can be seen in 
a timely manner. 

‘It is imperative that wherever 
people access the health system 
they are all afforded access to 
 follow-up appointments in the same 
timeframe, according to all National 
Cancer Control Programme (NCCP) 
guidelines issued to GPs with direct 
electronic access to Rapid Access 
Clinics, if clinically indicated. 

‘Unfortunately we have received 
a number of calls from people who 
are experiencing delays in this 
regard and so are looking for clar-
ity from the HSE on this.’

The charity also called for a clear 
roadmap for screening services to 
be announced with urgency.

A spokesperson for the 221+ group 
of women affected by the Cervical-
Check scandal agreed.

‘Any delay in treatment or assess-
ment has an enormous effect on the 
health, psychological and economic 
welfare of patients and their fami-
lies, ‘ they said. ‘We need a clear 
roadmap to remove the uncertainty 
which is just building fear.’

        claire.scott@mailonsunday.ie

JUST one day’s worth of brain 
scans were performed over two 
months at a private clinic under 
the Government’s €100m-plus-a-
month private hospital takeover 
deal, it is being claimed.

And it has also emerged that 
under the controversial deal, 
only a fraction of other 
diagnostic tests were done at a 
west of Ireland hospital  
while most of its beds lay  
empty.

These revelations come as the 
Government has announced it 
will not renew the contract that 
during the month of April alone 
cost €112.4m.

One medic familiar with the 
private hospital told the Irish 
Mail on Sunday this weekend: 
‘Normally 160-180 CAT scans 
would be done every day at the 
Galway Clinic. But between 
April 1 and the end of May only 
200 CAT scans were done for 
HSE patients.

‘The HSE took over the hospital 
and this just shows that it wasn’t 
needed. It just shows how bad 
value for money the deal was.

‘Private consultants at the 
Galway Clinic who did not sign 
the contract could not treat their 

private patients and under a 
directive issued by the Saolta 
health care group these 
consultants could not get scans 
or diagnostics done for their 
private patients even though the 
machines to do the test may only 
have been a few feet away in the 
next room.

‘Instead their patients were put 
on a public waiting list. It could 
take until 2021 for them to have 
the scan.’

Two weeks ago, the Irish Mail 
on Sunday revealed that the 
Department of Finance was so 
concerned at the cost of the 
private hospital take-over  
deal that it was decided that  
the contract would not be 
renewed.

And even though Minister 
Paschal Donohoe’s department 
believed the deal was poor value 
for money, their Department of 
Health counterparts remained 
convinced the multi-million deal 
was the way to ensure that there 
was enough capacity to deal with 
any upsurge in critically ill 
Covid-19 patients.

It is believed that as many as 
seven ministers at this week’s 
cabinet meeting wanted the deal 
to be renewed but a last-minute 
intervention by Tánaiste Simon 
Coveney convinced them to 
change their minds.

The HSE has been managing 
private hospitals since the end of 
March and the unprecedented 
deal was due to be renewed at 
the end of next month. However, 
it was announced on Friday that 
the contract would not be 
extended.

Under the takeover scheme no 
distinction was made between 
public and private patients and 
non-Covid patients were treated 
in private hospitals, so public 
hospitals could be used almost 
exclusively to treat Covid 

patients. However, consultants 
working in public hospitals could 
still treat their private patients 
in public hospitals. 

Fewer than half of the 650 
consultants working in private 
hospitals agreed to sign the HSE 
contract because of concerns 
about whether they were insured 
to treat patients.

Meanwhile, according to 
radiation consultant at the 
Galway Clinic Frank Sullivan,  
the private hospital was 
underutilised throughout the 
HSE takeover deal.

Prof. Sullivan said: ‘It  
was very underutilised.  
We would normally run at  
80-90% occupancy but on 
average the occupancy was 
about 20%.

By Valerie Hanley

ONE day’s worth 
of brain scans 
over two months

covid deal: 
Patients awaiting 
scans have been 
put on the public 
waiting list

concern: Health 
worker Laarnie 
Beattie. Below left, 
Larnie with her 
husband Gerry and 
her twin daughters 
Siobhán and Abigail
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n Covid-19 case conf irmed in Republic n Hunt on to trace 
man’s contacts n Airport taximan tells MoS about f irst victim

THE first case of coronavirus in the 
 Republic – the second on the island of 
Ireland – have been confirmed by the 
HSE. The patient, a male in the eastern 
part of the country, had travelled from 
 northern Italy. 

