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DUP seeks new blood before Stormont vote

The youngest of the 
Dundalk family band’s 
siblings turned on the 
Christmas lights at the 2019 
Light Up a Life remembrance 
ceremony. This year, in an 
effort to raise money for the 
hospice, she has recorded a 
cover of Elvis Presley’s Blue 
Christmas with the Rolling 
Stones’ Ronnie Wood.

Released this weekend, it is
a bluesy rendition mixed 
together after being recorded 
by Corr and Wood on 
different continents. For the 
cover art, the two singers 
sketched each other’s 
portraits. 

“Christmas, although it’s a
joyful time, you’re very much 
aware of the absences,” Corr 
says. “The Light Up a Life
ceremony is all about 
recognising that we’re not 
alone, remembering things in 
a nice way, and recognising 
that there are empty chairs 
around the table.” 

The ceremony will take 
place virtually at 5pm today 
via lightupalife.ie. 

Corr visited patients and 
families at the Harold’s Cross 
hospice in Dublin and was 
moved by the “beautiful, 
almost otherworld” inside. 

“It had a profound effect 
on me. I found it very moving 
in a spiritual sense,” she said. 
“At the hospice there’s such 
an air of acceptance and love. 
It feels timeless and serene 
and very beautiful.”

that he will hold talks with 
the UK’s chief Brexit 
negotiator Lord Frost over 
the discussions with the 
EU on the Northern 
Ireland protocol. 

The Frost-Sefcovic talks 
broke up on Friday with the 
British government saying 
there were still “significant 
gaps” between the two sides. 
A British government source 
refused to confirm that the 
deadline for these discussions
will now stretch into January.

He said EU compromises
over the exclusion of 
medicines from border port 
checks in Northern Ireland 
would “not be enough” to 
satisfy the UK government. 

The source added that 
proposals by the Irish 
government over an 
alternative to the British plan 
for a non-criminal justice 
legacy programme for past 
Troubles crimes were 
“undeliverable”. 

wider Northern Ireland 
society than ever before.” The 
DUP candidates face an uphill 
struggle to maintain the 
party’s position as the leading 
political force at Stormont. 

The party faces losses in 
constituencies such as Lagan 
Valley and Strangford, where 
last time around it won three 
apiece. There is also concern 
about losing a seat in North 
Antrim to Jim Allister’s 
Traditional Unionist Voice. 

The DUP will raise the 
spectre of Sinn Fein emerging 
as the largest party in the 
next assembly, and of 
Michelle O’Neill becoming 
first minister, in a bid to 
recover support in the polls. 

“Jeffrey has stabilised the
ship in terms of recent polling 
trends and the prospect of 
Michelle O’Neill as first 
minister will focus all 
unionist minds intently,” the 
DUP source added. 

Donaldson has confirmed

Up to one third of the current 
Democratic Unionist Party’s 
MLAs will not stand in next 
year’s Stormont elections, 
senior party sources say. 

While this will put pressure
on DUP to hold all its seats, 
the retirement of such a large 
number also opens up the 
prospect of “new blood, new 
faces” for the party in the 
next Stormont assembly, a 
leading figure pointed out. At 
present the DUP has 26 MLAs 
in the devolved parliament, 
making it the largest party. 

Yesterday party leader Sir
Jeffrey Donaldson refused to 
confirm speculation that up 
to eight MLAs will stand 
down ahead of elections 
expected in May. 

“The selection process is
currently under way and I am 
not going to confirm how 
many of my colleagues won’t 
be going forward again. 

However, it is safe to say that 
a number of my colleagues 
have indicated they won’t 
stand again,” he said. “So this 
does raise the prospect of 
new faces in our team for the 
elections and hopefully for 
our assembly team.” 

Only one DUP MLA so far
has publicly confirmed they 
will not contest the next 
assembly election. William 
Humphrey, in North Belfast, 
said he was standing down 
for personal reasons. It is 
understood that George 
Robinson, DUP MLA for East 
Londonderry, will also retire 
ahead of the election. 

