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The Aldi-WoodiesInstagram
economic cycle

W

hen it comes to economics,
jargon is often deployed to
obscure. The straight-talking
Harry Truman cut through the
waffle when he observed, “It’s a recession
when your neighbour loses his job; it’s a
depression when you lose yours”.
This week, we could have done with the
Harry Truman treatment in the McWilliams household. We received a quote
from a builder, which came with a warning that the final price could well be higher
due to “the present inflationary climate”.
So now you know the moment when
modest price rises are tipping over into

inflation: it’s when a builder deploys the
jargon of the IMF economist and speaks
casually of the “present inflationary
climate”.
Inflation is definitely here. It could be
no bad thing. We have got used to very low
levels of inflation being normal, but in
highly indebted societies, falling inflation
will make it harder to pay off debt.
For the past decade, the threat has been
deflation – not inflation. The solution to
deflation is inflation. At its core, inflation
is about pricing power. Things go up in
price because they have the power to bid
up their own prices, such as my builder
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friend. If this process leads to wage rises
greater than price rises, everyone will be
better off.
Ultimately, productivity will determine
how inflation plays out in the economy. If
productivity is high, meaning output per
worker is high, then low wages lead to too
much money going to profits, as has been
happening over the past three decades. If
wages rise above productivity, more
money goes to wages, pushing up living
standards, but pushing down profitability.
Economicelixir
Getting the mix between wages and
profits right is the elixir of all economics.
The reason a bias towards inflation may
be helpful is because Irish people are
heavily indebted. A bout of inflation will
wipe out some of that legacy debt, rendering the national balance sheet better off.
We forget at our peril that Ireland suffered a balance sheet recession between
2008 and 2014/15, and the debt side of the
balance sheet is still there, notwithstanding low interest rates.
Thinking about inflation and the new
Omicron variant got me thinking about
how the economy behaves during a
pandemic. I like to refer to what we are
going through, and might be about to go
through all over again, as a “pandession”,
which is a slump in activity brought about
by a pandemic, where the rules of the
game are not set by economics but by the
cat and mouse game played by the vaccines and the variants.
The 2020 slump and 2021 boost did not
follow the familiar recession to recovery
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The reason a bias towards
inflation may be helpful is
because Irish people are
heavily indebted. A bout of
inflation will wipe out some
of that legacy debt,
rendering the national
balance sheet better off

pathway, where confidence returns
gradually, spending becomes incrementally stronger as incomes rise, people
become more enthusiastic about their
future and the trauma of the recession
eventually passes.
In this context, inflation appears only
gradually, after not before the economy
reaches its potential. In a pandession,
inflation comes before the economy
reaches its potential, inverting the normal
way of things.
When you put a vibrant economy into
deep freeze it takes time for it to come
back to normality. It is frozen. If demand
comes back much more quickly, because
we were locked up for so long, incomes
rise with nothing to spend this income on,
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and the economy cannot react quickly
enough or immediately get back to
capacity, and therefore prices rise.
In a pandession, demand follows a
peculiar three-phase path: the Aldi phase,
the Woodies phase, and then the Instagram phase.
Initially, in a lockdown or a
work-from-home scenario, we are stuck at
home. The income of many people, paid
by the State, actually rises, but spending
falls and people spend more on food and
booze. As a result of this phase, Aldi
Ireland said its profit before tax came to
¤71.2 million in 2020, a jump of 46 per
cent on the figure for the previous year,
while its turnover for the year grew by
14 per cent to ¤2 billion from ¤1.74 billion
in 2019.
The next phase, as restrictions are lifted
a bit, is the Woodies or home-improvement phase. This is the stage where we’ve
been sitting in the kitchen for a while,
contemplating how to spruce up the place.
Maybe an extension, or a new floor, what
about an island, some downlighters or a
barbecue egg?
Housepriceinflation
This phase got a shot in the arm from
house price inflation, due to restricted
demand. With moving or trading up so
prohibitive, we did the next best thing and
tarted up the old place.
When builders are nonchalantly
deploying terminology that in the past
only a fourth level degree in economics
reduced you to, you know we are firmly in
the Woodies DIY phase. There is a pro-

found shortage of tradesmen. Many of the
foreign lads went home to eastern Europe
during the Aldi stage and haven’t come
back yet. So demand rises but the ability of
the industry to ramp up isn’t there,
pushing up prices much sooner than
would be the case in a non-pandession
recovery.
Fullopening
From there, with the vaccines allowing a
full opening of the economy and travel, we
go into the Instagram phase of consumer
spending. This is when we want to tell the
world about all the good fun things we are
up to that were denied us in the restrictions. Any purchases that can be photographed are shared on social media, from
a night out with friends, new clobber and,
of course, a holiday. The “living your best
life” Instagram phase is more manic after
a lockdown for obvious reasons.
As we enter an uncertain period with
possibly more restrictions on the way, it
would be wise to remember these three
phases, but also to understand why
inflation this time around may also be
transitory.
It looks like central banks don’t share
this view and are likely to raise interest
rates next year but, because the pandession pathway is so different from the
normal one, raising interest rates will do
nothing for inflation because human
behaviour has changed.
The pandemic has changed us and, as
the economy is nothing more than human
nature, modest changes in interest rates
will have no effect on our changed species.

