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The executive summary of the
“Brandon” report into pro-
longed sexual abuse of intellec-
tually disabled residents at a
HSE-run disability centre in
Donegal, will be published to-
morrow.

A senior source told The
Irish Times that following con-
sultations with gardaí, the
13-page executive summary
would be provided to the fami-
lies of Brandon’s victims today
in advance of publication. Staff
at Ard Greine Court campus in
Stranorlar, where the abuse
took place, will get copies and
be briefed today.

The Minister of State for disa-
bilities, Anne Rabbitte, is await-
ing legal advice from the Attor-
ney General as to whether she
can publish the full report.

TheBrandonreport,complet-

ed by the National Independent
Review Panel (NIRP) in August
2020, finds that a former resi-
dent,giventhepseudonymBran-
don,perpetratedat least108sex-
ual assaults on upwards of 18 in-
tellectually disabled adults,
most of them non-verbal, be-
tween 2003 and 2016.

It says the “common strate-
gy” to manage Brandon – to
move him from ward to ward –
“simply gave him access to a
new cohort of clients whom he
proceeded to assault until he
was moved on again”.

None of the families was told
about the abuse of their loved
ones until December 2018, a
decade after the abuse in some
cases. While several have called
for publication of the full re-
port, the HSE has maintained
its stance that it will publish
only the executive summary.

The report says Brandon’s as-
saults continued “unabated”

and with the “full knowledge”
of management.

Nursing staff tried repeated-
ly to stop the abuse, reporting it
to management, it says. In 2011
a number of experts recom-
mended Brandon’s contact
with other residents be stopped
and his victims’ families be told.
The assaults, however, contin-
ued and families were not in-
formed for several years.

Brandon was moved to Brent-
wood Manor, a private nursing
home in Convoy, Co Donegal in
May 2016 and died there last
year.

The abuse came to light in
2016 when a whistleblower ap-
proached local independent TD,
Thomas Pringle. He reported it
toHSEmanagementinthecoun-
ty and the then minister for disa-
bilities, Finian McGrath. A
look-back review, completed in
2018, led to the HSE commis-
sioning the NIRP review.

MARK PAUL
Business Affairs Correspondent

Companies that took taxpay-
er-funded payments to cope
with the pandemic and then
paid dividends to their share-
holders should be banned from
availing of further State subsi-
dies, according to a Govern-
ment TD.

Jim O’Callaghan, Fianna

Fáil TD for Dublin Bay South,
made the call after The Irish
Times revealed that the compa-
ny which distributes Mer-
cedes-Benz cars in Ireland re-
ceived almost ¤1.8 million in
pandemic wage subsidies last
year. It paid a similar amount in
a cash dividend, also last year,
to an offshore company con-
trolled by the family that owns
the business.

O’Flaherty Holdings, which
is ownedby the O’Flaherty fami-
ly through MML Holdings,
made operating profits of al-
most ¤10 million in 2020. It
paid the dividend to Hailstone
Holdings, a company regis-
tered in the Isle of Man.

A spokesman for the compa-
ny suggested it was coincidence
that the taxpayer subsidy and
the dividend were near-identi-
cal amounts.

He was unable to provide a
statement from the company
following a request for com-
ment to chief executive Paddy
Finnegan.

Last year, Mr O’Callaghan

asked Minister for Finance Pas-
chal Donohoe whether compa-
nies in the State’s flagship em-
ployment wage subsidy scheme
(EWSS) were banned from pay-
ing dividends. Mr Donohoe re-
plied that he was “advised by
Revenue that the issue of what
dividends a company may or
may not be in a position to pay
to shareholders . . . are matters
that are outside the remit” of
the scheme.

Compliancemeasures
The Department of Finance yes-
terday declined to comment on
the O’Flaherty Holdings divi-
dend. It said the wage subsidy

scheme,which has so far paid al-
most ¤5.7 billion to employers,
“incorporates compliance
measures” and it referred to a
statement last week by Mr
Donohoe. However, the EWSS
includes no compliance meas-
ures for dividends.

The Revenue Commission-
ers said the payment of divi-
dends is “not a matter covered
in the overarching legislation”
that backs up the wage subsidy
scheme. “The . . . payment of
dividends by companies claim-
ing Covid supports is a tax poli-
cy matter,” it said, referencing
the Department of Finance.

Mr O’Callaghan suggested

companies that took subsidies
and then paid dividends were
not following the “spirit” of
State assistance schemes.

“The terms of the schemes
should be amended to ensure
that no dividends can be paid out
by companies that are in receipt
ofpandemicsupports,”he said.

He said if cash could not be
clawed back, then companies
that took supports and paid divi-
dends should be “precluded”
fromfuturesupport.
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Families of victims to receive
‘Brandon’ report today

Calls for pandemic subsidy ban over dividends

JENNIFER BRAY
and PAT LEAHY

The State’s booster campaign
is to be overhauled with a mas-
sive redeployment of health-
care and public sector staff,
who will be asked to prioritise
Covid-19 vaccinations in the
face of a potentially imminent
Omicron wave.

Hundreds more general
practitioners and pharmacists
will be asked to join the booster
programme as the State races
against time to give the popula-
tion adequate protection
against the latest Covid-19vari-
ant.

TheGovernmentisextreme-
ly resistant to the idea of any
major new restrictions and is
placing the focus firmly on the
revised vaccination campaign
which will be launched immi-
nently by the HSE.

Many vaccination centres
will have extended opening
hours, from 8am to 8pm, there
will be extra centres in Dublin
and Cork and other areas as
wellas increasedcapacity inex-
isting centres.

A source said the inocula-
tion campaign had now en-
tered its most challenging peri-
od since last January and that
multiple workforces would be
redeployed.

The Government will lean
heavily on general practition-
ers as part of a “national effort”
to prioritise vaccinations,
meaningtherewillbelessavail-
ability for other health issues.
The plan is to have every GP
vaccinating the public, up from
the estimated 75 per cent cur-
rently providing this service.
The Government also wants to
see 1,000 pharmacies giving
the jabs, up from about 550.

High-riskchildren
The pace of the campaign will
be accelerated and from De-
cember 20th the inoculation of
high-risk children will begin,
with other cohorts following
from January 10th.

Aseniorsourcesaidthatpeo-
ple in their 30s and 40s can ex-
pectto hear “this side of Christ-
mas” when they will be offered
the next dose.

Taoiseach Micheál Martin
last night called on the country
to “hold the collective nerve”

as the latest figures show that
approximately 1.25 million
have received a booster shot.

Chief medical officer Dr
Tony Holohan said results yes-
terday indicated that approxi-
mately 14 per cent of the
State’s new infections were
now due to the new Omicron
variant.

He updated the Coalition’s
three party leaders last night
ahead of a crunch meeting of
the National Public Health
Emergency Team (Nphet) to-
morrow.

