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US president Joe Biden has said
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
has brought the world to a tip-
ping point of “fundamental
change”, with a battle for su-
premacy between democracy
and autocracy.

On a two-day visit to Poland,
as Moscow announced a shift in
its war to eastern Ukraine, Mr
Biden will use an address in
Warsaw today to reassure
Poles – and other former east-
ern bloc countries – that they
have full Nato solidarity in the
face of Russian aggression.

Yesterday afternoon, Mr
Biden visited a Polish refugee

reception centre in Rzeszów,
80km from the Ukrainian bor-
der, and told young US para-
troopers stationed there that
their efforts, flying humanitari-
an and military aid into
Ukraine, were part of a “fight
between democracies and oli-
garchs”.

“We’re in a new phase, your
generation, we’re at an inflec-
tion point,” he said. “About eve-
ry four or five generations,
there comes along a change – a
fundamental change takes
place. The world ain’t going to
be the same.”

On day 30 of Russia’s war on
Ukraine and destruction Mr
Biden said was “like something
from a science fiction movie”,
the United Nations said some

10 million people, including
half of Ukraine’s children, had
been displaced. Some 3.8 mil-
lion people have fled to other
countries, mostly via Poland.

Polish president Andrzej
Duda, speaking alongside Mr
Biden, said Poland was hosting
2.5 million Ukrainians as
“guests not refugees”, but
warned this number was grow-
ing all the time.

“Your presence here sends a
great signal and evidence of uni-
ty – unity within Nato,” he said
to Mr Biden. “It demonstrates
also the great significance at-
tached by the United States to
stability and world peace.”

After a week of defeats, in-
cluding the sinking of a landing
craft, Russia said yesterday it
would “refocus” its war on the
country’s eastern Donbas re-
gion.

At a Moscow defence minis-
try briefing, Russian officials
said targeting Ukrainian cities,
including the capital Kyiv, had
been a distraction strategy. The
real aim, senior officials said,
was to allow the Russian army
fully “liberate” Donbas where

Russian-backed separatists
have been fighting a proxy war
against Kyiv’s central govern-
ment since 2014.

Russian officials said their
troops had succeeded in block-
ing Kyiv and other cities, but

they “never planned to storm”
those cities, suggesting that
Moscow could scale back at-
tacks outside of eastern areas.

Ukrainian authorities and
western officials reacted cau-
tiously to the claim of a change
of military strategy, saying Rus-
sian advances had been stalled
or pushed back by a Ukrainian
defence more fierce than ex-
pected.

That, along with tactical mis-
steps and logistical errors,
have, according to US and Euro-
pean intelligence assessments,
forced Russia to abandon plans
for a swift military victory.

After a two-day EU summit,
French president Emmanuel
Macron announced an “excep-
tional humanitarian opera-
tion”, with Turkey and Greece,
to evacuate the Ukrainian city
of Mariupol after its three
weeks under Russian siege.

Also in Brussels, Taoiseach
Micheál Martin said remarks
by Ukrainian president Volody-
myr Zelenskiy to EU leaders,
that Ireland was “almost” sup-
porting Ukraine, had been
“overstated”.

On a Thursday evening video
call with the 27 EU leaders, Mr
Zelenskiy thanked member
states individually for standing
with Ukraine, in particular the
Baltic countries and Poland. Ac-
cording to a translation of the
call from the Kyiv government,
the president saw Ireland as a
country not offering full sup-
port: “Ireland – well, almost.”

Mr Martin said he “wouldn’t
have taken the same slant that
some may be taking from it”.
He said Mr Zelenskiy, who will
address the Oireachtas on April
6th, was fully aware of Ireland’s
contributions to his country.

In a tweet last night, Ukraini-
an foreign minister Dmytro
Kuleba said Ireland was “at the
forefront within the EU and be-
yond providing essential sup-
port for Ukraine in all possible
ways”.
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Chief medical officer Dr Tony
Holohan is to step down from
his position this summer to
take up the role of professor of
public health strategy and lead-
ership at Trinity College Dub-
lin.

Dr Holohan, who has been in
the position for almost 15 years,
became a national figure dur-
ing the Covid crisis, when he led
the National Public Health
Emergency Team (Nphet).

He will remain in his current
role until July.

A spokeswoman for the De-
partment of Health said the ap-
pointment of a new chief medi-

cal officer would be in line with
normal processes, with support
from the Top Level Appoint-
ments Committee.

The committee’s function is
to recommend candidates to
ministers and government for
the most senior positions in the
civil service – at assistant secre-
tary level and upwards.