Australia’s second city has been
locked down six times since the
pandemic began. The travel bans
have made life particularly tough
for its Irish community
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O

pening an Irish pub had been a
dream of Caroline McDaid’s for
years. McDaid, from Shantallow,
Co Derry, moved to the Mornington Peninsula in Victoria, Australia, more than 20 years ago. She ran a number of different businesses before finally
opening McDaid’s in the small seaside
town of Rosebud, about an hour south of
Melbourne in 2018.
The business thrived, benefiting from a
local Irish and British community as well
as a steady flow of tourists from Melbourne and further afield.
When Covid-19 hit, the financial shock
of several lockdowns turned McDaid’s
dream sour.
Melbourne residents lived under restrictions for almost 270 days and endured six
lockdowns, making Victoria’s capital one
of the most locked down cities in the world.
Rosebud, part of Melbourne’s metropolitan area, faced the same lockdown
restrictions.
We first spoke to McDaid in September
2020 when she was living through her second lockdown. She was questioning whether or not the business would survive and
whether she wanted to even stay in Australia. “It’s so distressing,” she said at the time.
“I don’t want to sound like a martyr, there
are others a lot worse off . . . but if my kids
weren’t here, I would be gone on the first
flight back.”
“There goes the Australian dream,” she
said.
Now, after living through four more
lockdowns, McDaid’s is still going. Pubs
were allowed to reopen following the
state’s sixth lockdown in October 2021
when Victoria hit a vaccination target of
70 per cent.
Having run several companies in the
past, McDaid is no stranger to the ups and
downs that owning your own business
brings. But she says going in and out of
lockdown so many times, forcing her to
close and reopen the business each time,
was gruelling both financially and
mentally.
Hospitality, she says, has been one of
the hardest hit industries, being the first to
close when there is a lockdown and the last
to reopen. “It’s been hard financially, pretty much the hardest part is the financial
aspect.”
Shortnotice
McDaid says it costs thousands to shut
down a pub at short notice and thousands
to reopen again. Despite grants and some
financial support from the Victorian government, the support was a drop in the
ocean compared to the costs she incurred.
She says initially she was supportive of
lockdowns and the Victorian government’s handling of the pandemic, but is
now a lot more critical. “I’m not sure how
they think we’re going to keep doing it.”
Apart from dealing with financial pressure, McDaid says there has also been a lot
of stress around reopening while complying with restrictions. She wants to get it
right but it takes time. Knowing how much
her customers want the pub to reopen
adds a certain pressure too.
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As the time went on, I realised it’s
not about me at all, it’s a whole
community. We’ve created such a
happy community around this
place, it’s unreal

■ Clockwise from above: Caroline

McDaid with staff at her pub in Rosebud,
just south of Melbourne; speech and
language therapist Heather King and
family; and Cork woman Karen and
two-year-old Freya Leahy
McDaid’s is not just a pub, she says, it’s a
community, a home away from home for a
lot of her customers. “It’s my life, it’s part
of my culture, and I did it because I was
homesick in the first place. As the time
went on, I realised it’s not about me at all,
it’s a whole community. We’ve created
such a happy community around this
place, it’s unreal. It’s a little sanctuary for
people. People are distraught that this
place has been closed this long.”
Heather King, from Mullingar, moved
to Australia in 2012 after graduating as a
speech and language therapist. She says
Melbourne feels more like home than Ireland now. Her mother was a “very big part
of Ireland” for her and after she died in
2019, King’s idea of home changed. “I
think when she passed away it changed my
perspective of Ireland a lot.”
King had a baby in October 2020 and
has very much settled in Melbourne with
her husband, who’s from Western Australia. Having his family here helps, she says.
“I felt like I had a family over here as well
because we are very close to his family
too.”
Homesick
King still misses her family in Ireland and
gets homesick. “I still miss home a lot and
I’ve got a big family back in Ireland so I definitely miss the people.”
But she wouldn’t consider moving back.
Career-wise, she says, she has been able to
progress a lot faster than she would have in
Ireland. “The health system over in Ireland is a big sticking point,” she says. “For
me in terms of my career, my setup here,
my lifestyle, I see it as a lot better than it
would be in Ireland in my opinion.”
Connecting to other Irish people has
also been a support to her when she does
miss home. “My closest friends over here

are Irish. We connect over our sense of humour, we know the same gags from home,
it does make a difference.”
Karen Leahy from Turner’s Cross in
Cork is a single parent and has been living
in Melbourne for 10 years.
Leahy’s daughter Freya, who is 2½,
only has one family: her family in Cork. Leahy would usually try to visit family in Ireland once or twice a year but the last time
she went back – in 2019 – Freya was only
seven months old meeting all the family.
It’s the last time any of the family has seen
Freya.
Leahy has one brother, who got married
in August after rearranging and pushing it
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The only thing I’d be
going home for is
family. That would be it,
because I’m very happy
here

back a few times, hoping his sister could
make it back. She and Freya missed the
wedding due to the international travel
ban, which prohibited Australian citizens
and permanent residents from leaving the
country without an exemption. “I just told
them to go ahead with it, I had no idea
when we’d be able to get out.”
Leahy is a kindergarten teacher; she
says she loves her job and her life in Melbourne. But being a single parent and being locked down for such a long time made
her really consider moving back to Ireland. “The only thing I’d be going home for
is family. That would be it, because I’m
very happy here. If it wasn’t for the pandemic, I would have been very happy here
and I was very happy here until probably
the end of last year.”
The possibility of more lockdowns and
travel bans is daunting, she says, and it
makes her question being so far from Ireland, and where her home really is. “When
I’m here I call Ireland home and when I’m
there I call Australia home. I always look
forward to coming back [to Australia]
whereas the next time I do go back [to