Schoolholidays
Government figures are ex-
tremelyresistanttoanysugges-
tion of harsh new restrictions,
while Mr Martin has said there
is no plan to close schools early
“at this stage”.

He told RTÉ that a “collec-
tive objective of all of us is to
keep schools open”.

AspokesmanfortheDepart-
ment of Education said the
schedulingofschoolholidaype-
riods are not due to change.

Meanwhile, there is concern
in Government about younger
age groups who got the
one-shot Johnson & Johnson
vaccine and who may be espe-
cially vulnerable now as they
wait their turn. The issue has
been raised with Dr Holohan
and the National Immunisa-
tion Advisory Committee
(Niac).

TheWorldHealth Organisa-
tion(WHO) saidyesterday Cov-
id-19 vaccines appeared to
have become slightly less effec-
tive in preventing severe dis-
ease and death, but did provide
“significant protection”.

The Omicron variant should
not be dismissed as “mild”,
WHO director-general Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus said.

“Omicron is spreading at a
rate we have not seen with any
previous variant.

“Even if Omicron does
cause less severe disease, the
sheer number of cases could
once again overwhelm unpre-
pared health systems.”

Hundreds more GPs and pharmacists
to be asked to join revised programme
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Castle. The
exhibition
continues until
February 6th.
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The Irish family-owned group
that distributes Mercedes-Benz
cars in Ireland received close to
¤1.8 million in taxpayer-funded
pandemic subsidies last year,
but it also paid a similar amount
as a dividend to the offshore
company that controls the busi-

ness. Despite the pandemic,
O’Flaherty Holdings, owned by
members of the wealthy O’Fla-
herty family through MML
Holdings, recorded a rise in its
profits for the year of more than
80 per cent to almost ¤13.1 mil-
lion, accounts show.

The group’s chief executive,
Paddy Finnegan, has been con-
tacted for comment about the

payment of the dividend to the
O’Flaherty family’s company at
a time when the companies also
accepted large State subsidies
from taxpayers. He had not
commented at the time of publi-
cation.

Riseinprofits
Earlier in the pandemic some
companies, such as stockbrok-
ing firm Goodbody and CRH,
the building materials giant, an-
nounced they would return tax-
payer wage subsidies to the
State.

Recently-filed accounts for
MML suggest that ¤3.8 million
of its rise in profits came from a
gain on the winding up of its
pension scheme. But profits on
its ordinary trading activities

still rose over the year by 15 per
cent to ¤9.6 million.

A 15 per cent decline in the
O’Flaherty group’s turnover to
¤228.5 million was partially
cushioned by ¤1.764 million in

payments from the State’s pan-
demic wage subsidy scheme,
which contributed towards the
wages of workers in businesses
that faced closure during lock-
down.

MML’s accounts give details
of this payment, as well as a

¤1.79 million dividend paid to
Hailstone Holdings, the O’Fla-
herty family-controlled entity
in the Isle of Man that sits at the
apex of the group.

The accounts signed off in
September include a note from
the directors on the effects of
the pandemic on its perfor-
mance, saying that “despite the
impact that Covid-19 has had on
operations to date, the group
has maintained a strong bal-
ance sheet position”.

Cash
Its balance sheet shows that the
group’s cash pile at the end of
2020 had grown to ¤33.2 mil-
lion from ¤26.6 million. Its net
assets grew over the year by al-
most ¤9 million to ¤270 mil-

lion, while its accumulated prof-
its stood at ¤264 million. It em-
ploys 310 staff.

O’Flaherty Holdings in-
cludes Motor Distributors Lim-
ited (MDL), which imports Mer-
cedes-Benz into Ireland. The
group also owns a large net-
work of motor dealerships, as
well as investment properties.

The group has its roots in a
company founded by legendary
Irish businessman Stephen
O’Flaherty, grandfather of the
current generation that owns
the business. He built the group
in the 1950s after securing the
franchise for Ireland and the
UK for Volkswagen. He eventu-
ally became one of the richest
men in Ireland. MDL is no long-
er a distributor of Volkswagen.

GORDON DEEGAN

An Bórd Pleanála has cleared
the way for construction of a
planned ¤135 million
build-to-rent apartment
scheme on former Blackrock
College lands in Co Dublin.

The board has granted per-
mission for the 241-unit
scheme by Lioncor at lands
atCross Avenue ona siteadja-
cent to the private fee-paying
school under strategic hous-
ing development rules.

The scheme by Lioncor
subsidiary, 1 Players Land
Ltd, comprises three blocks,
with one reaching to nine sto-
reys.

An Bord Pleanála granted
planning permission over
the recommendation of Dún
Laoghaire Rathdown County
Council that it be refused on
the basis that the scheme will
have a detrimental impact on
the character of the area due
to its scale, height and visual
prominence.

Local residents also ex-
pressed concern over the
scheme.

Concerns
One of the third parties to ex-
press concerns was the rec-
tor at St Philips and St James’
Church, Rev Canon Gillian
Wharton.

“Given the proposed devel-
opment’s immediate proxim-
ity to our grounds and
church, we consider the scale
and particularly the height of
the proposed development
will dwarf the church and be
problematic for the range of
activities undertaken on our
campus,” he told the plan-
ning board.

The St Margaret’s Resi-
dents Association had regis-
tered its opposition to the
scheme while the board of
management of Booters-
town National School had
also raised concerns.

Lioncor purchased the site
at Cross Avenue for about
¤16 million last year from the
order responsible for Black-
rock College, the Holy Ghost
or Spiritan congregation.

Downsizing
The appeals board inspector
in the case, Máire Daly, said
there was ample justification
for a build-to-rent develop-
ment at the site due to its loca-
tion “close to employment
centresand beside high quali-
ty public transport facilities”.

“The proposed residential
type and tenure will provide
a viable housing solution to
households where
home-ownership may not be
a priority and will provide a
greater choice for people in
the rental sector,” she said.

She was satisfied that the
units would accommodate a
range of age cohorts and
household types, including
those downsizing and free-
ing up under-occupied larger
units in the vicinity, all of
which, she said, was appropri-
ate in terms of achieving a
sustainable mix of household
sizes and types.

Ms Daly concluded the de-
velopment would not result
in any significant adverse im-
pacts on residential ameni-
ties or nearby school ameni-
ties by way of direct overlook-
ing.

The Bottom Line

CHARLIE TAYLOR

AIB has signed a ¤65 million
three-year contract with IBM to
provide it with enhanced cyber
resilience and fraud detection
capabilities.

Under the agreement, the
tech giant will provide the bank
with a z15 mainframe and relat-
ed services.

AIB is following in the foot-
steps of other financial institu-
tions, including Britain’s Na-
tionwide and Singapore’s DBS
Bank, by adopting the z15 as a
critical part of its mainframe
modernisation efforts.

The z15 integrates hybrid
cloud, data privacy and security
controls, and promises a better
performance and increased effi-
ciency.

The new platform includes
advanced data analytics and

process automation tools and
will enable enhanced system
availability capabilities.