In a statement yesterday, Dr
Holohan said it had been a
“great privilege for me to serve
as chief medical officer and to
have had an opportunity to be
directly involved in issues of
great importance and rele-
vance to the health of the peo-
ple of Ireland”.

He has not appeared in the

media or been active on social
media for several weeks since
he recommended at the end of
February that Nphet be stood
down in favour of a new struc-
ture to advise Minister for
Health Stephen Donnelly.

His office continues to work
on the Covid pandemic, advis-
ing Mr Donnelly on policy.

Dr Holohan has been chief

medical officer since late 2008.
During his time in the role, he
dealt with the swine flu pandem-
ic and also controversy follow-
ing the emergence of the Cervi-
calCheck scandal.

As news of his move was con-
firmed, Mr Donnelly said: “Dr
Holohan has made a significant
and lasting impact on health in
Ireland.

“Throughout the pandemic
his invaluable advice to me, and
to the Government, has shaped
our response to Covid-19, and I
witnessed first-hand his unwa-
vering dedication to protecting
the health of the people of Ire-
land.”

Taoiseach Micheál Martin

said: “His steadfast, assured ad-
vice, and willingness to commu-
nicate over the course of the
pandemic, undoubtedly helped
save lives and kept Ireland safe
during an exceptionally chal-
lenging two years. I wish him
and his family the very best of
luck for the future.”

Dr Holohan’s wife, Dr Emer
Feely, died in February 2021 af-
ter a long illness. He took time
out to care for her in July 2020
and his role had been assumed
by his deputy Ronan Glynn un-
til his return.

Holohan to step down as chief medical officer
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Labour’s latest defenestration
of its leader was prompted by
long-rumbling unhappiness
among TDs, senators and staff
over Alan Kelly’s personal
style of leadership which came
to a head in a row over an
internal appointment.

But deeper than that is a
near-existential despair over
the state of the party and the
question of whether it has a
viable future on the Irish
political landscape.

These are issues for Labour
that go beyond the party
leader, whomever it may be.
After all, the next leader –
presumed by all to be Ivana
Bacik – will be the party’s fifth
in a decade. If a bit of switch-
eroo in the leader’s office
could fix Labour’s problems,
they’d have been fixed by now.

Assassins
The grim-faced assassins that
flanked an emotional Kelly on
the Leinster House plinth on
Wednesday evening have
been lately muttering politess-
es about “not getting our
message across” and Kelly’s
failure to elevate the party’s
standing in the opinion polls.

Putting aside the internal
controversy that has wracked
the party in the last week, if
they really believe this then
Labour is in even more trouble
than it appears.

Kelly’s Labour has trundled
along at the same level of
support – occasionally higher,

actually – than it attained in
the last general election,
which was less than
4.5 per cent. It is hard to see
what evidence there is for the
proposition that more people
weren’t turning to Labour
because of Alan Kelly. And
what exactly is the message
they haven’t been getting
across?

More importantly, national
opinion polls just aren’t that
important for small parties.
They depend on high-profile
candidates outperforming the
party’s national standing in
the handful of constituencies
where they stand a chance of
winning seats. A popular or
effective leader can help with
that, of course. But only up to a
point. When you’re Labour’s
size, it’s bonkers to be making
a big deal over national polls.

Secondly, tying the party
leadership to the polls is
making a noose for the neck of
the next leader. What happens
if the polls don’t shift in six
months or a year? Dump her
as well?

Fundamental to the party’s
problems is its inability or
unwillingness to process the
enormous changes that have
taken place in the structure of
Irish politics since the
financial crisis and the painful

return to economic prosperity
that followed it.

At its most basic, this has
seen the sharp contraction of
Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil
support to maybe half of what
those parties previously
enjoyed, and its replacement
by the growth of the left-wing
vote.

But that vote has not flowed
to Labour; rather it has gone
to Sinn Féin, to the Greens, to
the Social Democrats, to the
smaller parties of the radical
left and to independents.

Difficult
This is not just because of
Labour’s participation in the
unpopular coalition with
Fine Gael that governed in the
difficult years of the
post-crash period from
2011-16.

Voters have shown a
Christian willingness to
forgive parties for their past
sins; the leader of the current
Government, after all, is a
member of Fianna Fáil. Even
if that party is a much reduced
force, it retains a central part
in the political life of the
country.

So Labour’s difficulties
stem not just from its
troublesome past – but from
its inability to adapt to the
present. And that does not
bode well for its future.