Ireland], I think I’ll find it really hard to
leave.”
Leahy’s plan was to go back to Ireland as
often as she could, especially before Freya
started school. “They’re missing her growing up.”
Mel Harding has been in Melbourne for
eight years with her partner and their
daughter.
Sixthlockdown
During Melbourne’s most recent sixth
lockdown, Harding says she battled with
homesickness a lot and felt overwhelmed
when the international borders closed in
March 2020. “It’s the first time since we
moved here that I wanted to move home.
Every fibre of my being wanted to leave. It
was an eternal battle because you can’t
just say ‘feck this we’re moving home’, it
doesn’t work like that. We’ve no job to go
to, no house to go to.”
Harding says she had to watch two very
important funerals in her family “over the
internet, being thousands of miles from
these people that I love and I can’t do anything and still to this day, I haven’t been
able to do anything, and it’s just so hard”.
But once restrictions started to ease and
the government announced plans to reopen the borders for Australian citizens and
residents, she says the “fog” began to lift.
“Once they said they were going to open
the international borders, I actually cried
for about two hours with sheer relief.”
Harding enjoys her Melbourne life, but
Ireland is still home for her. “We always
said no, we won’t die here . . . and I think because we’ve always had that mindset, it’s
never felt like home.
“We’re tourists in our own home, we’re
not Australian so we’re tourists here too.
We just don’t belong anywhere, that’s the
hard part.”
Her daughter, who was born in Ireland,
says she wants to move back to Ireland
when she’s old enough.
“The guilt of raising a child that they
don’t see, they’re all missing out and she’s
missing out and the guilt of that is just soul
destroying. I don’t regret coming here but
I wish we hadn’t.”
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David
McWilliams
Tax derelict sites
and new homes
will appear

W

alking from Limerick train
station towards the city centre,
an eclectic mix of Georgian
and Victorian architecture,
takes you past Turkish barbers, Asian
food markets and mobile phone fixer-upper shops – all signs of a changing Ireland.
But turn down towards the river Shannon and the entire first block of Roches
Street is derelict – a typical sight across
today’s Irish towns and cities. Mocking
hoardings promise some idyllic urban
future, but the reality is the opposite. The
neglect drags down what once might have
been a fine street. Parts of Limerick –
potentially a wonderful, liveable city – are
literally falling down. Dereliction is
vandalism and must be stopped.
Many older buildings were jerry-built,
and even in their pomp they were unim-

pressive. Usually they are environmentally wasteful in terms of heating and
insulation and are not worth patching up,
but the sites must be brought back to life.
Evidence from Asian countries such as
Japan (which has performed miracles in
terms of affordable housing for a huge
population) is instructive. Having suffered
a housing boom/bust in the late 1980s,
Japan learned a lesson. Now the country
renews much of its urban housing stock
every few decades. The Japanese regard
housing as a depreciating (not appreciating) asset, much in the same way we regard
cars. In fact, a branch of Japanese financial
accountancy focuses on assessing accurate
depreciation rates for houses.
The results in terms of affordable
homes have been impressive. Tokyo, with
more than 35 million people, has seen

housing prices flatline since 1995. Land
has been rezoned, churned and built upon
intensively.
If we started by using derelict land, we
could achieve something similar.
The 2016 census revealed that Ireland
was sitting on about 183,000 vacant
properties (excluding holiday homes) on
the night of the census. Of these,10,056
were categorised as “Vacant Long Term”
and a further 1,544 as “Boarded up –
habitable”. Within Dublin City and its
suburbs alone, these two categories
accounted for about 1,549 properties.
According to the latest GeoView
Residential Buildings Report for Q4 2021
(using a different and arguably more
accurate methodology), the national
residential vacancy rate sits at 4.4 per
cent, suggesting there are about 90,158
vacant homes: this equates to close to one
in 20 houses in the country in the midst of
a housing crisis.
Dereliction, often seen as a problem of
poverty, is in fact a problem of wealth.
Land is an asset and only the truly wealthy
are rich enough to let an asset go to waste.
Once we appreciate this slightly counterintuitive logic, things become easier.
Bringing these properties or sites back to
life involves encouraging good behaviour,
which demands accurately identifying the
buildings and then encouraging development. The site must be taxed to bring the
property or the asset into use and to
prevent hoarding by making hoarding
expensive.
In Belgium, the Wallonia regional
government has been praised for its use
of water and electricity consumption
metrics to pinpoint derelict properties,
upon which it levies a fine of ¤500-

¤12,500 on applicable dwellings. Adopting such methods in Ireland using existing
ESB connections seems like a no-brainer.
Once identified, a site value tax (SVT)
would ensure that the owners are incentivised to make a more efficient use of these
valuable sites in an under-supplied
housing market.
The concept of a SVT is quite simple. The
value of any given site is derived from two
components: the land on which it lies, and
what you decide to put on top of it. A SVT is
a charge on the unimproved value of land,
meaning the total value less the value of
whatever capital has been built on top of it.
It seeks to capture the rental value of the
site and, as such, is all about location.
Let’s take the example of a detached
three-bed house in a Dublin suburb worth
¤450,000. The build-cost of the house is
estimated at ¤300,000, leaving a land
value of ¤150,000. Under a 1 per cent
SVT, the owner would be looking at
paying a tax of ¤1,500 per annum.
Commercialbuilders
In short order, derelict sites would be
developed or sold, either to commercial
builders or to the State, which could use
the land to build local authority houses.
Wealthy owners of idle property would
move to develop in order to avoid the tax.
Land speculators would think twice about
buying, hoarding and waiting. And if
existing owners are too poor to develop,
as is regularly argued, they would sell to
avoid the tax.
The subsequent selling of sites would
push down the price of urban land,
breaking the chain of relentlessly upward
land prices.
So what type of homes could be built on