“As we accelerate into the fu-
ture of banking, we need the
most advanced technology to
underpin our ongoing digital
transformation efforts,” said
Fergal Coburn, group chief
technology officer at AIB.

Innovation
“IBM technology has been the
backbone of our service deliv-
ery for over 30 years and this
agreement maintains our rela-
tionship in the innovation
space.

“This will be a core contribu-
tor in ensuring that we achieve
the key technology objectives
that underpin our 2023 strate-
gic ambitions and to meet the
challenges faced in our indus-
try.”

BusinessToday
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LAURA SLATTERY

Sky has made Apple TV Plus
available through Sky Q,
meaning its pay-TV customers
will be able to access the
streaming service on the plat-
form for ¤4.99 per month.

The streamer, which offers
a free seven-day trial, includes
original Apple-commissioned
programming, such as come-
dy hit Ted Lasso, popular dra-
ma The Morning Show and sci-
ence fiction series Founda-
tion, which is made inTroy Stu-
dios in Limerick.

Sky said Apple’s content

would be easy to discover on
its homepage and apps rail on
Sky Q, while it will also feature
in its top picks section along-
side Sky’s original shows and
the content and apps of its oth-
er partners.

Apple TV Plus will be availa-
ble on Sky Glass, Sky’s new
streaming television once
these devices go on sale in Ire-
land from 2022, Sky Ireland
said.

Apple TV Plus was
launched in November 2019.
The tech giant has not yet pub-
lished any official subscriber
numbers.

■ Singer-songwriter Imelda May with
Tourism Ireland chief executive Niall
Gibbons on Dublin’s Grafton Street
during filming for the series Voices of

Ireland, which premiered on Sky Arts
and Sky’s Now streaming app last
night. The two-part documentary
series, which promotes Ireland to

potential British visitors, was made for
Sky and Tourism Ireland by Red Shoe
Productions. The “literary travelogue”
will see Ms May meet well-known

Irish personalities including Moya
Brennan, Stephen Rea and Sharon
Shannon. PHOTOGRAPH: SHANE
O’NEILL/COALESCE

There are certain Christmas
songs which will always take
me back to the clothes shop in
Dublin where I worked in my
university holidays. The four
winters I spent running
around the floors of Next
clothing, I discovered that
nothing rivals the pulse of a
shop as the festive season
enters full swing.

Though I probably
shouldn’t admit it in the
newspaper that now employs
me, these were probably the
fondest memories of my
working life. Every Christ-
mas, I briefly wish I could
trade places with my teenage
self.

I know my recollections of
that time are hued with
nostalgia. The same can be
said for a Financial Times
colleague who so loved his
part-time job selling school
uniforms in London’s Peter
Jones department store that
he seriously considered
signing up for its manage-
ment trainee scheme. Wit-
nessing the Polish uprising
while on holiday whetted his
appetite for global affairs, and
the rest is history.

Still, the memory of £20
tips from wealthy foreigners,
the joy of the store and the
camaraderie with colleagues
from all walks of life has never
left him. “Nothing quite
matched that, ever,” he says,
more than 40 years and many
career accomplishments
later.

A lot has changed since his
day and mine. His part-time
job came with a heavily
subsidised staff bar. Mine, in
the early 2000s, coincided
with the headiest years of
Ireland’s Celtic Tiger econom-
ic boom. Holiday work was
easy to come by, and custom-
ers had plenty of money to
spend. As our crisis-time
finance minister, the late
Brian Lenihan, so memorably
put it, “we all partied.”

Homelesscafes
Today’s students are not so
lucky. A walk around Dublin
reveals homeless people
queueing for food a few doors
down from the Next store
where I worked. It is one of a
handful of homeless cafes
which have erupted across the
city as the pandemic has
tipped many struggling
residents into poverty.

One student describes
having handed out 20 CVs in
recent years and only getting
one response. That was before
Covid. Another describes how
the pandemic led to staff
shortages and uncertainty
about hours, amid ever-chang-
ing rules on openings.

Recent supply chain woes,
which led to stripped shelves
and frustrated customers, has
made the mood on shop floors
today very different to the one
I remember.

I go to another Next store
across Dublin. Less than four
weeks before Christmas,
there are only a handful of
people in the store. The buzz
of my retail past – when
finding sizes, ushering people
into fitting rooms, bagging up

clothes and entertaining
bored children was part of so
many Christmases – is notably
absent.

Now, Next plc tells me,
online shopping has led to a
step change in how the
holiday season works in retail.
Next takes on “dramatically”
fewer seasonal staff in high
street stores than it did in my
day. What was a rite of
passage for many of us is
becoming an increasingly
rare opportunity.

Some, whose memories of
Christmas counter service are
less favourable than mine,
might say that’s no bad thing.
But I will forever disagree. My
favourite Christmas memory
is still bound up with the
camaraderie of a festive
all-nighter. At Next, all staff
had to work some part of
Christmas Eve. The country
students who wanted to get
home in time for the celebrato-
ry build-up usually took a shift
that began the evening of the
23rd and finished at dawn.
We’d work through the night,
ticketing shoes and tops and
dresses for the post-Christ-
mas sales.

I remember the boxes of
Celebrations and Quality
Street sweets. I remember my
beloved Christmas tape
blaring throughout the store.
I remember how we sang, and
laughed, and ate, and put red

dots on labels so we’d know
what was in the sale and what
wasn’t.

I remember one year using
some of the money I’d earned
with all those holiday shifts to
buy a DVD player on the way
to my Christmas shift, and
feeling like Santa bringing it
home to my mother, sister
and brother.

I remember making my
way to the train station on
Christmas Eve mornings
when it was still dark out, and
embarking on the two-hour
journey to my hometown,
where I’d arrive in the late
morning, drunk-tired,
bleary-eyed and never
happier the whole rest of the
year. – Copyright The Finan-
cial Times Limited 2021

Apple TV Plus offered
on Sky Q platform

Profits at O’Flaherty Holdings
last year

CHARLIE TAYLOR

Irish solar photovoltaic cell de-
veloper Power Capital Renewa-
ble Energy (PCRE) is to invest
¤140 mil l ion in six
ready-to-build solar farms
with a combined capacity in ex-
cess of 240 megawatts.

The move comes after it ac-
quired the solar farm sites
from Renewable Energy Sys-
tems (RES) for an undisclosed
sum in a move that brings its to-
tal portfolio to over 1.1 giga-
watts. The deal, which comes
in addition to a ¤200 million in-
vestment announced earlier
this year, cements PCRE’s posi-
tion as one of the largest inde-
pendent solar power produc-
ers in the State.

The solar farm sites ac-

quired from RES are in several
counties including Galway,
Waterford, Clare and Kildare,
and come complete with plan-
ning permissions from local
councils and grid connections
from ESBN and Eirgrid.