There are a handful of
constituencies where Labour
can nurture reasonable hopes
of being competitive for extra
seats at the next general
election.

But it will only play a central
role in the political life and
government of the country as
part of a larger centre-left
alliance.

Trying to pull that force
together and defining
Labour’s role within it will be
one of the key tasks facing a
new leader.

The decline of the old and
the emergence of new political
forces happens all the time in
European politics. Ireland
would be unusual in Europe if
there wasn’t a strong
centre-left force here. But
what role Labour might play
in that – if any – is very much
an open question.

The finishing touches to the
plan to take down Alan Kelly
were applied in the home of
Labour Senator Marie Sher-
lock last Sunday. The party had
recorded yet another dismal
result in the Business Post/Red
C poll, published that morning
– 4 per cent.

The party’s Senators and
TDs gathered at Sherlock’s
Phibsboro home – those who
couldn’t make it physically
dialled in from elsewhere.
Brendan Howlin attended
briefly from London, where he
was with the British Irish
Parliamentary Assembly.

The purpose of the meeting
was to copper-fasten an
approach that had been
emerging as concerns about
the leadership reached a point
of no return. The party has
plenty of recent experience in
decapitating leaders: Eamon
Gilmore in 2014 and Joan
Burton in 2016, and is still
traumatised by the memory of
the tortuous end of Gilmore’s
tenure, spread over two days.

And so, if they were going to
move against another leader, it
would have to be quick and
straightforward. Kelly would
have to be presented with a
fait accompli – that he would
go, or face a motion of no
confidence from all 10 other
members of the Parliamentary
Labour Party (PLP).

Across the last week, the
party has descended into crisis
mode – first privately, and then
very publicly. The fallout
has destabilised the party,
confused its membership and
damaged its standing. Now, the
hope is that a new leader will
take the reins and restore the
sense of purpose, identity and
electoral success that have
evaded the party for the guts of
a decade. Before a new leader-
ship could begin, the messy
process of ushering Kelly out
had to be completed.

* * *
Labour members have stat-

ed that the reasons for Kelly’s
defenestration lie in the polling
numbers, and a fear that he was

too strongly associated with the
Labour-Fine Gael government
of 2011-2016. These concerns
permeated discussions at PLP
meetings for several weeks. But
it’s also the case that another
trigger was concerns over
filling a backroom position in
the party. It’s believed Billie
Sparks, the party’s general
secretary, last week indicated
to members that she was
uncomfortable with parts of the
process, while Ged Nash, the
Louth TD and finance spokes-
man, was said by colleagues to
be particularly annoyed with
aspects.

A Labour spokesman said
the party had a duty of
confidentiality regarding
career-sensitive information
and would not comment on
internal matters. But in a series
of conversations with Labour
figures in recent days, nobody
was denying the suggestion.

An emergency meeting was
held last Wednesday among
some PLP members, in Kelly’s
absence, where all this was
discussed. The following day, at
a meeting in Leinster House of
the full PLP, Kelly was confront-
ed with these concerns, and
with more worries about
performance, and also culture.

A source present said there
were accusations of a damaging
culture within the party, with
fingers pointed at the leader’s
office. “Things were said that
were very difficult to hear,” one
source said. Kelly defended
himself, becoming emotional at
one point, but the defence
offered was insufficient to
convince members – he had lost
authority, some present felt.

Slidetowardsirrelevance
The events of last week brought
to a head concerns that had
been forming over time. There
was, one said, a general feeling
that Kelly had become “semi-
detached” and that he “didn’t
realise the extent” of the
difficulties the party was facing,
amid what members fretted
was an inexorable slide towards
irrelevance, and potentially to
extinction. Fingal TD Duncan
Smith, Senator Mark Wall and
Sherlock all spoke of a fight for
survival in interviews on RTÉ
yesterday.

The developments were kept
on lockdown – PLP members
mixed with councillors and
other Labour figures at a pro-
test at the Russian embassy on
Saturday, but kept tight-lipped.
The backdrop of the Labour
Party going to war with itself,
while an actual war raged, was
not lost on members.

That momentum brought
the PLP together on Sunday. It
was decided that Smith, Wall
and Cork East TD Seán
Sherlock would go to Kelly.
They were chosen because they
were close to him – the
Tipperary TD could be left in no
doubt about the single-
mindedness of his party. Wall

and Smith have said they
presented him on Tuesday with
their analysis of polling and
that he was tainted, and the
reality was he had lost support.
He quickly agreed to go.