Health officials were last night search-
ing for anyone who might have become 
 infected following contact with the man.

Meanwhile, the Irish Mail on Sunday has 
tracked down the taxi driver who is in self-
isolation after picking up the woman with 
Ireland’s first case of Covid-19 from Dublin 
Airport. The woman had also travelled from 
northern Italy.

The driver, who does not want to be named, 
has called for checks at airports to avoid 
the spread of the virus. The 52 year old 
told the MoS yesterday that he picked up 
the woman and her daughter at the airport

exclusive
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She was chirpy   and wasn’t sick
With second  
case of Covid-19 
confirmed here, 
we track down 
first victim’s  
taxi driver  who 
tells the MoS:  
‘I’m hoping I  
don’t get it but 
what can you do?’

at around 2pm on Thursday and brought them to 
 Connolly train station in Dublin city. From there, 
the woman and child took the Enterprise train to 
Belfast. The woman later tested positive for coro-
navirus and is in isolation and receiving treatment 
in Northern Ireland.

The taximan said the woman was around 40 
years old and her daughter was around 10 or 11. 
She was not showing any signs of illness during 
her journey, the father of three said. 

‘She was in great form – very excited to be 
 coming home with her child. They were very 
 enthusiastic about getting to Belfast. She was 
very chirpy and didn’t seem sick. 

‘She sounded like she had an Irish accent. I’d say 
she was living away for a while. They seemed to 
be going to see family. The two of them were full 
of beans – excited to get to where they were going. 
I got her bags out of the car and said goodbye and 
that was it.’

Asked if he feels more checks are necessary at 
airports to curb potential infection the taxi driv-
er said: ‘I think by the time they get through the 
 airport it shouldn’t be an issue by the time they 
get in the taxi.’ 

The driver, who lives in north Dublin, does not 
currently have any coronavirus symptoms. He 
was contacted on Friday morning by a Garda who 
first asked him if the Force could give his number 
to the HSE as it needed to contact him ‘in relation 
to someone he picked up’. 

The driver was identified through cameras at 
the taxi ranks at Dublin Airport, which has per-
mit details for individual drivers. The HSE then 
called the man and told him he had been in close 
contact with the woman who is now being treated 
in Northern Ireland. 

He said: ‘I got the fright of my life. It’s strange, 
I’m only really coming to terms with it today. It 
was hard to take in. After they called me I was 
listening to what was going on on the radio. I’m 
hoping I don’t get it but what can 
you do? The HSE gave me numbers 
to ring and they’re ringing me reg-
ularly since Friday morning. When 
they call, they seem to have a list 
of questions and symptoms that 
they run through with me. They 
just want me to stay here and see 
how it works out. I can drive but I 
can’t drive with anyone in the car. 
I won’t use the taxi, I’m using my 
wife’s car.’ 

The man, who is in self-isolation 
at home, said he was not allowed 
to be in enclosed spaces with other 

people. ‘I wear the mask walking 
around the house but if I’m out in 
the open air I can take it off,’ he 
said. ‘All I’m doing is watching 
Netflix movies and falling asleep. 
If anything it’s made me realise I 
really needed to rest. It’s the best 
rest I’ve had in years.’ 

The driver will be back to work in 
two weeks’ time, and said it is un-
likely he will be reimbursed for his 
lost wages over that period. But he 
added: ‘There are more important 
things than a week’s wages. We’ll 
get by, I’m not worried about that, 
money will always come and go.’ 

The only Aer Lingus flight that 
arrived to Dublin Airport from 
northern Italy on Thursday came 
from Milan and landed shortly af-
ter 1pm, the Irish Mail on Sunday 
has established.

It was reported yesterday that the 
crew of the flight have been asked 
by authorities to isolate themselves 
for 14 days in case they have the 
virus. A memo to staff also said 

the aircraft had been sani-
tised as a precaution. The entire 
 Enterprise fleet that runs between 
Dublin and Belfast, and is operated 
by Irish Rail and NI Railways, was 
also disinfected as a ‘precaution-
ary measure’ after it emerged the 
woman had travelled to Belfast.

The HSE and Department of 
Health this weekend refused to 
say how the woman diagnosed with 
coronavirus in Ireland travelled 
from Dublin Airport to Belfast, 
 citing patient confidentiality. They 
also refused to answer questions 
from the MoS about the procedures 
the HSE followed and whether it 
had contacted people who were 
on the train in the same way it 
had contacted passengers who sat 
 within two rows of the woman on 
the aeroplane.