Countries with high growth rates

Dereliction, often seen as a
problem of poverty, is in
fact a problem of wealth.
Land is an asset and only
the truly wealthy are rich
enough to let an asset go
to waste

these reclaimed sites? According to latest
research, it doesn’t really matter as long
as homes are built.
One of the obvious consequence of
having too few homes is that everyone
shunts down. By this I mean, if there are
not enough exclusive homes for rich
people than they will buy the homes that
used to be the preserve of the middle class.
The middle class will then shunt downwards.
So homes that were once solidly working class are bought up by middle-class
people elbowed out of their traditional
areas by richer people who just out-bid
them. This is why old council estates,
traditionally homes for the industrial
working class, are now full of barristers,
marketing executives and journalists.
Then the children of former council
estates move out to commuter towns
because they have also been priced out.
Finally, the shunting process stops as
the poor, who are now priced out at the

Covid-19 Stringency Index

Biweekly growth rate, Feb 9th
The biweekly growth rate on any given date measures the percentage change in the number of new confirmed
cases over the last 14 days, relative to the number in the previous 14 days.
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cheap end of the market, end up homeless
or on various subsidised rent schemes.
Shunting is a facet of all modern
housing markets. Although it sounds
counter-intuitive, more posh housing
helps everyone. It’s not ideologically neat,
but nothing is – thankfully.
The latest in a long string of academic
research illustrating the role of increasing
all housing supply in lowering prices
comes from Finland.
Capitalising on administrative data
which tracks where individuals live, the
researchers could see people moving from
one home to another in and around
Helsinki. They observed the impact of
newly built luxury apartments on the
city’s housing market.
Their findings?
“For each 100 new, centrally located
market-rate units, roughly 60 units are
created in the bottom half of neighbourhood income distribution through
vacancies.”
The implication is clear. More homes
means more homes, and shunting allows
the housing market to recalibrate. A
combination of homes at all prices helps;
from social housing, middle-class homes,
rented apartments, and even exclusive
penthouses. The housing market ends up
as diverse as the society: rich, poor and
everything in between.
The solution to too few homes is more
homes, built largely – but not exclusively –
on already serviced derelict sites, made
attractive by the imposition of a site value
tax. Our towns and cities will be transformed because homes, rather than retail
shops, are the metropolitan future, and a
SVT will cause land prices to fall not rise.
Is there a bigger political prize?

The stringency index is a composite measure based on nine response indicators including school closures, workplace
closures, and travel bans, rescaled to a value from 0 to 100 (100 = strictest). If policies vary at the subnational level, the
index shows the response level of the strictest subregion.
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ISTHIS
THEEND
OFTHE
PANDEMIC?
Cases and deaths are still high in the US and among poorer
nations; new, more dangerous variants are still a concern,
and endemic Covid doesn’t mean a return to normal

Naomi O’Leary

EuropeCorrespondent

A

ll over the world people are asking
the same question: is the pandemic over?
Hopes have risen due to the
dominance of the less severe
though more infectious variant Omicron,
the proven effectiveness of vaccines in saving lives, and a global reduction in cases detected in the last week.
But the situation is highly uncertain,
and assumptions that Covid-19 is history
overlook the fact that the number of
deaths from the disease worldwide has risen for five consecutive weeks.
In the past week Covid-19 killed 68,000
people, a rise of 7 per cent compared with
the same period prior. And those are only
the deaths that are counted: in much of the
world, deaths go unreported.
The global hotspot for Covid-19 fatalities is currently the United States, where
daily deaths are close to the levels reached
in last winter’s peak.

“In the US in the last 24 hours, I was just
looking at the number: 3,400,” Dr Abdi
Mahamud, the World Health Organisation’s Covid-19 incident manager, said this
week. “That’s 18 Boeing 747s crashing
each day. It’s tragic beyond tragic, in a
country that has free vaccines.”
It reveals the enduring vulnerability of
unvaccinated people to the virus. Since the
Omicron variant emerged, half a million
people have died of Covid-19, a fifth of
them in the US, where 36 per cent of the
population are not vaccinated.
It also shows how a low fatality rate can
add up to a high death count when a virus
spreads so widely.
“The sheer number of cases are astounding with Omicron,” WHO epidemiologist
Dr Maria Van Kerkhove reflected this
week. “The sharp peaks that we have seen,
we have literally had to redraw the scale of
the epidemic curve that we have been using, and it makes the previous peaks look
almost flat.”
Thewildcard:adeadliervariant
There’s an additional concern. The greater the number of Covid-19 infections, the
more chances that the virus will have to
mutate into something more dangerous.
Given that the virus continues to evolve,
scientists expect new variants to emerge
as a near-certainty.
The WHO is currently monitoring four
sub-lineages of the Omicron variant,
which scientists are watching evolve in
real time. One of the sub-lineages, called

s
nd

an

la

rd

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Ne

th

er

Jo

Be

la

ru

s

ss
ia
Ru

ist
an
gh

ica
er
Am

ain

ly
Ita

nd
la

m

ce

er

No data

0

1 million

N

Feb 9th, 2022

20

Total number of people of all ages who have not received any dose of a COVID-19 vaccine.

Sp

Jan 30th, 2022

Ire

Jan 20th, 2022

-50

Fr
an

Jan 10th, 2022

10

-40

m

0%

South America
Belgium
France
Ireland
Italy
Spain
North America

SA

100%

No data 0

Covid-19: Where are the world's unvaccinated people?