Auction
The company intends to sub-
mit some of these assets into
the upcoming Renewable Elec-
tricity Support Scheme auc-
tion and will also continue to
seek corporate customers look-
ing to reduce their CO2 foot-
print by entering “power pur-
chase agreements”, it said.

“This is a major statement
of our ambitions in Ireland.
We know RES have a great
track record in developing re-
newable energy projects in Ire-

land and we hope to do further
deals with the RES team in the
future,” said PCRE co-founder
Justin Brown.

Omnes, a French private eq-
uity and infrastructure inves-
tor with ¤5 billion in assets un-
der management, took a major-
ity stake in PCRE late last year.
With Omnes’s backing, PCRE
is focused on building a signifi-
cant solar PV portfolio in Ire-
land, with plans to be the domi-
nant player in the sector local-
ly over the next decade.

In July, the company an-
nounced plans to spend about
¤200 million on building out
assets it acquired from Irish
firm Terra Solar.

PCRE, which was founded
in 2011, also operates in Brit-
ain, Germany and Greece.

PCRE to spend ¤140m on
developing six solar farms

Tetrarch Capital mulls sale of Killashee Hotel

AIB agrees ¤65m cyber
resilience deal with IBM
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What was a rite of
passage for many of
us is becoming an
increasingly rare
opportunity‘‘

Nothing says
‘Christmas’ like the
buzz of a holiday job

Mercedes’ Irish distributor paid ¤1.8m
dividend after getting Covid subsidy
Company controlled by O’Flaherty family
paid the dividend to an offshore entity

Firm received about same amount in State
supports despite 80% rise in profits ¤13.1m

BARRY O’HALLORAN

Investor Tetrarch Capital is
mulling the sale of Killashee Ho-
tel in Co Kildare, one of the com-
pany’s higher profile proper-
ties.

Tetrarch, run by Michael
McElligott and James Byrne,
owns hotels and offices mainly
close to Dublin. The company is
understood to be considering
the sale of the well-known
140-bedroom four-star proper-
ty close to Naas, Co Kildare.

Tetrarch has not comment-
ed on the move, but local sourc-
es say that a possible sale has
been on the cards for some
time.

Along with Mount Juliet in
Thomastown, Co Kilkenny and
Citywest in Saggart, Co Dublin,
the Killashee is one of several
well-known hotels that Tetrar-
ch owns.

The property business also
owns Millennium Park Lands,
an industrial estate in Osbers-
town, Naas, where tenants in-

clude Irish food group Kerry.
Speculation has linked sever-

al buyers to a deal for the Kil-
lashee. However, the process is
understood to be at an early
stage, with the prospect of a
sale some time away.

Rescueplan
Tetrarch bought the Killashee
in 2014 for ¤13 million from its
owner Craigfort Taverns,
which was under court protec-
tion from creditors at the time.
The deal was part of a rescue

plan put together by an examin-
er appointed by the courts to
help Craigfort get back on its
feet.

Craigfort’s parent, Faxhill
Homes, controlled by Kildare
builder Jack Tierney, was in re-
ceivership. However, Craig-
fort, which included Lawlors
Hotel, also in Naas, was rescued
as its businesses were shown to
have viable futures.

The Killashee is a popular
wedding venue as well as draw-
ing guests from local business-

es, Punchestown racecourse
and the bloodstock industry.
The 19-century manor previous-
ly served as a boarding school.

Tetrarch is building “apar-
thotels” – serviced apartment
buildings that offer short-term
stays with hotel-style bookings
– and a budget hotel in Dublin
city centre.

The business owns offices on
the capital’s northside, several
of which it rents to State bodies,
including the Garda Ombuds-
man.

241 units in
Blackrock
granted
planning
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Net Results

Online safety for
young people is in
the headlines –
again – which is as it

should be for as long as we
cannot fix on adequate
educational, regulatory, or
structural approaches to
manage genuine concerns.

At European level, parlia-
mentarians are gearing up to
consider concrete steps
towards better safety for
children under the broad
Digital Europe programme.
And the UK’s online safety bill
has just been published,
launching debate across the
Irish Sea.

Here in Ireland, we’re still
waiting on concrete proposals
under the Online Safety and
Media Regulation Bill 2020,
which includes the recommen-
dation to create an Online
Safety Commissioner.

Progress has been slow,
and it’s uncertain what shape
such a role would take.

It’s important we get it
right, balancing real, not
imagined, risks against
appropriate steps taken to
manage them.

The Joint Committee on
Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport
and Media published its
pre-legislative scrutiny of the
Bill last month, with 33
recommendations.

Realandpotentialharms
Meanwhile, every week seems
to bring more stories of real
and potential harms, most
notably from the use of social
media platforms by children
and adolescents.

Particularly attention-grab-
bing were leaked documents
from Facebook whistleblower
Frances Haugen, which
indicated that the company’s
own internal research showed
it knew of harms to adoles-
cents using its Instagram
platform, but failed to move to
address them.

And yet, we still have little
real insight, because the data
remains internal to
Meta/Facebook.

Two weeks ago, a group of
more than 250 academics –
global experts in psychology,
psychiatry, online technology,
child development and social
data science – signed an open
letter to Mark Zuckerberg,
founder and chief executive of
Meta (formerly Facebook). In
it, they argue that the compa-
ny has failed to respond to its
own internal research
showing its platforms can
negatively affect young
people.

They also said Meta’s own
internal research is poorly
designed and secretive. They
called for more collaboration
with outside researchers and
more transparency.

Prof Andrew Przybylski,
director of research at the
Oxford Internet Institute,
University of Oxford, and one
of the letter’s principal
authors, told me that proper
research with open scrutiny of
methods and data sets is
needed because, right now,
public discussion lacks the
real insight that better and
more transparent studies
would provide.

Therefore, “regulators and
policymakers have little idea
what practical steps need to
be taken to make progress on
child and adolescent mental
health science”.

This is a serious problem
and we see it play out as
battles between, as he says,
“powerful corporate inter-
ests” and “scientifically
illiterate thought leaders”.

That makes it worryingly
easy to get a critical role, such
as that of, say, an online safety
commissioner, very wrong.

Meta provided me with a
detailed response to the
letter, which I gave to Prof
Przybylski. He said he wel-
comed that Meta was clearly
taking their letter seriously,
though he noted with some
amusement that one of the list
of publications they offered to
show that adolescents are not
harmed by platforms, was one
he co-authored.

Although it’s titled There Is
No Evidence That Associa-
tions Between Adolescents’
Digital Technology Engage-
ment and Mental Health
Problems Have Increased, the
paper’s main points include
those stated in the open letter
– that researchers had to
depend on limited data and
need more and better data
from the platforms “to more
rigorously examine these
possibilities”.

Forthcoming
I asked him if other platforms
were more forthcoming with
data. As far as data that would
inform research goes, not
really, he says.

“Reddit is by far the most
open, followed by Twitter. But
those platforms are kind of
useless for mental health
science. You’re not going to
learn a hell of a lot about
teenage body image or school
bullying from the backend of
LinkedIn.