Party members expect 
five or six more to stand 
down. “It would be totally 
wrong to say there is a 
purge,” a source said. 

“Rather this is a natural 
process where party MLAs 
step down and new blood 
comes in; new faces that will 
be more representative of 

Henry McDonald Belfast 

Corr and Wood in tune for hospice

Andrea Corr finds comfort in 
accepting there will be empty 
chairs around the table at 
Christmas. It took time to 
accept the loss of her parents, 
but the passing years have 
also delivered an 
understanding of what they 
meant to her.

“I don’t know if you can 
ever become completely at 
one with it, but that pain is 
easier, I think, because I don’t 
avoid it,” the 47-year-old 
singer said. “It’s a comfort to 
me to recognise that I miss 
them. I have faith and I dream 
of them in a better place and 
no longer suffering.”

Corr’s mother, Jean, died
in 1999 and her father, Gerry, 
in 2015. Both died suddenly 
and were therefore not in 
need of hospice care, 
something the singer knew 
little about until she began 
working with Our Lady’s 
Hospice & Care Services two 
years ago. 

Over a couple of weeks 

Beau Donelly 
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Andrea Corr was 
moved by the 
“beautiful, almost 
otherworld” feeling 
of the Harold’s 
Cross hospice

A
udrey Farrelly remembers
the bitumen as the taxi spun
out of control and she clung
on to stay inside. It was like it
happened in slow motion:
the blaze of the other car’s
headlights, the sound of
crushing metal, the door
beside her being torn open.
And the bitumen, inching

closer, as she was hurled like a rag doll
while the wreckage orbited the road.

It happened on Valentine’s Day 1986, a
Friday, on a badly lit country road in
south Dublin. The 17-year-old was travel-
ling home in a taxi, with the man she
would marry, when another car
ploughed into them. 

Everyone walked away from the crash
but Farrelly’s injury, originally misdiag-
nosed as severe whiplash, has deterio-
rated ever since. Over the past eight years
the pain has become debilitating. A
herniated disc severed the nerves
threaded between her hips and sacrum,
making it impossible to walk more than a
few metres at a time.

Farrelly can no longer work. She vol-
unteers when she can, nursing newborn
babies to give parents some respite. Now
53, she suffers from chronic neuropathic
pain disease, an unrelenting condition
the mother of two likens to labour. 

“The doctors say my pain gate is left
open, it won’t close,” she said. “My brain
receptors are not working, so the pain
comes out everywhere. I have been told
my spine is desiccating. There’s nothing
left to do to fix this; it’s only about manag-
ing my pain.”

Every few seconds Farrelly shifts her
weight to get comfortable, or stands with
the help of a walking stick. Sometimes
she wears a neck brace or uses her hands
to prop up her chin. There have been

seven spine operations and multiple trips
overseas in search of treatments. Every
six weeks, Farrelly is heavily sedated
while the nerve fibres that send pain
signals to her brain are burnt, or as radio-
frequency currents are needled into her
lower back. Each year more than 100
Botox injections are syringed into her
head to dull the agony. 

Farrelly supports the Sunday Times
campaign to legalise voluntary assisted
death, launched last week when Vicky
Phelan appealed for terminally ill people
to have the right to choose medical assist-
ance in dying. 

“I wholly support Vicky because I
know I can only do this for so long,”
Farrelly said. “I’m a strong person and I
don’t want to leave this world but if I find

myself in a situation where every avenue
has been exhausted and I can’t battle any
longer, I want my family to understand
my choice. I’m not suicidal. But if that
time comes when I’m 60 or 70 or 80, I
want to be able to say, ‘It’s time.’” 

Gino Kenny, a People Before Profit-
Solidarity TD, is drafting a dying with
dignity bill based on one recently passed
in Queensland, Australia. That law,
commencing in 2023, will allow adults
who are in intolerable pain and are
already dying from progressive condi-
tions to choose the time of their death
with medical support.