Biweekly growth rate , Feb 9th

500%

Jan 1st, 2022

an

n
ija

Feb 9th, 2022

iu

Jan 30th, 2022

lg

Jan 20th, 2022

Be

Jan 10th, 2022

ica

Jan 1st, 2022

Af

Az

er

0%

ba

Ira

n

0

5 million
2 million

20 million
10 million

100 million

50 million

500 million

200 million

Source: Our World in Data │ Graphic:Paul Scott/IRISH TIMES GRAPHICS

BA.2 – a variant within a variant – has a
slight infectious advantage over the others
and may come to be dominant.
Epidemiologists are currently watching
the trend of infections to see if BA.2 has
any impact. They are looking for any bump
in the downward slope that could suggest
that infections are rising again, or falling
more slowly.
They have not yet seen this. But the
great concern is that in time a mutation
could occur that is more infectious, and
more deadly.
The more freely infections are allowed
to circulate, the more likely this possibility
becomes. For this reason, health experts
emphasise that people still need to work to
reduce the spread by taking the usual precautions of wearing well-fitting masks, ventilating rooms and avoiding crowds.
“Omicron is the latest variant of concern, it will not be the last,” Van Kerkhove
warned. “There’s still a huge amount of uncertainty. We know a lot about this virus
but we don’t know everything, and quite
frankly, the variants are the wildcard,” she
added.
“There’s no guarantee that variants that
continue to emerge will be less severe.
They may, but we can’t really sit back and
just wait for that to happen.”
Whatdoesendemicmean?
It’s now widely believed in Europe that the
opportunity to contain and eradicate the virus was missed early on. Covid-19 is now on
its way to becoming endemic. This means
that at any given moment, it is present to a
certain extent in the population.
There has long been a tendency to associate Covid-19 with colds and flu, a seasonal bane but one to which people are accustomed. But endemic diseases can be highly
disruptive, damaging and deadly. Endemic Covid-19 does not mean a return to the
pre-pandemic status quo.
What endemicity entails for the population differs widely between diseases. In
2020 endemic malaria killed more than
600,000 people while tuberculosis killed
1.5 million, as Dr Muiris Houston wrote in
this newspaper. The polio virus continues
to paralyse children in Afghanistan and Pakistan, where it remains endemic.
All such endemic diseases come with a
personal, social and economic cost, holding back people from living their fullest
lives. At a national level, they curtail economic growth and development.
What will endemic Covid-19 look like?
“It is the question of the day”, said Dr Matshidiso Moeti, WHO’s regional director
for Africa. It may well establish a seasonal
pattern, as respiratory viruses tend to, by
taking hold in the winter. Health systems
may need to be permanently reinforced to
cope with the regular onslaught.

Epidemiologists expect continued
flare-ups in less protected populations. Social adaptations such as ventilation, masking, and the avoidance of crowds during
times of high-infection may be here to
stay.
“We will have become accustomed to doing certain things,” Dr Moeti said.
Worldview
The pandemic situation is highly diverse
between different countries and regions,
affected by the policies taken to manage
the pandemic, the underlying strength of
health systems and institutions, and access to vaccines.
The Omicron wave is currently spreading fastest in the eastern Mediterranean region, particularly Afghanistan, Iran and
Jordan.
It appears to be receding in western Europe. While the trend of daily infections is
still rising in Germany and the Netherlands, there have been notable drops in Belgium, France, Italy and Spain.

‘‘

Endemic diseases can be
highly disruptive, damaging
and deadly. Endemic
Covid-19 does not mean a
return to the pre-pandemic
status quo

Meanwhile, it is taking off in countries
to the east such as Azerbaijan, Belarus and
Russia.
Russia has been one of the countries
hardest hit by Covid-19 deaths, along with
Brazil and the US. Since the outbreak of
the pandemic, more than 895,000 more
people than normal are estimated to have
died in Russia. This “excess death rate” is
considered a closer true estimate of actual
deaths than those reported.
Infections are falling across North, Central and South America. Deaths,which always lag infections by about two weeks,
are still rising in Central, South America
and the Caribbean.
The impact on hospitals has been profound, with infections widespread among
health workers and personal protective
equipment for them insufficient. Overwhelmed doctors and nurses were experiencing “elevated rates of depressive symptoms, suicidal thinking, and psychological
distress”, the Pan American Health Or-

ganization director, Carissa Etienne, told
journalists.
Across the Continent, the situation was
better wherever vaccines had been widely
taken up, she said. “Countries with higher
vaccination coverage are seeing lower ICU
admissions and deaths.”
SurgesinAsia
Asian countries that celebrated the lunar
new year on February 1st are seeing infections rise after the festive gatherings. But
in a region where policies have been much
more effective in limiting the spread of the
virus, the numbers are still small compared with those elsewhere.
South Korea hit a new high of infections
of 54,122 on Wednesday. The site of one of
the pandemic’s earliest outbreaks, the nation of 52 million has largely been a Covid-19 success story since, avoiding blanket
lockdowns while keeping infections low
through a combination of face masks, distancing and an aggressive test-and-trace
system.
So far, it has registered 6,963 deaths
from Covid-19: comparable to Ireland’s figure of 6,291 despite its population being 10
times larger.
In Japan, where early recognition of
how Covid-19 spreads through the air
is credited with keeping its death rate
to a fraction of the norm in Europe, infections are also now hitting record
highs.
The country never had a lockdown, but
it has strict border controls and has now introduced infection control measures that
mostly target bars and restaurants with
early closure and alcohol-serving restrictions.
Hong Kong on Tuesday reported its first
Covid-19 death since September, and has
also introduced restrictions on gatherings
and restaurant curfews as it rushes to contain an outbreak.
Australia and New Zealand, which used
tough border restrictions to keep the virus
out, have announced plans to begin reopening now that their populations are
largely vaccinated.
Taiwan, which managed to keep Covid-19 deaths to 851 in a population of
23.5 million and rarely reports a case, has
this week lifted an entry ban on migrant
workers from four countries.
The way forward for China is unclear. It
has managed to comprehensively suppress the virus since its initial outbreak in
February 2020 through mass testing and
tracing, strict local lockdowns and international travel bans.
It has a high vaccination rate of about
88 per cent, but relies on the locally made
Sinopharm and Sinovac vaccines, and
does not have access to the more effective
mRNA jabs.