“Meta, TikTok, and
YouTube [which do not
release adequate data] do
have data that would work
with other efforts to under-
stand mental health though.”

And yet, access to properly
sourced and protected data is
needed by researchers in
many fields.

Przybylski points to
recommendations in the US
surgeon general’s recent
youth mental health advisory,
which notes: “Technology
companies must step up and
take responsibility for creat-
ing a safe digital environment
for children and youth” and
recommends giving outside
researchers access to data to
better analyse products and
algorithms.

“Next to doing nothing,
doing something without
good data is the worst of all
possible outcomes,”
Przybylski says.

“It’s absolutely fine for
nations and societies to set
value-based rules for how
they want companies to
operate, but let’s not kid
ourselves that any of this has a
lick to do with science. That’s
nonsense.

“If we want evidence-based
policy on online harms, we
actually need evidence and
this needs to be independent-
ly analysed. Not behind closed
doors at Meta or some
regulator’s office. This data
belongs to us and we should
be able to learn about our-
selves, and govern ourselves,
taking it into account.”

Forecast messages will encourage people
to holiday at home, says tourism agency

Every week seems
to bring more
stories of real and
potential harms,
most notably from
the use of social
media platforms by
children and
adolescents

‘‘

Platforms must
release data on
impact of social
media on young

RONALD QUINLAN
and FIONA REDDAN

Barry English, founder of Irish
engineering group Winthrop,
is understood to be closing on
the acquisition of the popular
four-star Killashee Hotel in Co
Kildare from Tetrarch Capital
for a sum of about ¤25 million.

The entrepreneur is under-
stood to have seen off bids from
a number of other parties, in-
cluding Cliste Hospitality, the
hospitality group led by Paul
Fitzgerald and Seán O’Driscoll,
which owns eight hotels around

Ireland. The deal is expected to
close over the coming weeks.

Mr English founded engi-
neering group Winthrop in
1995. The group, which report-
ed turnover of ¤283 million in
the year to April 2020 and em-
ploys about 700 people, is also
reported to be in the middle of a
sales process, with a valuation
of about ¤250 million put on
the company.

The group has grown sub-
stantially in recent years, hav-
ing reported turnover of just
¤37 million in 2013. It has capi-
talised on growth in the data

centre sector.
Killashee owner Tetrarch

Capital had previously been re-
ported as considering a sale of
the well-known 140-bedroom
four-star property close to
Naas, Co Kildare. It bought the
hotel in 2014 for a reported ¤13
million from its then owner,

Craigfort Taverns, which was
under court protection from
creditors at the time.

Portfolio
Tetrarch has a number of other
hotels in its portfolio, including
Mount Juliet in Thomastown,
Co Kilkenny, the Dawson Ho-
tel, Dublin and Citywest in Sag-
gart, Co Dublin, as well as devel-
opments such as the Millenni-
um Park Lands, an industrial es-
tate near Naas.

In 2019 it sold the Marker Ho-
tel in Dublin’s docklands to Ger-
man investor Deka for a report-

ed ¤130 million.
Despite the impact of the Cov-

id-19 pandemic on the tourism
and hospitality sectors, there
have been a numberof high-pro-
file hotel sales this year, includ-
ing Dublin’s Morrison Hotel to
London-based private-equity
firm Zetland Capital, for a sum
reportedly in excess of ¤65 mil-
lion, in May.

More recently, Slieve Do-
nard, a five-star hotel in Co
Down, was acquired by
US-based AJ Capital Partners,
in a deal valued at about £40
million (¤47 million).

EOIN BURKE-KENNEDY

House price inflation has
surged to a pandemic high of
13.5 per cent, according to
the Central Statistics Office
(CSO). The figures for Octo-
ber represent the strongest
level of price growth seen in
the market since June 2015.

Many had predicted prop-
erty values would fall as a re-
sult of the pandemic but a
number of factors, including
the ongoing shortfall in sup-
ply, increased savings and re-
mote working, have led to an
acceleration in prices.

The latest data from the
CSO show residential proper-
ty prices increased by 13.5
per cent nationally in the
year to October. This com-
pares to an annual increase
of 12.5 per cent the previous
month, and an annual de-
crease of 0.5 per cent in Octo-
ber 2020.

In Dublin, where supply
pressures are most acute,
prices rose by 12.3 per cent
year on year, while prices out-
side the capital were 14.6 per
cent higher. In money terms,
the average price paid for a
home in the 12 months to Oc-
tober was ¤320,562. The
mean price in Dublin
(¤494,917) was the highest in
any region or county.

Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown
had the highest average
price in the Dublin region at
¤682,459, while south Dub-
lin had the lowest at
¤401,571.

Outside Dublin, the mid-
east was the most expensive
region, with a mean price of
¤334,275; Wicklow was the
most expensive county, with
a mean price of ¤428,723.

Borderregion
The Border region was the
least expensive region in the
year to August, with a mean
price of ¤163,443.

The CSO said the number
of property transactions rose
by 0.7 per cent in October to
4,335, with the total value of
transactions put at ¤1.5 bil-
lion. Overall, prices of new
dwellings have risen by 77
per cent from their trough in
the middle of 2013, the agen-
cy said, while prices of exist-
ing dwellings are now 105.8
per cent higher than at their
lowest in 2012.

Goodbody chief econo-
mist Dermot O’Leary said
the latest figures implied an-
nualised rate of growth in the
three months to October was
23 per cent, slightly below
that of September but still
among the fastest in the last
decade. “While growth in
Irish residential property
prices has climbed to unfore-
seen heights relative to ex-
pectations at the beginning
of the pandemic, we suspect
the rate of growth will ease
substantially from 13 per
cent in 2021 to 5 per cent in
2022,” he said.

LAURA SLATTERY

Irish weather has long been
blamed for putting people off
holidaying at home, but fore-
cast-watchers will soon be
greeted with a message encour-
aging them to do just that.

Fáilte Ireland has agreed a
deal to become the new sponsor
of RTÉ Weather on television
and online from January 2022,
succeeding Avonmore in what
is the largest broadcastsponsor-
ship in the Irish market.

The State agency said the
three-year deal would be used
“to help accelerate the recovery
of Ireland’s tourism sector” and
promote its Keep Discovering
campaign to encourage people
to holiday at home and support
the domestic tourism economy.

The price Fáilte Ireland paid
for the sponsorship was not dis-
closed, but RTÉ Media Sales ad-
vertised the package as having
an annual rate card value of
¤7.5 million earlier this year.

This is the first time in 15
years that the sponsorship has
become available, with Glanbia
signing up in 2006 and renew-
ing its arrangement on several
occasions to promote its con-
sumer dairy brand Avonmore.

Dailyaudience
RTÉ’s weather bulletins after
the Six-One and Nine O’Clock
news programmes attract an av-
erage daily audience of
400,000 people, while the fore-
casts shown after the One
O’Clock, Six-One and Nine
O’Clock programmes have en-

joyed an audience reach of 84
per cent in 2021.