Labour’s parliamentary
team is facing a problem. The
wider party, including many
councillors, are deeply
disillusioned with the decision
to jettison Kelly. They don’t un-
derstand the logic of it. Taking
down a leader of a small party
based on poor polling, in the
middle of an election cycle,
before they’ve had a chance to
fight a local, general or
European election runs
contrary to political wisdom –
even more so when he has been
limited by the pandemic.

“The overwhelming phone
calls, texts, tweets, WhatsApps
I’m getting from members is
that they’re annoyed,” says
Dermot Lacey, a Dublin city
councillor and party stalwart.
“Italldoesn’tmake senseto me.”

“I’m genuinely very shocked

by the whole thing,” said Ciaran
Ahern, a former Seanad and
general election candidate.

“I’m disappointed that there
was a leadership election less
than two years ago, and it’s been
overturned by the PLP,” said
Ben Slimm, a Kerry councillor.

* * *

From early on Wednesday
morning, Kelly began to call
some supporters telling them
he was gone. A helter-skelter
day followed as word crept out,
with journalists pursuing party
members (sometimes at pace)
down the corridors of Leinster
House, and the party’s plan to
announce on Thursday was
blown to smithereens. More
than once, the whole process
has been closer to farce than
drama. Whether Labour can re-
store itself under a new leader
remains to be seen.

Analysis

Jack
Horgan-Jones

HomeNews

Leadership
concerns
reached
point of
no return

SARAH BURNS

Legislation which will make
open disclosure of serious
patient safety issues mandatory
has been delayed “a bit too
long”, Tánaiste Leo Varadkar
has said.

Mr Varadkar said TDs
should endeavour to get the
Patient Safety (Notifiable
Patient Safety Incidents) Bill
2019 enacted “no later than the
end of this year”.

The Tánaiste was respond-
ing to Labour leader Alan Kelly
in the Dáil yesterday, who used
his final Leader’s Questions to
ask if the Bill would be enacted
and “put into law very quickly”.

Mr Kelly paid tribute to
health campaigners Vicky
Phelan, Lorraine Walsh,
Steven Teap and John Wall. He
said four years on from Ms
Phelan’s High Court case in
April 2018 over the reading of
her smear test, “huge progress”

had been made to the
CervicalCheck screening pro-
gramme but that “we do need
to move on a range of issues”.

The Tipperary TD said this
included the review of the
legislation on abortion, ensur-
ing the new National Maternity
Hospital was publicly owned
and controlled as well as
outstanding recommendations
from Dr Gabriel Scally to
CervicalCheck.

Mr Kelly said the Patient

Safety Bill had been debated in
2019 but was “stuck at commit-
tee stage ever since”

“We need to get this over the
line because it will provide for
mandatory open disclosure and
ensure patients’ voices are
heard,” he said. “This is going
on way too long and I would ask
for Vicky and for everyone else
that we address this asap and
finally get it over the line. It’s a
dear request for me, I want to
see this over the line.”

Pat
Leahy

PoliticalReporter

■ Clockwise from main: The next Labour leader is expected to be Ivana Bacik; Aodhán Ó Riordain,
who Alan Kelly edged out to become party leader; the finishing touches to the plan to topple Mr
Kelly as leader were applied in the home of Labour Senator Marie Sherlock; and Mr Kelly.
PHOTOGRAPHS: TOM HONAN, DARA MAC DÓNAILL AND ALAN BETSON/THE IRISH TIMES

National opinion
polls just aren’t
that important for
small parties. They
depend on high-
profile candidates
outperforming the
party’s national
standing in the
handful of
constituencies
where they stand
a chance of
winning seats

DAVID RALEIGH
in Nenagh

Yesterday morning Alan Kelly’s
supporters in his political
heartland of Nenagh in north
Tipperary woke up to a frosty
four degrees, but even more
chilled by his shock overnight
resignation as Labour Party
leader.

Even in his home place Kelly
divides opinion. One of three
women sitting in Quigley’s
bakery and café on Kenyon
Street said: “He’s a bit of a
mouthpiece I suppose, that’s
my verdict, I think he has a bit of
an ego.”

However, her friend had
“sympathy” for the man known
locally and nationally as
“AK47”, telling The Irish Times
“I feel sorry for him, and
although there are very divided
opinions about him around the
town I will vote for him again”.