Africastrugglingtovaccinate
Africa is currently moving to a “new phase
of the Covid-19 pandemic” in which testing
and surveillance can control the disease in
the longer term, according to the WHO’s
Dr Moeti.
Patchy death collection data and low
testing numbers in Africa can misleadingly under-represent the extent to which the
region has been affected by the virus: true
infections are estimated to be seven times
the number of positive tests.
Just 11 per cent of adults in Africa are fully vaccinated, but vaccines are increasingly available. African countries are now
struggling with vaccine hesitancy, and the
tricky logistics of distribution so that vaccines don’t expire before they can be used.
HowdoesIrelandcompare?
Ireland’s infections have dropped back to
close to their pre-Christmas level, and despite far higher case numbers, deaths are
much rarer than last winter. This is credited to Ireland’s vaccination rate, which is
one of the highest in the EU.
Vaccines reduced expected deaths by
9,074 in Ireland from December 2020 to
November 2021, according to a study by
the WHO and European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, making Ireland’s rollout one of the EU’s most effective in saving lives.
Since Ireland eased restrictions in May
2021, it went from being among the countries in the EU with tougher restrictions,
to having comparatively lighter restrictions, according to the Covid-19 government response tracker of the University of
Oxford’s Blavatnik School of Government.
Since vaccines have become widely
available, western governments have
broadly favoured community preventative
measures such as masks, ventilation, vaccine requirements and sometimes closing
time or capacity restrictions rather than
outright closures of public venues.
Ireland is now among a vanguard of
more liberal northern European countries
to come close to ending measures outright. These include Denmark, Sweden
and the UK, with the Netherlands expected to follow.
Aftermath
Whatever Covid-19 scenario plays out
from here, the future we face has been already shaped by the pandemic.
The disease has changed politics and reshaped economies. The wealthy West was
able to cushion much of the economic
blow of the virus through direct subsidies
to citizens and businesses. But for many
poorer and less stable parts of the world,
the economic impact has been crushing,
and there is concern that it may contribute
to instability.

4 News Review

David
McWilliams
House buyers
should step away
from the market

I

f you are looking to buy a home and
are only being offered dilapidated,
third-rate places in parts of town
you’ve never wanted to live in, you
should get out of the market and wait.
Until the huge supply promised by the
Government’s Housing for All initiative
comes on stream, leaving this dysfunctional market is the only rational reaction to a
comprehensive national housing plan.
The State is, in effect, advising buyers to
wait, as we will be coming down with
apartments, rental properties, family
homes, duplexes and maisonettes, with
more options for buyers and renters in the
coming years.
An estimated 33,000 homes a year are
on the way. Buyers should step away for
now and put it up to sellers. Sellers who

want to get full value for their home
should put it on the market without delay
as soon they will face competition never
seen here.
Politically, this Coalition is in the lastchance saloon – and they know it. The
future of the Coalition parties at the next
election is tied to housing. This is the
Government’s Stalingrad, a last-gasp
effort to stop Sinn Féin. They’ll live and
die on housing.
If it works, Housing for All may
constitute the seminal moment when
Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil realised that
the people come first, landowners a
distant second.
The devil will be in the detail, most
notably in what rate of tax is levied on
vacant properties and on how much of the
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upswing in the value of zoned land will go
back to the State. However, taxing vacant
land to eliminate land hoarding and the
resuscitation of the Kenny report from
1973, which caps the windfall gain that
accrues to landowners when land is
rezoned, are clearly steps in the right
direction.
There’s much to like in this initiative.
The plan to finance local authorities’
compulsory purchase orders on derelict
property is an extremely welcome move as
it realises that, while we have a housing
problem, we also have a vacancy problem.
The emphasis on revitalising existing
homes and buildings in urban areas that
have been allowed to become derelict
constitutes a shift in central government
thinking away from sprawl to using
existing densities.
Moves to centrally fund the Land
Development Agency, using the opportunity that the State now has to borrow at
historically low interest rates, make
complete sense, allowing the agency to
build up urban portfolios for development. Such a move will facilitate plan-led
rather than developer-led urban expansion. Streamlining planning objections is
also essential and is in there.
Majorgripe
There are clearly omissions. A major gripe
is that the plan isn’t ambitious enough.
Some 33,000 homes may sound like a lot,
but my own calculations, based on population growth and diminishing household
size, point to a 45,000-plus shortfall in
homes per annum.
During the Celtic Tiger years, the
construction industry, at full tilt, built
more than 60,000 houses per annum.
As there is no financing constraint of any

‘‘

For parents trying to cobble
together the ‘top-ups’ on
the deposits for your
children, the message from
the Government is to desist
immediately. Be patient,
don’t waste your money

real substance, the State could take
greater risks.
Some on the Left will complain that
private finance is there as an essential
element. But private finance is critical and
there will need to be a healthy rental as
well as ownership market. Large,
well-funded (usually by pension funds)
landlords are here to stay. Ireland needs
as many sources of finance as it needs
varieties of home.
Building homes depends on land use,
and Ireland is still the least densely
populated country in western Europe,
with among the highest land/house
prices. Such a situation only makes sense
if land use is extremely inefficient and
careless. Housing for All promises to
address this.
The most efficient way to make sure
that land, a precious asset, is used efficiently, would be a “site-value tax”, which taxes
the site upon which the homes are built.