This means that since Janu-
ary, the weather updates follow-
ing RTÉ’s main television news
programmes on RTÉ One and
RTÉ One +1 have been seen at
least once by more than 3.7 mil-
lion people.

“With international travel
not expected to return to
pre-Covid levels until at least
2025, our investment in the
sponsorship of RTÉ Weather
will allow us to maximise the op-
portunity that domestic tour-
ism offers as we focus on accel-
erating the recovery of our tour-
ism industry,” said Fáilte Ire-
land chief executive Paul Kelly.

Fáilte Ireland research
shows that Irish people take
long and short breaks at home
all year round, rather than pre-
dominantly in the summer sea-
son. In 2019, domestic tourism
generated ¤2.5 billion for the
Irish economy and represented
a third of all tourism revenue.

“Due to the enormous week-

ly viewership of RTÉ Weather,
weexpect our strategicsponsor-
ship to significantly help boost
domestic tourism year-round
and drive revenue for business-
es, while sustaining and creat-
ing thousands of jobs in a sector
that has been devastated by Cov-
id-19,” said Mr Kelly.

Powerfulplatfrom
The tourism agency’s director
of marketing Niall Tracey add-
ed that it would provide “a pow-
erful platform to constantly pro-
mote motivating reasons to
travel to specific destinations,
counties and events at specific
times of the year”.

RTÉ commercial director
Geraldine O’Leary said RTÉ
was “thrilled” by the deal and
that Fáilte Ireland had worked
closely with the State-owned
public service broadcaster to en-
sure that the sponsorship
would resonate with its audi-
ence.

The deal was secured on be-
half of the domestic tourism

agency by media buyer Mind-
share, part of GroupM, the me-
dia investment management
arm of advertising giant WPP.

The package includes 110
sponsorship stings per week on
RTÉ television, meaning there
will be 10 seconds of Fáilte Ire-
land messaging at the top and
tail of each weather bulletin, in-
cluding those shown on the
RTÉ News channel.

All bulletins on the RTÉ Play-
er and RTÉ.ie/weather will also
feature 10-second stings, while
there will be “takeover” display
advertising on the RTÉ News
Now app, audio stings on the
RTÉ Climate and Weather pod-
cast and a monthly print ad
placement in the RTÉ Guide.
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■ Fáilte Ireland chief
executive Paul Kelly with Met
Éireann meteorologist Joanna
Donnelly, RTÉ director
general Dee Forbes and RTÉ
Weather’s Nuala Carey.
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Group reported turnover
of ¤283 million in the
year to April 2020

MARK PAUL
Business Affairs Correspondent

A US multinational with the
State contract to run the Repub-
lic’s driver licence theory tests
last year paid a ¤1.25 million
cash dividend to a company
tax-resident in Malta, and from
there on to Luxembourg. In the
same period, it also claimed
Irish taxpayer-funded Covid
subsidies of more than
¤500,000.

Afterit paidthedividend, Pro-
metric Ireland, which employs
about 200 staff, continued to
claim more taxpayer-funded
Covid wage subsidies until the
middle of 2021. This was despite
it saying in its 2020 accounts
that it had a “strong” financial
performance and that it expect-
ed to make up any lost business
from Covid at a later date.

News that a major company
doing business with the State
sent dividends from Ireland to

offshore locations while also
qualifying for State subsidies is
likely to increase pressure on
the Government to tighten the
terms of the State’s flagship em-
ployment wage subsidy scheme
(EWSS), which uses taxpayer
cash to help pandemic-affected
businesses pay wages.

The Department of Finance
said yesterday it would look at
changing the law to stop compa-
nies in the scheme paying share-
holder dividends, after The Irish
TimesrevealedO’FlahertyHold-
ings, the family-owned group
that sells Mercedes-Benz cars in
Ireland, sent a ¤1.8 million divi-
dend to the Isle of Man last year
while also claiming a similar
amount in Covid subsidies. The
group’s chief executive, Paddy
Finnegan, has yet to comment
on the matter.

Prometric’s accounts for the

12 months to the end of Septem-
ber 2020 state it paid a “divi-
dend totalling ¤1.25 million to
the immediate parent compa-
ny, Ireland Test Center Deliv-
ery Limited (ITCD), domiciled
in Ireland and a Maltese tax resi-
dent”. The cash payment is con-
firmed in its cash flow statement
and referred to as a “dividend”
repeatedly in the accounts.

Initiallockdown
Prometric’s sales fell by 10 per
cent to ¤21.5 million, as its test
centres were shut during the ini-
tial Covid lockdown. But it still
managed to post a profit of al-
most ¤200,000 after it re-
ceived State assistance of more
than ¤507,000, including
¤474,000 in wage subsidies.

The directors gave an upbeat
account of its financial pros-
pects, highlighting that it ex-

pected any revenue lost during
lockdown to be merely “de-
ferred as opposed to lost” be-
cause of pent-up demand for
theory tests.

Meanwhile, the accounts for
ITCD, which received the ¤1.25
million payment, show it then
sent a “cash dividend” of ¤4.44
million to its shareholder, Pro-
metric Luxembourg. This is
confirmed in its cash flow state-
ment. When asked if it was ap-
propriate to pay cash dividends
from Ireland to offshore loca-
tions while also claiming subsi-
dies, Prometric’s head office in
the US insisted it “did not pay
dividends to stakeholders or
outside investors”, despite it be-
ing described as a dividend in
its accounts. It said the cash was
the distribution of proceeds of
the sale of a 20 per cent stake in
a UK business.

ITDC’s accounts do give de-
tails of the sale of the UK stake,
and its proceeds of ¤3.19 mil-
lion. However, the cash divi-
dend paid to the shareholder in
Luxembourg was ¤4.44 mil-
lion, with the difference of
¤1.25 million equating exactly
to the additional dividend origi-
nating from Prometric Ireland.

Whenitwas suggestedto Pro-
metric, given it claimed subsi-
dies until mid-2021, the total of
taxpayer cash it received must
be close to ¤1.5 million, the com-
panydeclined to confirm exactly
how much ithadreceived. It said
it would be in its next set of ac-
counts. When asked if it would
repay the taxpayers’ cash, given
it had also paid dividends, it said
the subsidies had been already
paid to its staff. Prometric said it
would continue to invest in its
Irish operations.

Winthrop chief acquires Killashee Hotel for ¤25m

Fáilte Ireland to sponsor RTÉ Weather
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I
f ever he desired to know what his fel-
low citizens wanted, Eamon de Valera
famously said he had only to look into
his heart. Were he around now, he

might be better off trying RTÉ’s Liveline
for a sense of some of them - Joe Duffy’s ra-
dio show famously moves to the rhythm of
the plain people of Ireland.