Without a party allegiance,
Denis Finnerty, a local
pharmacy owner and the
vice-president of Nenagh
Chamber of Commerce,
praised Kelly as a tireless
worker and a “good community
man”. He said he would contin-
ue to support Kelly “because he
has proven himself to be a good
man for north Tipperary and

Nenagh”, adding that “before
he was ever leader of the party
he still had reaches into places
that he will still have”.

“Alan Kelly has never been a
silent politician. His style and
his willingness to speak out
haven’t changed that much,
and I don’t think it will change.”

‘Heartbroken’
Fran Curry’s morning talk
show Tipp Today on Tipp FM
was dominated by the news,
with one loyal supporter,
identified only as “Mags”,
telling the programme “we are
heartbroken in Nenagh”.

Saying that she was “hurting

just as much” as Kelly after his
unexpected departure, she
added: “The Labour Party in
north Tipperary cannot believe
what has been done to Alan, it is
totally unacceptable.”

The programme reflected
throughout local feeling that
Kelly has been unfairly treated
by his Labour parliamentary
party colleagues – a feeling that
became evident elsewhere as
the day progressed. Local mem-
bers of the party are clearly an-
noyed that the decision to seek
Kelly’s removal was taken by
the parliamentary party alone
even though he was elected by
the party membership.

Boosting fortunes may
prove harder than
changing leader

LabourPartyleadership

Kelly pays tribute to health campaigners

Party grappling to
establish place in a
changing political
landscape

Poorpoll resultsand
huddled meetings
ended with a party
delegation telling
Kelly he was done

Editorial comment:
page 13
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In the days after Christmas, as Omicron cas-
es surged, a senior official said it felt like
putting one’s hand on the door, trying to
tell if there was a dangerous fire on the oth-
er side.

Thanks to Christmas, data reporting
gets interrupted, and systems for tracking
the disease get less reliable. During that
time, the official said, you will only know
you’re really in trouble if the door bursts
into flames – like last winter.

In a warning to the National Public
Health Emergency Team (Nphet) just be-
fore Christmas, the HSE said: “It is difficult
to see how critical care units will cope if the
impact of Omicron results in large increas-
es in case numbers and associated increas-
es in the number of patients requiring criti-
cal care”.

And so, over Christmas and New Year,
they waited for a signal – something in the
data that would indicate real trouble. Cases
shot up, test positivity sky-rocketed, and
hospitals got busier – all of which was trou-
bling, but also, to an extent, expected.

Positive signals began to faintly emerge.
The pressure on intensive care units can of-
ten be gauged by the number of Covid pa-
tients getting non-invasive oxygen therapy
outside ICU, where they are helped to
breathe mechanically, but short of intuba-
tion.

That number is “a canary in the coalm-
ine of the pipeline into ICU,” a HSE source
told The Irish Times. It climbed and
climbed to about 150, or so, but started to
drop about two weeks ago.

Planners in the health system already
had a good feeling. Anecdotally, they saw
the public cancel Christmas plans, while re-
strictions curtailed transmission. The in-
tention, in the face of Omicron, was not to
stop infection – but to “have
30,000-40,000 [cases] per day, not
150,000 per day”.

“We knew we wouldn’t be able to control
it, it was about managing it so it wouldn’t
get out of control” – and waiting for a de-
scent that would, hopefully, be as quick as
the spike, said a source in Government.

“What’s more, they knew there was an
enormous wall of vaccines in place – hur-
riedly put together in the run-in to Christ-
mas. In the four days leading up to the 25th,
some 420,000 vaccines were adminis-
tered,” the individual said.

Omicron ran into this wall – not in terms
of transmission, but people simply were
not as sick. This week, one Minister remem-
bered asking his GP how it was going, only
to be told that just one person had been
sent on to hospital for weeks, and that per-

son was unvaccinated.
The hospital data backed this up. Initial-

ly, politicians were ultra-cautious, terrified
to declare victory lest they encourage a
change in behaviour, or end up looking sil-
ly. There were “potential grounds for very
cautious optimism,” one Minister quietly
confided in the first week of January.

After Nphet’s meeting on January 6th,
however, members were bullish. “Our big-
gest problem is how we reverse out [of
restrictions] and reverse out fast,” one said
the next day. “In two weeks’ time we have
to abandon it all on the presumption it
stays as positive as it is.”

Ethicaldilemmas
There were ethical dilemmas, too, since
the risk of over-emphasising the role Cov-
id-19 was having on the health system
could be over-emphasised, or in society at
large – all of which would damage public
trust, if wrongly articulated.