Health authorities north and 

south of the border have in-
sisted that anyone who had been 
in close contact with the woman 
had been contacted by them. Head 
of the Health Protection Surveil-
lance Centre Dr John Cuddihy said: 
‘Each of the stages of this person’s 
journey have been identified and 
all relevant contacts in all of those 
stages of transport have been con-
tacted [and] traced.’

Protocols similar to those used 
to respond to previous incidents 
of pandemic influenza – Sars and 
Mers – have been in place since 
January.

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and 
Health Minister Simon Harris held 
a conference call with Stormont 
First Minister Arlene Foster, dep-
uty First Minister Michelle O’Neill 
and Health Minister Robin Swann 
yesterday afternoon. Senior health 

officials from both jurisdictions 
were involved in the discussions, 
which focused on north-south co-
operation on the matter.

As of 9am yesterday, more than 
10,000 people in the UK had been 
tested for the virus, with 23 con-
firmed positive. A British man, re-
ported to be in his 70s and said to 
have lived abroad, was confirmed 
as the first UK citizen to die from 
the virus on Friday. The man, who 
had been on board the Diamond 
Princess cruise ship quarantined 
off Japan’s coast, was the sixth per-
son from the vessel to have died. 

A Meath couple were also on the 
cruise ship, while an Irish-Ger-
man couple on the same ship tested 
 positive for the virus.

Pope Francis yesterday cancelled 
official engagements for the third 
day in a row as he battled an ap-

parent cold, amid general alarm 
in Italy about the virus. The 83 
year old, who lost part of a lung 
to a respiratory illness as a young 
man, has never before cancelled so 
many official audiences or events 
in his seven-year papacy. He is con-
tinuing to work from his residence 
at the Vatican’s Santa Marta hotel 
and is receiving people in private, 
the Vatican press office said. 

Pope Francis last appeared in pub-
lic on Wednesday, when he was seen 
coughing and blowing his nose dur-
ing an Ash Wednesday Mass. The 
following day, he cancelled a Mass 
and, on Friday, skipped an audi-
ence with participants of a Vatican 
 conference. The Vatican stressed 
that he has celebrated Mass each 
morning, greeting attendees at the 
end, and then working from home.

claire.scott@mailonsunday.ie

‘More important things 
than my lost wages’

HSE citES privacy on itinErary
By Alan Caulfield

THE HSE has refused to say how the 
woman who was Ireland’s first confirmed 
coronavirus case travelled to Belfast after 
she arrived at Dublin Airport, citing 
privacy reasons.

However, Irish Rail 
has said that the 
Enterprise fleet of 
trains, which run 
between Belfast and 
Dublin, were sanitised 
as a precautionary 
measure.

Aer Lingus also said 
in an internal memo to 

staff that the aircraft on which 
the woman had flown on had been 
deep-cleaned and that the crew 
had been asked to self-isolate as a 
precautionary measure.

Northern Irish health 
authorities said on Thursday that 

the woman flew into Dublin from northern 
Italy. The Irish Mail on Sunday has 
established that the woman and her 
daughter were picked up from the airport 
by a taxi driver at about 2pm on Thursday. 

The only Aer Lingus service currently 
running from Northern Italy is from Milan 
Linate airport. 

Flight number EI433 landed in Dublin on 
Thursday at 13.03, ahead of its 13.20 
scheduled arrival, flight records show. 

The aircraft was an Aer Lingus A320, with 
the aircraft number EI-DVN.

A taxi would have brought them to 
Connolly Station in under 25 minutes, 
assuming average traffic. 

At that stage the next Enterprise service to 
Belfast was at 3.20pm.

RETURN JOURNEY: Woman 
travelled by plane and train with child

coronavirus crisis

➤➤ From Page One 



�March 1 • 2020  The Irish Mail on Sunday

She was chirpy   and wasn’t sick
Harris: ‘Don’t give in 
to scaremongering 
about virus online 
or share fake stories’

The Minister for health has 
urged the public not to succumb to 
coronavirus scaremongering and 
pleaded with them not to share 
rumours about the deadly disease 
on WhatsApp or social media.

Simon harris said in a statement 
to the Irish Mail on Sunday that 
the Government was doing 
‘everything that can be done’. But 
he said fast-spreading rumours 
were hampering official efforts to 
confront a growing international 
health crisis. 