Farrelly would not qualify under such
a law. Though suffering from a chronic
condition, she is not dying, and is there-
fore within a cohort of people often cited

Audrey Farrelly 
has chronic 
neuropathic pain 
disease as a 
result of a car 
accident in 1986. 
She is 
considering 
taking a plane to 
Switzerland for 
a medically 
assisted suicide 
if it is not legal 
in Ireland

I am not suicidal but if I can’t battle 
on, I want to be able to say ‘it’s time’
Audrey Farrelly, who has suffered with chronic pain for 35 years, supports the campaign to legalise assisted dying, says Beau Donelly

by opponents of assisted dying as being at
risk under a new regime. Others include
the elderly and those with mental illness.

The Disability Federation of Ireland
wants more safeguards included in any
voluntary assisted dying law. In a
submission about proposed legislation it
has said: “If Ireland is going to move
forward with an option of assisted
suicide, then it is important to guarantee
in every way possible that people who
choose to end their own life do so freely
and affirmatively, not because they feel
they have no options.” 

Chronic Pain Ireland, which does not
have a position on voluntary assisted
death, says a lifelong condition affects
every aspect of a person’s life, including
their mental health. “When people feel
vulnerable and isolated, some may have a
view they want to end their life,” chair-
woman Martina Phelan said. “The vast
majority, with the right support, change
their minds and Chronic Pain Ireland can
help them find and implement strategies
that address their issues.” 

Farrelly has only praise for her GP and
pain-management consultant, whom she
credits with getting her “this far”. 

Her doctor described Farrelly as
“resilient” but said her loss of independ-
ence in recent years has added to her
mental distress.

“She’s certainly one of the people in
my practice who has the most pain on an
ongoing daily, hourly, minute by minute
basis,” the GP said. “It’s a really difficult
place she’s been in for the last eight years.
She hasn’t had a day without pain.”

Farrelly says more difficult than com-
ing to the decision about how she would
like to die was telling her husband Derek,
adult children Emma and Evan, and her
parents. “My family don’t like talking
about this, it’s a horrible conversation to
have,” she said.

“I’ve told them that if the time comes
and it’s not legal here, I want them to put
me on a plane to Zurich. I’m not going
anywhere yet — I want to fight this — but I
want the choice. I am regressing, and
when I know I can’t battle any more, I
don’t want my family to watch me.

“I don’t want to die an undignified
death. I think everybody should have
that choice.” 

If you want to share a story in relation to 
our Dying with Dignity campaign, email 
beau.donelly@the-times.ie 

BRYAN MEADE

DYING WITH
DIGNITY
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‘What is the point of sitting 
around and just waiting to die?’

A
campaign group that pro-
vides guidance on assisted
suicide has officially
launched in Ireland, ahead
of a national debate on
voluntary assisted dying.
Tom Curran, the partner of
the late right-to-die cam-
paigner Marie Fleming, is to
lead the Irish branch of Exit

International. 
It follows the Dail decision to establish

a special Oireachtas committee to exam-
ine voluntary assisted dying. It is
expected to begin work this year. 

Exit International was formed in 1997
by Philip Nitschke, an Australian doctor
and creator of the Sarco pod, a euthana-
sia device. The non-profit body, which
claims a supporter base of more than
30,000 people globally, says “a good
death is a fundamental human right of all
rational adults”. 

Exit’s aim in Ireland is to lobby for
right-to-die legislation to be passed, and
not be limited to terminally ill people.
“Exit advocates for the introduction of a
Swiss-style law where help depends upon
the motive of the person assisting, rather
than the terminal illness status of the
patient requesting medical help,” its
website says. 

Curran has been Exit International’s
Europe co-ordinator since 2010. Flem-
ing, his late partner, lost a landmark legal
challenge to overturn the ban on assisted
suicide in 2013. Fleming had advanced
multiple sclerosis and argued that the
law infringed her constitutional rights
because the severity of her disability pre-
vented her from ending her own life with-
out assistance. 