Far from being the last bastion of Cov-
id-19 conservatism, a shift has been under
way within Nphet itself since last summer,
when a series of papers were drawn up by
the HSE’s clinical lead on infection control,
Martin Cormican.

These detailed how the State would
move to a “normalised” way of treating Cov-
id in the light of high levels of vaccination.
These papers informed the relaxation of re-
strictions over autumn, which was planned

to culminate in a lasting shift this year.
The Delta wave of Covid-19 that preced-

ed mass boosting, and the arrival in
late-November/early December of Omi-
cron, put the process into deep freeze. But
in the early days of this month, that ap-
proach was dusted off.

Caution remained the watchword, how-
ever, for several days. Time was needed, an-
other team member urged, before declar-
ing the all-clear on ICU. On January 10th,
Holohan issued a typically-guarded tweet.

Covid levels were high, large volumes
were still being admitted to hospital, he
said. There were things that had to be done
before a more general relaxation: schools
resumed; close contact rules were relaxed.
The numbers in hospital began to plateau –
and then cases collapsed.

By the start of this week, it was getting
harder to hold back the tide. “The big thing
that has changed is the clear evidence with
Omicron in the face of high levels of immu-
nity, the harm the virus is causing is very
much less than expected,” a senior public
health source said yesterday. In the last
week, it became undeniably clear that both
cases and hospitalisations had turned a cor-
ner.

Every Monday morning, Minister for
Health Stephen Donnelly holds a meeting
with senior officials in the Department of
Health – including secretary general Rob-
ert Watt, Holohan and his deputy, Ronan
Glynn. “It was just very good,” said a per-
son present. The clear view emerging was
that the peak had passed – all relevant indi-
ces had been declining from about January
12th. More data had come in last week, on
critical care and conversion rates from cas-
es to serious disease, that had solidified the

view that all restrictions could be lifted.”
Already that morning, indications from

senior people in the Coalition were that re-
strictions would be eased: there was “no
reason” there shouldn’t be a full house for
Ireland-Wales in the Six Nations on Febru-
ary 6th, said one. That afternoon, another
said they “weren’t bothered” about Janu-
ary but expected rapid progress in Febru-
ary.

Progress
There was rapid progress in the 24 hours
that followed – a Cabinet meeting was sud-
denly scheduled for Friday, the day after
Nphet. People spoke of reopened pubs in
time for this weekend – optimism radiated
outwards, driven by encouraging signals
from the Coalition. Minister of State Os-
sian Smyth, Stephen Donnelly and Leo Var-
adkar all intoned hopes and expectations
that restrictions would be lifted, and fast.
Donnelly told this newspaper of his expec-
tation that there was a “big reduction in
public health measures” coming, which
would now have “as minimal an impact as
possible on people’s lives”.

The Coalition was not shy about letting
Nphet and the public know what result it
wanted to see; people wondered if this was
gamesmanship, an attempt to box Nphet in
– and to an extent it was.

“We definitely sent out the message
both publicly and privately that this was
the direction we wanted,” said one senior
Minister. However, the 4D chess was prob-
ably unnecessary; at one point, Holohan is
said to have told Donnelly he could be sur-
prised at the pace of change recommended
by Nphet.

“It’s entirely possible we have a future
variant of concern and it is just as pressing
also – what will happen in terms of Omi-
cron as national immunity which is current-
ly very high begins to wane, that to me is
one of the most immediate questions,” Don-
nelly said. More modelling is being sought
on this, and another wave of Omicron is
clearly possible, especially as immunity
wanes and contact increases.

Several ministers were taken aback in
the end. Within Nphet itself, a process of
gently probing views among members was
happening: its secretariat set up discussion
sessions for members, to feel out their
views, and kick ideas around.

Alarm bells were not being sounded –
this percolated across to Government. The
Taoiseach was said to be briefed by Holo-
han as the week wore on, and quietly, the
ground was being prepared for a big bang
announcement.

The Department of Health press office
quietly nudged Nphet members to stay off
the airwaves. It would be tactically smart,
given how relations had frayed at times, to
let the Government carry this one.

Mid-week, one source quipped that the
ground was being prepared for a
“three-day festival of spin” by the Coali-
tion. The creeping optimism took root
more widely: one Nphet member on their
way into work was stopped by a person,
who asked hopefully: “Am I alright for a
pint on the weekend?”

There was more work to get out of the
way: the tricky issue of the pandemic bonus
was slated for Wednesday’s Cabinet meet-
ing. After it clumsily dominated the run-in
to the budget, it provoked predictable
kick-back from those left out of the
scheme. “We never looked at this as some-
thing we would win on,” confided one Min-
ister. The best the Government hoped for
was a score-draw, they said, which drew a
line under the issue without kicking off a
major controversy. That was squared
away, as Nphet’s meeting on Thursday
beckoned.