UNDERGROUNDDUBLIN
WALKINGTHROUGHTIME
It’s a pilgrimage we’re going on, says Dave Greene, as he leads the way through the
city’s ancient river tunnel network where the Poddle flows out to meet the Liffey

Patrick Freyne

to worry about that I learned on the
day-long training course.

I

Locallore
Unlike the actual sewer system, there’s unlikely to be dangerous gas in the Poddle
now (though it was treated as a sewer at
one point in its history). It’s the fifth largest of Dublin’s waterways. It rises in Cookstown, northwest of Tallaght, and comes
through Tymon Park, Terenure, Mount Jerome and along the South Circular Road.
It’s largely culverted through tunnels now
at its lower reaches, but Vikings could
once take their boats up the Poddle from
the Liffey. Back then, it was around 80ft
wide and 40ft deep and it helped form a
pool around where the gardens now sit in
the walls of Dublin Castle. This was the
“Black Pool”, the Dubh Linn, after which
the city is named.
For hundreds of years, Dubliners drank
its water and used it to energise their mills
and it was the city’s main water source before pollution, disease and flooding made
it seem like more of a nuisance than a help.

’m standing in a redbrick tunnel at the
bottom of a manhole near the Palace
Street entrance to Dublin Castle. I’m
in full PPE, hard hat, head torch and
waders, with a harness to winch me to a tripod when I’m climbing in and out. I have a
gas monitor hooked to my belt which
beeps comfortingly every few minutes, assuring me that all is well.
The Poddle river, which is around six
inches deep as I stand there, is running by
my feet and Dave Greene, a council employee for 49 years, is speaking rapturously about the city’s underground pipes and
tunnels.
“It’s a pilgrimage we’re going on,” he
says. “You’ll be a new person when you
leave.”
Another council employee, executive engineer Ross Flanagan, walks behind us as
we move and is keeping track of time and
making sure we’re safe.
Not willing to be responsible for losing
two Irish Times staff members in a subterranean waterway, they’ve ensured we’ve
done a day of “confined spaces” training,
and several more Dublin City Council personnel check in on us at different manholes along the way. I ask one of the men if
they’re coming with us as I’m descending
the ladder and he laughs. He’s part of the
emergency rescue team, he says. “You really don’t want to see me down there.”
So it’s me, Dave Greene, Ross Flanagan,
Enda O’Dowd (Irish Times cameraman)
and, though I don’t actually spot them,
probably some rats. Rats are called “the
sewer man’s friend”, according to another
man at the entrance.
“Because if you see one, that means that
there’s no gas, like canaries in a coal
mine,” he says. You can also catch Weil’s
disease from them though, something else

“They put a roof over it in the 1860s,” says
Greene. “It had a lot of gifts this river. But
though they loved it, they had to put it underground and tame it a bit.”
Now out of sight and out of mind for
most Dubliners, it lives on in local lore. In
the revolutionary era, there were tales of
prisoners escaping Dublin Castle through
these tunnels. In 1985, some hapless bank
robbers attempted to tunnel into the nearby Allied Irish Bank from here. Sometimes
the council come down in response to reports of people seen messing with manholes or heard underground. Sometimes
they take security personnel to check it for
threats before important State visits.
More commonly, they’re down here to
check if any of the brickwork needs to be reinforced.
It’s not polluted now. The water at my
feet looks remarkably clear. If there’s a
smell down there, it’s more the musty
damp smell of underground brick. At the
bottom of the ladder we can go left or right
but Greene has a route in mind. The four of
us walk back through the running stream

beneath the gate of Dublin Castle before
turning right and coming to a chamber in
which, facing us, are two redbrick arches.
Both bring the river in parallel streams out
towards Ship Street. “The reason they split
this culvert in two is in case they built one

‘‘

The river Poddle is
quiet now, like all
the rivers in Ireland, but
from time to time they let
us know that they’re very
much alive, just like
angels and saints
single culvert and it was blocked with timbers or bicycles,” says Greene. “If you were
to travel back either of those culverts
they’d meet one another to shake hands at
the Birmingham Tower and Record Tower.”
He notes a sharp section jutting be-

This type of levy captures the fact that the
value of most sites is not caused by the
owners’ input but the communal infrastructure around the site, paid for by the
community.
Think about Dublin’s Grafton Street:
what gives it its value isn’t the bricks and
mortar but the site value which is determined by huge public infrastructure from
the Luas, St Stephen’s Green and even
the guards on the beat, the people funnelled on to the street, all paid for by
someone else.
The political problem with a site-value
tax is that it means levying a tax on existing
property owners today. One thing this plan
avoids is precisely that. No party will risk
fighting an election on the issue of property
tax, no matter how logical it is.
Jitterycreatures
The obvious analytical message from
Housing for All is that we are now at the
worst ever time to buy property. For tens
of thousands of first-time buyers, the
Government’s point is clear. The State
acknowledges that you are caught in a
market that is taking the mickey out of
you.
Your money has no value because there
is no supply. What is being offered is of
such low quality that many will suffer
dreadful buyer’s remorse the minute
contracts are signed. Many will have
parted with more money than they ever
imagined, to live in a place they never
really desired, and may be stuck with it for
the next 30 odd years.
Negative equity comes in many forms.
When the quality on offer is as appalling
as it is now, buying today is the most
reckless thing you can do, although it is
almost impossible not to panic. We are