The Supreme Court ruled that there
was no constitutional right to commit
suicide or be assisted to die, but said
there was nothing to stop legislation with

appropriate safeguards being introduced
to deal with such cases. Fleming died
later in 2013, aged 59.

“I went down that path with Marie
because it gave her the freedom to make
that decision, to put a plan in place, and
[then] we just got on with living,” Curran
said. “Marie was now in control and
could make that decision any time she
wanted. The only problem was that I
would need to help, and that was illegal.
The opportunity to have a peaceful death
should be available to anybody who
wants to take that option, and if people
don’t want to take it I would support that
every bit as strongly.” 

Curran says he is contacted by dozens
of Irish people each year seeking infor-
mation about ending their lives. He
believes the law discriminates against
those who are unable to do so by them-
selves. A person convicted of helping
another to take their own life faces a
sentence of up to 14 years in jail. 

The Sunday Times launched a cam-
paign to legalise assisted dying last
November when Vicky Phelan, the cervi-
cal cancer campaigner, appealed for ter-
minally ill people to have the right to
choose medical assistance in dying. 

Janie Lazar, from the advocacy group
End of Life Ireland, believes there is

Exit International was founded 
by the Australian doctor Philip 

Nitschke, above, and is 
launching in Ireland, below

DYING WITH
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growing support for voluntary assisted
dying legislation in Ireland.

“But death is still a taboo subject,”
Lazar said. “Nobody likes to talk about it,
and it’s not a vote winner, but this has got
to be dealt with because dying people
who want this choice cannot wait. Able
and disabled people want to be treated
equally. People with terminal and pro-
gressive illnesses want to be treated
equally.”

She added: “Who are we to judge or
deny another’s choice? Irrespective of
whether you’re able or disabled, legisla-
tion can provide choice and also protect
everyone.” 

Brendan O’Shea, a GP in Co Kildare
and adjunct assistant professor at Trinity
College Dublin’s school of medicine,
claims Ireland is increasingly an outlier
in not having medical assistance with
dying available as an end-of-life choice. 

O’Shea, who is a member of Irish Doc-
tors supporting Medical Assistance in
Dying, added that some Irish people are
forced to travel overseas for assistance in
dying, often when they are suffering
from significant pain, and at considera-
ble financial expense. 

“People do have this choice in other
countries and they use it in small but
consistent numbers,” he said. “As we
look across the globe over the last five to
ten years the number of jurisdictions
that are bringing this in is gathering
momentum, and so it is important for us
to consider this.” 

just trying to make the time 
go a bit quicker. Life doesn’t 
seem to have as much 
meaning for them any more. 
That’s how I feel. I really 
don’t know why I’m here at 
this age.” 

Handcock’s second 
daughter, Johanna Kinghall, 
said she and her sisters 
support their mother’s 
wishes. “We’ve always known 
that she wants to go on her 
own terms,” Kinghall said. “I 
think it’s very brave of 
someone to make that 
decision. That’s what my 
mother-in-law wanted too, 
but she spent years as a shell 
of the person she was. She 
was in a nursing home and 
they kept carting her off for 
blood transfusions to keep 
her alive in her nineties. She
didn’t want that.”

Kinghall added: “I think 
Mummy is great for 
addressing all these things. 
Some people just float 
through and hope for the best 
and then something happens 
and their family have to make 
decisions. But she’s made the 
decision for us. She just 
wants to go at her own pace.”

Handcock is concerned 
about what the future holds. 
She has been experiencing 
memory lapses and is 
anxious about the prospect of 
not having a say in her death 
if her health deteriorates. But 
today, she is clear about what 
she wants.

“I don’t want to have any
medical work done on my 
body. I don’t want all sorts of 
invasive treatments. I don’t 
want to be resuscitated,” she 
said. “I just want to be pain-
free as much as possible. I 
would like the right to have a 
peaceful and dignified death 
at home. My dream death 
would be to go to bed one 
night and not wake up the 
next morning.

“But,” Handcock added 
with a laugh, “that would be 
too easy, wouldn’t it?”