If Dev had tuned in on Wednesday, he
would have discovered that many listeners
phoned in to ask that O’Flaherty Holdings,
the company that sells Mercedes cars in
Ireland, repay to taxpayers ¤1.8 million in
Covid subsidies it claimed in 2020, while
also sending a similar amount in dividends
to the Isle of Man.

As he followed up an Irish Times report,
Duffy revealed that Liveline’s switchboard
had lit up with angry listeners. “Like a
choir in the Pro-Cathedral” they were in
unison, Duffy said, about wanting the com-
pany to pay back the public subsidies that,
given it banked trading profits of near
¤10 million in 2020, clearly were not es-
sential for O’Flaherty Holdings to safely
negotiate the pandemic.

An investigation by this newspaper
shows that O’Flaherty is not alone. Many
other companies have behaved similarly,
by claiming taxpayer supports while also
paying dividends to their shareholders.

Financial records show they include Pro-
metrics, the company that the State pays
to run the system of driver licence theory
tests, as well as Newbridge Silverware, the
renowned luxury goods company.

Others identified by The Irish Times so
far also include doughnut sensation
Krispy Kreme; the highly successful
Garvey group of retail outlets and hotels in
Kerry; the group that owns John Sisk &
Son, Ireland’s largest construction compa-
ny; the popular UK-owned cosmetics retail-
er, Lush; as well as several other smaller
hospitality outlets and retailers. More are
yet to be identified in financial records at
the Companies Registration Office.

Many other companies, such as the hos-
pitality group controlled by Supermac’s
founder Pat McDonagh, claimed subsidies
and did not pay dividends, but still made
hefty profits in 2020 to suggest they were
not obviously in need of the level of taxpay-
er financial support for which they quali-
fied. McDonagh’s group, for example,
made profits of ¤20 million last year while
also claiming large sums on subsidy
schemes.

The State’s wage subsidy schemes were
designed to save jobs, rather than limit
shareholder returns. But the initial revela-
tion that a cash-rich company such as
O’Flaherty Holdings could pay a dividend
while also qualifying for the State’s Tempo-
rary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS),
which paid close to ¤3 billion in supports
early in the crisis, has sparked political as
well as public recrimination.

The Government now says it may
change the law to stop subsidised compa-
nies paying dividends. TDs on both sides of
the Dáil have criticised Paschal Donohoe,
the Minister for Finance, for the lack of tax-
payer safeguards in the TWSS and its suc-
cessor, the Employment Wage Subsidy
Scheme (EWSS), which pays a portion of a
company’s payroll if its sales in a qualifying
period decline by 30 per cent.

Jim O’Callaghan, a Fianna Fail TD,
wants companies that take subsidies and
then pay shareholders to be banned from
further supports. He says he asked Dono-
hoe 14 months ago about the dividends is-
sue, but was rebuffed.

Meanwhile, Labour TD Ged Nash told
Donohoe on Wednesday that the “inter-
ests of the taxpayer are not being looked af-
ter”. The minister appears now to concede
that change is necessary.

Mantra
An occasional mantra of Irish policy mak-
ers in the pandemic has been that “speed
trumps perfection”. Donohoe has high-
lighted that the subsidy schemes were de-
signed in the teeth of a crisis to dissuade
companies from the wholesale sacking of
workers. Speed was of the essence to pre-
vent the economy from cratering. In that
primary objective, the wage subsidy
schemes have been successful - an unem-
ployment rate of 6.9 per cent, given all that
has happened since March 2020, is near
miraculous.

But the imperfection may yet turn out to
be expensive for taxpayers. The two
schemes together have cost taxpayers
about ¤5.7 billion so far in what is the sin-
gle biggest Government intervention in
the economy in the pandemic. There are
no figures available for how much of that
outlay has indirectly helped to sustain a
flow of dividends to company sharehold-
ers, regardless of the jobs saved.

In his radio show on Wednesday, Duffy
suggested that the “sting in the tail” of the
story that was enraging his listeners was
that O’Flaherty Holdings paid its ¤1.8 mil-
lion dividend in 2020 offshore to the Isle of
Man, a corporate secrecy haven.

The group is owned by the O’Flaherty
family, one of the wealthiest families in the
State with a collective net worth of about

¤570 million, according to the latest Sun-
day Times Rich List. The Manx island is a
popular location for the assets of Ireland’s
wealthy.

The O’Flaherty dividend was paid to
Hailstone Holdings, the ultimate share-
holder of the group. Public records in the
Isle of Man are scant, but the company’s di-
rectors include several members of the
O’Flaherty family, including Stephen
O’Flaherty, grandson of the group’s found-
er, and some of Stephen’s nieces, such as
Lauren O’Flaherty and her sister, Kareni-
na Morrison-Bell, who married a member
of the English aristocracy.

Jobs
The normally media-shy O’Flaherty group
issued a statement on Wednesday high-
lighting that the subsidies it received were
“used solely and entirely for the purpose in-
tended, namely to maintain the jobs of its
workforce as businesses faced into the un-
known of an unprecedented lockdown”.

The group employs more than 310 peo-
ple. It claimed further EWSS payments in
2021 as more lockdowns hampered the
business.

Newbridge Silverware, controlled by
the Doyle family, is one of Ireland’s pre-
mier luxury goods brands. The most re-
cent accounts for Rossbawn, the parent
company of the group, show the impact of
the pandemic on its operations as the re-
tail outlets that normally sell its wares
were hit by lockdowns.

The group’s sales fell 27 per cent to ¤11.6
million. It made an operating loss of about
¤1.1 million. But despite the pandemic, this
was actually an improvement on the previ-
ous year.

A note on the 36th page of the accounts
shows the company qualified for State as-
sistance of about ¤300,000 in wage subsi-
dies, as well as a further ¤75,000 in rates
waivers and pandemic restart grants. Yet
it also paid a cash dividend of ¤520,000 in
2020 to a Doyle family-controlled compa-
ny in the Isle of Man, Mona Doyle Enter-
prises. Records on the island show it is ma-
jority owned by the group’s chief execu-
tive, William Doyle, with smaller stakes
held by his sister Oonagh Doyle, and other
family members.

William Doyle made no response to a re-
quest for comment on whether it was ap-
propriate for the Newbridge group to pay a
dividend to the Isle of Man company while
in receipt of State assistance, and whether
it plans to return the subsidies.

Rossbawn’s accounts show a cash bal-
ance of almost ¤4.8 million at the end of

2020, more than three times the level of
the previous year. Government records
show Newbridge continued to claim subsi-
dies in 2021 after it had paid the dividend.

Another of Ireland’s most successful
family-owned businesses in the Garvey
group based in Kerry, which owns nine Su-
perValu stores across the southwest as
well as two hotels in Dingle and a number
of listed investments. The Garvey family’s
business has performed exceedingly well
in the pandemic. In accounts for the 12
months to January 9th for Commidare
Holdings, the holding company for all of
the group, the directors state “they do not
consider Covid-19 to have had a material ef-
fect on the group’s operations”.