tween the arches that looks like the prow
of a boat. “This could be a reminder of the
Vikings,” he says. “Why did they stop here
[in Dublin]? Maybe the Poddle was a miracle they were hoping to see… People would
wash their clothes and drink the water of
the Poddle.” Children once swam here in
the now underground river, he says. “It’s
flowing. It’s constant.”
To our right as we face the arches,
there’s a narrow tunnel that takes the Poddle beneath Dame Street towards the
Liffey. This is the direction Greene wants
us to take in order to get to the bigger river
while we’re still at low tide. “The tide won’t
rest for anyone,” he says, ominously, but
he doesn’t seem too worried.
Decades coming down here means that
Greene always knows what’s above him.
At one point, he gestures upwards and
says: “If you got out at this manhole you’d
see Eddie Rockets restaurant and also
you’d see the Olympia Theatre where our
great actors and musicians perform…
We’re really going back in time now.”
It’s not an entirely easy route. As we
walk, the roof gets much lower in places
and we have to stoop and bend. At two locations, large sewer pipes cross our path at
around waist height and we have to climb
over them. Greene can tell us exactly
where these sewer lines come from and
where they are headed.
It’s only about 320 metres to the Liffey,
but the breathing equipment we have to
carry for safety reasons is heavy, it’s hot beneath the PPE, and clambering over the
pipes and walking in a crouch is tiring.
Greene doesn’t seem tired. He seems energised. “When I started 49 years ago I just
got addicted to the underground,” he says,
at one point.
There are little oddities along the way.
The redbrick gives way to grey stone. At
one point the stream is joined by another
culvert that leads back to the manhole at
which we entered. We would have come
this route, if we had walked in the other direction when we first entered the tunnel.
At another point, we can see what appears
to be a little room to our left. “That could
be a basement from times past,” says
Greene.
From time to time, Greene points out
bits of loose brickwork or stone on the watery floor on which we’re walking. Workmen sporadically have to come down for repairs. “Everything has a life, like ourselves, and the walls have a life and have
lived through the centuries and maybe
they’re saying goodbye to us now, a lot of
the bricks,” he says. “These are the walls
from 1860 and they’re still standing
today… The people who built it are in the
heavens now – stonemasons, general work-

jittery creatures, profoundly affected by
rumour and innuendo.
Nowhere is this more evident than in an
irreparably damaged property market.
The quality of what you will get for your
money in the next few years will improve.
In order for this to happen, the market
doesn’t need to crash as it did in 2008
(although this can’t be ruled out at these
elevated prices and rents); all that needs
to happen is supply needs to expand,
offering more choice and that old concept
“value for money”.
For parents trying to cobble together
the “top-ups” on the deposits for your
children, the message from the Government is to desist immediately. Be patient,
don’t waste your money. If the State gets
its act together and manages to orchestrate affordable homes for those who
need them, and maybe new larger homes
for those who covet them, then the best
thing to do is hold your nerve.
Sometimes we forget that the housing
market is a varied organism, an adaptive
ecosystem, completely interlinked, so the
rental market affects the buying market,
and the top of the market affects the
bottom and the middle.
If we don’t build enough homes, the
homes that used to be reserved for the
people in the middle are bought by people
who used to be on the top, and the houses
that used to be earmarked for the lower
end of the market are snapped up by the
middle. This is why professional couples
live in former council houses.
Ireland needs to build homes for all of
us, the poor, the well-off, the young, the
old and the inbetweeners, which means
build and keep building. There’s no other
way for a population going back towards
where it was before the Famine.

■ Dave Greene has been inspecting the
tunnels under Dublin for 49 years.
Below: Patrick Freyne and Greene,
above ground. PHOTOGRAPHS: ENDA O’DOWD

ers.”Does he feel a bond with those people? “You do feel a connection with them.
Maybe they keep you safe on the journey.”
As we get closer to the Liffey, the sound
of running water gets louder. We reach a
section where we can stand straight once
more and ahead of us we can see the Liffey
through an archway with a sort of portcullis. We walk to the edge of the archway and
look out on the river, across to the north
quays. “This is where the Poddle says goodbye to us and meets the oceans of the
world,” says Greene.
We take it all in for a little while before
Greene suggests that we head back to the
surface. It’s unlikely that the water will rise
much today, he says, but “on extreme days
of high flood and heavy rain you may not
be able to see this arch”.
At one point when we’re walking back
through the tunnels and clambering over
pipes, I bang against the low roof and
knock my head torch from my helmet into
the river. The way ahead is pitch black and
for a moment I get a sense of how terrifying it would be to be down here without
safety gear and a team of people who know
the way. Greene hands my torch back to
me. “Without a torch you’d be going
around in circles down here,” he says.
He seems completely unafraid. He stops
at one point and crouches to let the little
river run over his gloved hand. “The river
Poddle is quiet now, like all the rivers in Ireland, but from time to time they let us
know that they’re very much alive, just like
angels and saints,” he says.
Soon we’re at the chamber with the double culvert again and, after stopping there
for some photos, we’re back to the manhole at which we entered. I climb up the
ladder and out into the daylight of Dame
Street. “We’re leaving the old city of long
ago and we’re entering the more modern
Dublin,” says Greene as he emerges shortly after me. “We’re coming towards the
end and we’re travelling back to the new
century.”

Video
Dubh Linn – in the
footsteps of the Vikings
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