If you want to share a story in 
relation to our Dying with 
Dignity campaign, email 
beau.donelly@the-times.ie 

ambition to go anywhere or 
do anything,” she said. 

Handcock wants society to
have a discussion about 
ageing and death. She said 
concerns about elder abuse 
and coercive control should 
be discussed when drafting 
assisted dying legislation, but 
argued that age is a crude 
metric that is used to 
discount older people from 
having a say on the subject. 
Safeguards to protect the 
vulnerable are needed, but 
must be balanced with 
personal autonomy.

“I’m unsure how it could
work exactly,” she said. 
“Maybe a third party is a good 
idea to ensure people are not 
being pressured but I think I 
should be empowered to 
decide when I want to go. 
And I’m not the only one; I’m 
talking to my friends and they 
would also like the choice. 

“In a lot of cases my friends
are lonely in their old age and 

Jean Handcock wants to die. 
She does not suffer from a 
terminal illness, a 
degenerative condition or 
chronic pain. The 89-year-old 
isn’t depressed. She’s just 
ready to go — and the sooner, 
the better.

“I can’t see any point in 
living much longer,” she said. 
“I’m just sort of putting in 
time, I would say. I’ve had a 
good life, a long life. What is 
the point of sitting around 
and just waiting to die?”

Handcock would like to die
in her own home. A good 
death, as she sees it, would be 
pain-free and at a time of her 
choosing. A bad death would 
follow a series of medical 
interventions, or where she 
cannot speak for herself. A 
death like her mother’s, who 
had dementia.

“I watched my mother 
sitting in a nursing home 
gazing blankly at a TV for six 
years and I thought, isn’t that 
a terrible, absolutely 
miserable existence to lead?” 
Handcock said. “I think it is 
cruel to die like that.” 

Handcock supports The 
Sunday Times’s campaign to 
legalise voluntary assisted 
dying in Ireland, but knows 
any legislative change is 
unlikely to make it possible 
for someone like her to end 
their life. Any law would 
include safeguards to protect 
those considered vulnerable 
such as elderly and disabled 
people and those with mental 
illnesses.

The end-of-life options for
someone like Handcock are 
not likely to change: they can 
take their own life or travel to 
one of the countries where 
assisted suicide is permitted 
for people who are suffering 
but not terminally ill. 
Handcock has not yet 
decided what she will do.

“I don’t think I could take
my own life,” she said. “And 
I’m not quite sure yet about 
going overseas. I haven’t gone 
into the finances, but it’s a 
significant operation.”

Handcock lives in 
sheltered housing, an 
apartment in Dun Laoghaire. 
She is in the process of 
putting her life story down on 
video, a modern-day love 
letter to her six adult 
grandchildren. “I was away 
for all my grandchildren 
growing up and I want to 
make a memoir of my last 
years for them,” she said.

Otherwise her days are 
mostly free. Sometimes she 
meets friends for a cup of Earl 
Grey and a chocolate biscuit. 
She likes to watch travel 
documentaries and historical 
programmes on the 
television. “But I have no 

Beau Donelly 
Senior Reporter 

Jean Handcock, 89, 
top, says she is ready 
to die. Handcock (in 
pink) with her 
mother (in white), 
her daughters and 
grandchildren, 
above

Marie Fleming’s partner launches 
Irish wing of euthanasia body Exit
Tom Curran hopes group will start national debate about the right to die that was denied the woman he loved. Beau Donelly reports

Irrespective of 
whether you’re 
able or disabled, 
legislation can 
provide choice 
and also protect 
everyone
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His heart just would not give up.
Hammering away under his hospital
gown, Kevin Papazian’s family could only
watch as the man they adored, a power-
ful, 6ft tall black belt in taekwondo,
wasted away to nothing. 

Their last memories are of his limp
body, cheekbones protruding, mouth
hanging open. Roxanne, his daughter,
will never forget the sound of her father
struggling for oxygen through the liquid
filling his lungs. The crackling, gurgling,
choking noise, like tar being sucked
through a straw. 