Discussion of Covid was sparing at Cabi-
net on Wednesday, but afterwards, the usu-
al weekly meeting of the Covid Oversight
Group took place. That forum is chaired by
Martin Fraser, the secretary to the Govern-
ment, and attended by senior officials, Nph-
et members and the leaders’ chiefs of staff.
It has become a vital clearing house for Cov-
id policy – to ensure there are as few surpris-
es as possible. It was here, in mid-October,
that Nphet flashed the first warnings of
trouble as Delta took hold again, which cul-
minated in new restrictions coming in be-
fore Omicron reared its head. HSE chief ex-
ecutive Paul Reid and vaccine tsar Brian
MacCraith presented, emphasising the im-
portance of boosters and the former speak-
ing of pressure on hospitals – but arising
mainly from staff out of work, not provid-
ing Covid care. Holohan told the meeting
he remained concerned about the high
case numbers – but nobody walked away
thinking a reversal was in the offing. “The
writing’s on the wall for the last week,” one
attendee said afterward. “You cannot re-
strict the public to the extent we are from
normal activities without justification”.

The main discussion at Nphet was not
whether to relax measures, but whether to
advise a stepwise approach. This was the ex-
pectation across Government and among
some members, but there was a new mo-
mentum running through the group. Some
members worried about the advice that all
restrictions could be lifted – but others

pointed to the inequity of allowing pubs
open, but not nightclubs.

The meeting heard that 20 per cent of
people aged 18-40 have had a documented
infection in the last three months, and the
true scale of infection is likely two to three
times higher. About 40 per cent of
18-29 year olds are boosted, and half of
those aged 30-39. There is massive immu-
nity in the population. There was a strong
argument for persuading these people to
stay home and isolate if symptomatic, but
not for blanket bans, which could be politi-
cally toxic. One member outlined the fear
of a backlash from saying: “Your da can go
to the pub but you can’t go to the nightclub.
The chances of losing the dressing room
are very significant.”

Majorchange
Holohan’s letter to Donnelly, sent on Thurs-
day, does not signal the end of the pandem-
ic, but does suggest a major change. First-
ly, the fine detail of what policies and when
is being left to Government. Secondly, the
focus is firmly on monitoring the harm
caused by the virus, not attempting to stop
transmission entirely. Omicron crystal-
lised debates that had been underway for
some time. Given the political impossibility
of zero Covid, the extra infectiousness of
variants, and the protection of vaccines,
some version of this was likely to become
the standard. Omicron just meant it moved
at warp speed.

Another wave of Omicron is clearly pos-
sible, especially as immunity wanes and
contact increases. But as one senior source
said yesterday: “We have just proved we
can have a very significant wave of infec-
tion with minimal harm. What we need to
do is anticipate harm”.

This presents a big challenge in and of it-
self – specifically how to redesign testing,
tracing and vaccination to surveil and inter-
cept threats before harsh restrictions are
necessary. This is a fiendishly complex poli-
cy problem, and equally difficult for the
HSE, which has to figure out how to make
it work. “It’s not easy to scale it down [and]
put Humpty Dumpty back together again,”
muttered one senior health source this
week.

Waste water surveillance, monitoring
for the disease through GPs rather than
mass testing, and investment in hospital ca-
pacity will all be key. Further boosters will
likely be needed. There are problems
borne of how bruised people are. One Nph-
et member spoke of how challenging it will
be to dismantle entrenched behaviours,
Covid anxiety and medicalising day-to-day
life. There will be a big job reorganising leg-
islation, regulations and advice into some-
thing coherent that fits the new way of do-
ing business, but safeguards core messages
around isolating when symptomatic, and
getting boosters.

Finally, there is the question of Nphet it-
self. Within Government and Nphet, there
is a growing sense that its race may be run –
that now is the time to make good on moves
floated last autumn to disband or replace
it. The charged political economy of the cri-
sis meant the group became a power bloc, a
source of deep frustration within Govern-
ment, and a polarising force within politics
itself. There is a clear desire to step back
from the cycle of meetings, policy changes
and letters that has framed public debate
since March 2020.