As the retail outlets throbbed with busi-
ness during lockdowns, the consolidated
group’s revenues were up by close to ¤8
million to ¤132.5 million, while operating
profits rose by almost half to ¤6.4 million.
The directors said the increase in profits
from the shops had more than compensat-
ed for any losses in the hotels. Yet the
group also reported more than ¤680,000
in State subsidies and restart grants.

It is obvious the group acted properly in
claiming the grants for its leisure subsidiar-
ies - hotels have been hammered by Covid
and the subsidies will have helped to keep
staff employed. But is also equally obvious
that the wider Commidare group probably
could have bankrolled them itself, without

State assistance. The Garvey family also re-
ceived a ¤336,000 dividend from the
group. This was within the rules of the sup-
port schemes. Arguably it may be outside
the boundaries of the public’s expecta-
tions.

It isn’t just family businesses that have
been paying dividends while claiming Cov-
id subsidies. Prometrics Ireland, which op-
erates the State contract for Ireland’s driv-
er licence theory tests, sent a ¤1.25 million
cash dividend last year to a Maltese tax resi-
dent group company.

This entity then bundled it up with the
proceeds of the sale of a UK business, and
sent ¤4.44 million in cash to Luxembourg.
Prometrics also claimed about ¤520,000
in Covid subsidies in 2020, and further
tranches in 2021.

Payments
The company robustly defended itself
when asked by The Irish Times if the divi-
dends were appropriate in the circum-
stances. It denied it had paid “dividends to
stakeholders or outside investors”, and it
linked the cash payments to the sale of the
business stake in the UK. It argued it had
used the grants for the purpose they were
intended - to be paid to employees in their
wages as the business coped with lock-
down.

Krispy Kreme, the cult US coffee and
doughnut chain that regularly has had sug-

ar fiends queuing around the block at its
Blanchardstown flagship, reported af-
ter-tax profits in Ireland last year of almost
¤1.1 million.

It claimed ¤121,000 in TWSS payments
from the State in the first half of 2020. Yet
on December 7th last year, it also chose to
pay a cash dividend of ¤1.66 million to the
UK entity that owns the Irish business. It
declined to comment when asked if it
would pay it back.

The Irish operation of popular interna-
tional cosmetics retailer Lush, which incu-
des its flagship store on Dublin’s Grafton
Street, remained profitable in 2020. It
claimed €133,000in State wage supports
in 2020. Yet it also sent a ¤1.2 million divi-
dend out of Ireland last year to its UK par-
ent owner. It continued to take further
State supports in 2021.

Sicon, the holding company for the
country’s largest builder, John Sisk & Son,
shrugged off the impact of the pandemic
last year to post revenues of ¤1.5 billion
and profits of more than ¤23 million, while
it had cash of ¤273 million. It also claimed
State wage subsidies last year, according
to TWSS and EWSS records, although
they are not precisely outlined in its ac-
counts – it does declare ¤2.7 million of
“grant income”.

The group paid a ¤10 million dividend
to members of the wealthy Sisk family that
own the business.

Donohoe has highlighted that some
companies have chosen to return State
subsidies that they “didn’t need as much as
they thought they would”. CRH, for exam-
ple, returned its State subsidies late last
year.

Months later, it might have been awk-
ward for CRH to defend the subsidies
when it was revealed it paid its chief execu-
tive, Albert Manifold, a salary in 2020 of
more than ¤11 million.

The company that publishes The Irish
Times has said it is returning ¤3 million in
wage subsidies, as it is the “right thing to
do” because the payments were intended
for companies in distress – most newspa-
per publishers have performed well in the
pandemic.

Grafton Group, the owner of Woodie’s
DIY, sent its subsidies back after it had a
bumper summer last year. Goodbody
stockbrokers returned its subsidies, ahead
of its sale to AIB and any payout for its own-
er executives.

Figures
Revenue does not have exact figures for
the subsidies that have been returned by
companies that decided they simply didn’t
need them. Subsidies may also be returned
for other reasons, such as errors made
when claiming them, or subsequent ineligi-
bility. But Revenue runs a voluntary sys-
tem for companies that want to “reverse”
out of EWSS.

In total, Revenue says 22,770 employers
returned payments received under TWSS
of almost ¤254 million, for a variety of rea-
sons. About 3,000 employers have re-
turned subsidies received under EWSS of
more than ¤91 million: “The process for re-
turning subsidy payments to Revenue is
the same regardless of the reasons why the
payment is being returned,” it said.

There also has been uproar in other
countries, such as Canada, Australia and
New Zealand, over companies claiming
State supports while paying cash divi-
dends to shareholders.

“I would emphasise that the vast majori-
ty of companies needed the employment
wage subsidy scheme,” said Donohoe on
Wednesday, in response to a grilling from
Labour TD Nash.

“Some companies who found out that
they have not needed it as much as they
thought they would, have returned it to the
Revenue Commissioners. I want to recog-
nise that here this evening, thank them for
that and ask other companies to consider
the practice that their peers have engaged
in.”

TheGovernment is
consideringchanging the
lawto stop companies in
receiptofState supports
frompayingshareholders

The companies paying dividends
while on taxpayer Covid subsidies

The subsidy schemes were
designed in the teeth of a
crisis to dissuade
companies from the
wholesale sacking of
workers. Speed was of the
essence to prevent the
economy from cratering

Sicon,theholdingcompanyforbuilderJohnSisk&Son,
claimedStatewagesubsidieslastyearandalsopaida
¤10 milliondividend

The two schemes
together have cost
taxpayers about ¤5.7 billion
so far in what is the single
biggest Government
intervention in the
economy in the
pandemic

Mark
Paul

KrispyKremeclaimed
¤121,000inTemporary
WageSubsidyScheme
paymentsfromtheStatein
thefirsthalfof2020.On
December7thlastyear,it
chosetopayacashdividend
of¤1.66 million.
Photograph:DaraMacDónaill

O’FlahertyHoldings,thecompanythatsellsMercedescars
inIreland,bankedtradingprofitsofnear¤10millionin2020
andclaimed¤1.8millioninCovidsubsidies

Prometrics,whichoperatestheStatecontractfordriver
licencetheorytests,paida¤1.25millioncashdividendand
claimedabout¤520,000inCovidsubsidiesin2020

‘‘ ‘‘
CosmeticsretailerLushclaimed¤133,000inStatewage
supportslastyear.Yetitalsosenta¤1.2milliondividendout
ofIreland

NewbridgeSilverwarequalifiedforabout¤300,000inwage
subsidies,aswellasa¤75,000inrateswaiversandpandem-
icrestartgrantsin2020.Itpaidacashdividendof¤520,000

TheGarveygroup,whichownsnineSuperValustoresand
twohotels,hadconsolidatedrevenuesof¤132.5million,and
reportedmorethan¤680,000inStatesubsidiesandgrants
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