In the end it took Papazian three days
to die as his tormented family watched
and listened. “I watched the man who
raised me decay until there was nothing
left but a struggling body,” Roxanne said.
“How can we allow a person to have such
a gruelling and unimaginable death? Why
prolong the inevitable? Why put my
father through that suffering?”

Papazian, 59, had been a plumber and
avid motorcyclist with a passion for
Harley-Davidsons. Roxanne called him a
“gentle giant” who was quiet and encour-
aging, cared about animals, and an
award-winning pigeon fancier. 

It started in 2018 with a sore on his
foot. Papazian was prescribed antibiotics
before a biopsy confirmed the black
patch between his toes was a melanoma.
Surgeons cut away two toes and a lymph
node from his leg, but the cancer had
spread to his lungs. By the end of 2020
the prognosis was terminal; he was given
four months. 

“It completely took us by surprise,”
said Roxanne, who described her father as
a non-smoker who rarely drank alcohol,
and someone who swam and cycled and
went to the gym. I remember him turning
to me when the doctors told him he was
dying. The look of confusion and grief on
his face as he said, ‘I did everything I was
supposed to’. Then he said: ‘I’m sorry.’”

Papazian’s condition deteriorated
rapidly. His dark blue eyes turned grey,
he lost his balance and then his ability to
walk. He could barely swallow. The
cancer would eventually steal his voice. 

When his friends came to take the
pigeons away Papazian couldn’t bring

himself to watch. Roxanne, her mother
Una and brother Cian tried to make him
as comfortable as they could at their
home in Cork. When he was able to speak
Papazian told them exactly what he
wanted: he wanted it to be over. 

“There wasn’t a day that went by that
he didn’t say, ‘If I could take a pill and this
be over, I would.’ At night he would say, ‘I
hope tonight is the night, if I could just go
in my sleep’. He was so afraid of falling
apart, of being a burden to us. He lost
every last shred of his dignity and became
a vegetable, strapped to a morphine box.”

Eventually, the family called an ambu-
lance and Papazian was taken to hospital.
He died three days later, at 2.20am on a
Tuesday in January. “It was horrific what
he went through, palliative care is a joke,”
Roxanne said. “He should have been put
out of his pain. As sad as it is, it would
have made us happy he wasn’t suffering.”

Roxanne is appealing to the Irish pub-
lic to listen. She supports The Sunday
Times’ campaign to legalise voluntary
assisted dying in Ireland. She said: “We
shouldn’t have seen him deteriorate like
that because it shouldn’t have been
allowed to happen. It felt like the govern-
ment and healthcare system would
rather leave Irish citizens to rot than give
them a dignified and peaceful death. I am
traumatised by what we went through
and I will never be the same.

“Every day this legislation isn’t passed,
more families are going through what we
did, more people are dying long and
painful deaths. This can be stopped. Give
people their dignity in death.”
If you want to share a story email 
beau.donelly@the-times.ie 
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Beau Donelly
MICHAEL MAC SWEENEY

My father, the gentle giant, didn’t 
deserve such a gruelling death
Traumatised daughter of a terminally ill man who slowly wasted away is backing the right to assisted dying 

The GAA has paid more than 
€200,000 to settle two legal 
claims brought over historical 
sexual abuse by a former club 
coach, and is facing a High 
Court trial in a third case 
involving the same 
perpetrator. 

In recent weeks the 
association paid more than 
€100,000 to settle two 
separate cases brought by 
victims of Ronan 
McCormack, a former coach 
with Eastern Harps in Sligo. 
It is believed to be the first 
time that the GAA has had to 
make settlements over sexual 
abuse perpetrated by a 
coach.

The two victims, 
represented by Damien 
Tansey solicitors, had lodged 
cases in 2016 seeking 
damages against McCormack, 
the GAA and Eastern Harps. 
The third case, listed for trial 
in Sligo this year, is also being 
taken against the HSE as well 
as the other three 
defendants. 