‘everything that can be done is 
being done,’ said Mr harris last 
night. ‘The Department of health 
and the hSe have been working 
on plans since January.

‘It is important we continue to 

get our information from doctors 
though. People should not follow 
every Twitter rumour and should 
not share them on WhatsApp. 

‘This doesn’t help. If there is a 
case here, the information will be 
made available to the public 
through our health service.’

Mr harris said he has seen 
information circulating on social 
media that said a number of 
Dublin hospitals were in 
‘lockdown’, which he said  
was false. 

he also became aware of a 
rumour that a Clayton hotel on 
Pearse Street in Dublin was 
harbouring a coronavirus victim. 
‘There isn’t even a Clayton hotel 
on Pearse Street,’ he said. 

he added: ‘Next week I will 
travel to Brussels to meet with 
european health ministers and the 
World health Organisation, as we 
all work together to fight this 
virus. I have also been in contact 
with my Northern Ireland 
counterpart, Robin Swann MLA, 
and we will ensure there  
continues to be close cooperation 
on public health issues between 

the North and the Republic.’
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and 

Minister harris conducted a 
conference call from Government 
Buildings yesterday with the 
North’s first ministers – Arlene 
Foster and Michelle O’Neill – and 
health Minister Swann.

They discussed continued cross-
border co-operation on public 
health issues.

Mr harris told the Irish Mail on 
Sunday: ‘The public health 
emergency team is due to meet 
again on Tuesday to assess all the 
latest information and also to try 
and progress guidelines on large 
events.

‘Cabinet will also be briefed next 
Tuesday.

‘The reality is the situation is 
continuing to evolve globally. It is 
highly likely that all countries, 
including Ireland, will be trying to 
deal with this for many months to 
come. It’s about making sure that 

we follow the public health advice 
but that people can continue to 
live their lives.

‘We need to be proportionate.’
TDs have been briefed by Mr 

harris and Tony holohan, Chief 
Medical Officer at the Department 
of health, while the Dáil will hear 
statements on the coronavirus on 
Thursday.

Minister harris will not travel 
abroad for St Patrick’s Day but 
will remain to manage the 
coronavirus crisis.

Government sources also said 
that along with Mr Varadkar’s  
trip to the United States there will 
be only eight other Cabinet 
ministers travelling abroad for  
St Patrick’s Day. 

A Government source said: 
‘Trips will be severely truncated. 
We will concentrate on the eU and 
the major US cities. 

‘But there are also far fewer 
numbers travelling this year.’

By John Lee
group political editor

‘Everything that can be 
done is being done’

‘LISTEN TO DOCTORS’: Minister Harris tries to ease public concerns

vIRuS: Soldiers 
in protective suits 
disinfect a train 
station in South 
Korea yesterday

Republic’s f irst 
case conf irmed 
THE Republic of Ireland’s first 
case of coronavirus was 
confirmed last night in a man 
who travelled from northern 
Italy.

And health authorities are 
now searching for anyone who 
may have become infected 
following contact with the man.

The Department of Health 
said that the victim, who is 
from the east of the country, 
had tested positive for the virus 
and was now receiving medical 
care in hospital.

Dr Tony Holohan, Chief 
Medical Officer with the 
Department of Health, said last 
night the ‘case was confirmed 
only hours ago.’ 

He said: ‘The procedures that 
are now kicking in take some 
time, which is not to say that 
they don’t take place with any 
degree of urgency, that’s now 
happening as we speak.

‘There are significant 
numbers of public health 
doctors now mobilised on this 
case.’

The case is the second 
confirmed infection on the 
island after a woman carrying 

the virus arrived in Dublin 
Airport from Italy on Thursday 
before travelling to Northern 
Ireland. 

Asked whether there was a 
link to the northern case, Dr 
Holohan said he believed the 
new case arose because the 
man had travelled in an 
infected area as opposed to 
contact with a confirmed case. 

Dr John Cuddihy, Director of 
the Health Protection 
Surveillance Centre, said: ‘The 
HSE is now working rapidly to 
identify any contacts the 
patient may have had, to 
provide them with information 
and advice to prevent further 
spread.’ 

The woman who arrived from 
Italy on Thursday with her 
child  travelled by taxi from 
Dublin Airport to Connolly 
Station before taking a train to 
Belfast. She was later 
diagnosed with Covid-19 and is 
in isolation and receiving 
treatment in Northern Ireland.

By Claire Scott
and Alan Caulfield
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