“We should be moving out of the emer-
gency management of a public health crisis
and into the management of an infection
which may precipitate an emergency at
some point in future or may be on path to
endemicity,” a senior public health source
said . “The next meeting of Nphet is four
weeks from now. This is certainly the op-
portunity to restructure our response and
make it simpler and routinise it.” This is a
view mirrored at senior levels of Govern-
ment – that disbanding or replacing Nphet
(or allowing it to do so itself) is something
that should be examined “certainly in the
next couple of months”.

Donnelly is guarded but said a new medi-
um term response is being developed “in-
cluding testing and tracing, vaccines, pub-
lic health surveillance, genome sequencing
and expert advice in numerous forms, in-
cluding public health” and other fields.”

Two years ago, the world shifted on its
axis. Now, it seems a more welcome
change is on its way.

HARRY McGEE
Political Correspondent

The tapering off of the Omicron
wave of Covid-19 does not mean
the two-year novel coronavirus
pandemic is nearing the end, an
expert on global health and out-
breaks has said.

Dr Máire Connolly, Profes-
sor of Global Health and Devel-
opment at the School of Medi-
cine in NUI Galway, said there
were grounds for optimism in
relation to Omicron but added
that low vaccination levels in
the least developed countries
posed a significant risk.

She said vaccination deficits
would allow viruses to circulate
for longer. In that scenario,
there was a greater chance of
new mutations occurring, with
no guarantee that it would not
be more virulent than Omi-
cron.

“The bottom line is we do not
know what is out there,” she
said. “There is a natural pro-
gression with viruses to be-
come less pathogenic, less se-
vere over time. We saw it with
Ebola.

“But it’s not necessarily the

case. These are random muta-
tions that can happen just as
easily to make something more
transmissible but also more se-
vere.”

Prof Connolly, who worked
for 15 years for the World
Health Organisation (WHO),
said the low level of vaccination
worldwide is creating the poten-
tial for “variant factories”.

The director general of the
WHO Dr TedrosAdhanom Ghe-
breyesus set a target of global
vaccine coverage of 70 per cent
by July this year.

It is nowhere near that rate.
“The vaccines we have work

at the moment but there is no
guarantee that the next variant
will not have greater levels of
vaccine escape . . . We have a
window of time in the next
three or four months,” she
warned.

“The rate of variant genera-
tion will depend on vaccine up-
take rates around the world.

“There is a risk that some-
body who is immune-compro-
mised will carry the virus for a
longer length of time creating
the conditions for mutations to
happen.

“What vaccination does is it
not only reduces the severity
but also reduces the length of
time the virus remains in your
body so it clears quickly.”

She said another other risk
was that the more coronavirus
circulated the more likely it was
to “bounce” into another spe-
cies such as mink or domestic
animals.

“That’s when you get really
tricky mutations happening,
the weird novel coronavirus-
es.” She instanced Sars 1 which
affected civet cats, and Mers
which affected dromedaries.

“New variants are generat-
ed. It does not necessarily mean
they will be milder because
these are random mutations.”

Dr Connolly said the combi-
nation of high vaccination rates
and widespread infection have

created high immunity levels
among Irish people. As spring
progresses, more people will go
outdoors, thus suppressing
rates further.

For her, the waning effect of
Omicron upon vaccines was re-
ally significant as was the speed
at which it came to dominate in-
fections. “How it took over is in-
credible. It had not been detect-
ed until the end of November
and now it is at about 95 per
cent in Ireland,” she said.

“The majority of cases in ICU
are Delta although they are ac-
counting for about 4 to 5 per
cent [overall] and that is reduc-
ing all the time.”

She said the Covax pro-

gramme to increase vaccina-
tion rates in less developed
countries was not achieving the
desired scale and that the phar-
maceutical industry needed to
play its part.

“India and China have the ca-
pacity to make vaccines at
scale . . . Pharmaceutical com-
panies should hand over their
patents and allow companies in
those countries to make these
vaccines,” she said.

Prof Connolly is the co-ordi-
nator in NUIG for Pandem, a
European Union Programme
which is designing new systems
to help first responders and
teams deal with pandemic risk
and emergency management.

The
Taoiseach

was said to be
briefed by Holohan
as the week wore
on, and quietly, the
ground was being
prepared for a big
bang
announcement
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■ Dr Máire
Connolly: The
bottom line is
we do not know
what is out
there’

‘By the start of this week, it was
getting harder to hold back the tide’

■ Minister for Health, Stephen Donnelly:
On Monday, indications from senior
people in the Coalition were that
restrictions would be eased.
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Caution still needed, says global health expert

Jack Horgan-Jones

Ascases andhospitalistions
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