McCormack, a post office
worker, farmer and father of 
three with an address in 
Cuppanagh, Cloonloo, Co 
Sligo, was convicted of the 
sexual abuse of five boys in 
the 1980s after a trial in Sligo 
in 2014. Judge Petria 
McDonnell sentenced him to 
five years and ten months 
imprisonment after his 

Mark Tighe conviction on 53 counts of 
indecently assaulting five 
boys aged between ten and 13 
between 1981 and 1986 while 
he was their coach at Eastern 
Harps.

In 2017 McCormack was 
given a further seven years in 
jail after he was convicted of 
abusing two more boys, who 
are brothers, in the 1970s. 
Their case did not involve the 
GAA.

In 2018 McCormack, who
was then 75, had this second 
sentence reduced to four 
years after the Court of 
Appeal ruled that the 
aggregate sentence was 
excessive, taking his age into 
account.

During the original trial, at
which McCormack pleaded 
not guilty, evidence was given 
by one victim that he was 

abused after being asked to 
travel to the All-Ireland 
football semi-final between 
Donegal and Galway in 1983. 
“He told me I would have to 
stay over at his house the 
night before the match as he 
wanted to get to early mass at 
7.30am before getting the 
train to Dublin,” the victim 
said. “He said he had only 
one bed made up and that 
we’ll have to sleep in the one 
bed.”

On another occasion 
McCormack abused a boy 
when showing him a county 
championship medal.

In a statement the GAA 
said that McCormack was a 
coach in the 1970s and 1980s 
who “had a background and 
coaching involvement in 
other sports organisations”. 
It added that McCormack was 

expelled from the GAA after 
his convictions.

“The GAA was one of 
the named parties in 
private action taken 
following the convictions 
and two of these civil claims 
have been resolved,” it said. 
“Out of respect for the 
victims, and their families, 
the GAA does not comment 
on the settlement terms of 
any action. 

“In recent years, the GAA
has continued to lead within 
the sports sector in 
developing the quality of our 
mandatory safeguarding 
training that we provide for 
our coaches and other 
personnel who work with 
children. 

These volunteers and staff
must also be vetted every 
three years and must have 
obtained a coaching 
qualification prior to 
undertaking any coaching 
role with children.”

Seamus Hannon, chairman
of Eastern Harps, said that as 
a case was still subject to legal 
proceedings the club could 
not comment on the matter. 

“I can assure you that our
club adheres to the highest 
standards with regards to 
child protection,” he said. 
“We have adopted best 
practice in this area, and as 
part of that all coaches are 
appropriately garda-vetted 
and trained in line with GAA 
protocol.”

GAA pays €200,000 to 
settle sexual abuse claims

JAMES CONNOLLY

The GAA has 
settled two 
cases 
involving 
sexual abuse 
of minors by 
Ronan 
McCormack

A trial of transcendental 
meditation (TM) in two Irish 
primary schools found that 
students’ “working memory” 
improved in a series of tasks 
after they meditated twice a 
day for four months. 

The research, conducted at
University College Dublin, 
found that students’ 
memories improved more 
than a control group, and also 
found their reaction times in 
a Stroop game, which 
measures brain-response 
times, were also better. Girls 
who participated in the study 
also experienced “fewer 
feelings of aggression, fear 
and frustration” after the 
trial.

The research was part of a
wider study, conducted with 
University College London, to 
evaluate if Quiet Time, a TM 
programme designed for 
primary school children, 
could work successfully in 
classrooms. There were some 
differences between the Irish 
and UK findings, although 
students in both countries 
improved their working 
memory compared to the 
control groups. 

The researchers said the 
small sample size meant the 
findings did not result in 
“statistical significance”, but 
still suggested that TM could 
be used successfully in a 
school setting. They said the 

Meditation trial improved 
pupils’ working memory
Colin Coyle 

findings were “promising” 
and “would benefit from 
thorough testing in a full-
scale randomised trial”. 

Some 100 Irish pupils from
fifth and sixth class were 
involved, with one group 
undertaking the research and 
the second group operating 
as a control. In the UK, there 
were 89 participants. 
Students meditated under the
supervision of a trained 
teacher for 10 to 15 minutes 
every morning and again in 
the afternoon. 

In the pilot study, only 
Irish students improved their 
response times in the Stroop 
game, a cognitive assessment 
that measures how quickly 
participants match words to 
colours. Both Irish and 

English students improved 
their working memory. 

In Ireland, students who 
took part in the study 
reported their number of 
friends decreased during the 
trial, which was not 
replicated in the English trial. 
Academic performance in 
English and mathematics was 
tested only in the UK trial and 
no “significant improvement” 
was found. 

In Ireland 88 per cent of 
those who began the twice-
daily sessions completed the 
study, with 76 per cent 
reporting the meditation was 
“easy to do” and 70 per cent 
saying they “liked it and 
found it helpful”. 

In both Ireland and the UK,
teachers informally reported 

that the meditation was easy 
to implement and that 
students looked forward to 
the daily sessions. They also 
said it “calmed” the children 
and allowed teaching to run 
smoothly after the session.

Parents in the Irish trial 
noted their children became 
“calmer” after starting the 
trial. 

The study said that the cost
of hiring a trained TM teacher 
to deliver twice-daily 
meditation would be about 
€225 per child. Teachers 
interested in completing a 
Quiet Time training course 
are expected to learn the 
technique two months before 
their students, and build up a 
habit of practising it daily 
themselves. 

The researchers said the 
pilot may have been more 
successful in Ireland because 
the UK system was about 
“maximising academic 
achievement, possibly at the 
expense of broader 
well-being and personal 
development”. They said the 
differing timing of the studies 
in Ireland and the UK may 
have been a reason for the 
somewhat different 
outcomes.

In Ireland, students began
meditating in November, 
close to the start of the 
academic year, while in the 
UK it began after mid-January 
and continued during the 
run-up to exams. 

ALAMY

Teachers said the children were calmer after meditating

Gino Kenny, a Solidarity — People 
Before Profit TD, tabled the Dying 
with Dignity Bill in 2020 but the 
Oireachtas justice committee found 
that it had “serious technical issues”, 
and recommended the formation of 
a special committee to examine the 
issue of assisted dying in more detail.

That committee is expected to be
established before the Dail’s summer 
recess, and to sit for nine months 
before issuing a report. So what 
stance have Ireland’s political parties 
taken on this issue?

Fianna Fail
No official position. A spokeswoman 
said it would be a vote of conscience 
for its TDs and senators. 

Fine Gael
A spokesman pointed out that the 
government had proposed a special 
committee two years ago but the 
proposal had been voted down. Not 
thought to have an official position 
on assisted dying. 

Green Party
Supports setting up a special 
committee. A spokeswoman said it 
was the “appropriate” place to 
examine the “sensitive and complex 
nature” of assisted dying. 

Sinn Fein
Supported the Dying with Dignity Bill 
going to committee stage. A 
spokesman said Sinn Fein believed 
the issue “needs to be legislated for”. 

Labour
Backs the principle of the Dying with 
Dignity Bill. Alan Kelly, the party 
leader, has said the subject needed 
to be legislated for. 

Social Democrats
Says it is the responsibility of the 
Oireachtas to examine this 
“important issue” and a special 
committee is “the appropriate 
venue”. 

Solidarity — People Before Profit
Fully supports the proposals made by
its TD Gino Kenny. 

Rural Independents
While members of this group do not 
obey a voting whip, a spokesman 
said they were all likely to oppose the 
bill, calling it a “slippery slope”. 

Regional Independents
Denis Naughten, the convener for 
the group, said each member would 
decide for themselves.

WILL FOR THE BILL? 
WHERE THE PARTIES 
STAND ON THE ISSUE

Kevin Papazian was an award-winning pigeon fancier and a black belt in taekwondo who swam, cycled and went to the gym, before he was diagnosed with cancer, says his daughter Roxanne

DYING WITH
DIGNITY




