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AFFARS OF THENATION

Michael McDowell

MICHAEL McDOWELL was the stand-out personality in the referendums campaign
and his elation at the count was visible as ‘no’ activists gathered eagerly around

him. The same activists are aware that McDowell’s current agenda is greater than

the binning of the constitutional amendments. The former tdnaiste, justice minister
and attorney general has, yet again, been plotting his comeback to the D4il and
government, with the referendums campaign a mere stepping stone to this goal.
Recent manoeuvres have also included talks with other parliamentarians to form an

alliance with a common programme — talks that are likely to resume in the near future.

Such a move, if successful, could alter the Ddil arithmetic and post-election coalition

talks.

McDowell has threatened to come back
before every general election since his
ignominious defeat and ‘retirement’ at the
2007 election. In 2009 he engaged in intense
negotiations with Fine Gael to rejoin his
political alma mater but the Blueshirts lost
their nerve when it came to actually taking
back the enfant terrible of the Grand Old
Party.

Shortly after the 2011 election, McDowell
triggered a flurry of political activity by
calling for a “right-of-centre” grouping that
saw various heavyweight Independents such
as McDowell, Shane Ross, Lucinda Creighton
and Denis Naughten flirting and competing
with each other simultaneously.

However, the outspoken Independents
proved to be as paranoid about McDowell
as his old party was, on top of which his
constituency of Dublin Bay South (DBS)
was shared with Creighton, providing an
irresolvable problem. (Lucinda sweetly
suggested he remove himself to
the adjoining constituency of
Dublin South.)

Ross was even more
hostile to McDowell,
knowing he would not be
the dominant figure in
any group that included
the former head of the
Progressive Democrats.
So it was back to the
drawing board for
McDowell again.

In what appeared to
be a small but significant
shift to the left (everything
is relative, comrades),
McDowell called for a “pop-
up-centre/centre-right party”
before taking his NUI Seanad
seat in 2016.

In the following years the
once decidedly ‘centre-
right” champion
worked

with various politicians on a variety of issues
— Sinn Féin MEP Lynn Boylan in an effort
to draft an anti-media monopoly bill; FG
grandee Maurice Manning on Seanad reform;
various politicians on Brexit; and so on.

McDowell also made sure to champion
other vital issues such as the local property
tax, which persecutes home owners in Dublin
to the benefit of cosseted culchies; the “Metro
link madness”’; and home ownership — all
issues that affect middle-class Dublin voters
in areas such as McDowell’s Ranelagh home
base.

Meanwhile, the senator’s apparent
devotion to Manning’s Seanad reforms
included an interesting observation on his
website in 2017 — the seven “important
constitutional functions” enjoyed by the
Seanad included one that said “up to two

members of the Seanad may
be appointed to cabinet as
government ministers”.
Was it modesty that
persuaded the senator
to subsequently
delete this
‘constitutional
- function’ from
the list he
published in his
local literature?
That
literature
has been
/ composed
of expensive
and carefully
prepared
brochures
expounding on
national and
constituency
issues in the years
since he was
cast

out of the Ddil in 2007.

In what was his third preparation of an
election campaign, a bumper brochure at the
start of 2020, just a few weeks before the
general election, was stuffed with trenchant
comment on housing, the iniquitous property
tax, Dublin Bus, safe cycling and so on. This
was circulated to the hovels of Ranelagh,
Donnybrook, Sandymount, Terenure and
other deserving areas of DBS. Nevertheless,
McDowell yet again retreated, although he
successfully ran once more for the Seanad.

Since then, McDowell has used his
platforms in the Business Post and the Irish
Times to build a new Mark 11 McDowell,
presenting still as centre-right but more
comprehensive in his opinions and less
abrasive than the “radical or redundant”
soundbite he made famous.

VERBAL SADISM

He has, however, targeted the quietest
boy in the DBS class, Green head prefect
and climate minister Eamon Ryan. Big Mick
regularly picks on shy Eamon with taunts
such as “piffle about sod turf, lettuce in
window boxes... no time for wand waving
or wishful thinking... highly irrational” and
SO on.

Despite his penchant for verbal sadism,
there is usually method to McDowell’s
mania. He knows that Ryan is one of the most
unpopular ministers and that his seat in their
shared constituency may be vulnerable. At
the same time, he has not forgotten that the
threat of Sinn Féin is central to FG voters’
anxieties. Thus, he maintains a regular stream
of invective and polemic against SF on many
issues, including a border poll and even SF’s
housing policies, the party’s strongest suit.

McDowell will be 73 in May but, apart
from his age, he can hardly posture as a
Dail candidate and resile yet again without
inviting jibes about the Grand Old Duke
of York. Also, he now has an impressive
political victory under his belt that will not
be forgotten this side of the next general
election. It really is now or never.

There are other factors in favour of a
rebirth of his brand of ‘centre-right’ politics.
Leo Varadkar and FG are a tired, flaccid
political force. The party has been in power
for 13 years and has long since abandoned its
guiding, ideological tenets as well as much of
its core, middle-class following.

Fianna Fdil appears rudderless and has
discarded its working-class base,
while leader Michedl Martin
might as well be a member
of FG. Meanwhile, the main
personalities in both parties
appear to be waiting for
sinecures in Euroland.
The Greens are most
unpopular and are
attracting hostility that



THE PHOENIX MARCH 22,2024 15

AFFARS OF THENATION

affects all three Government parties.

McDowell can see that the post-election
arithmetic will probably resemble the second-
last election result (2016). If FFG want to
remain in power, they will require a group
of Independents similar to Shane Ross and
Finian McGrath’s Independent Alliance over
eight years ago. This grouping would require
that six or so TDs with ‘centre-right’ politics
come together on a relatively loose platform
under a leadership of sorts (called Michael
McDowell). The politics of this group would
veer markedly to the right and would play
it tougher than the current Government on
immigration.

McDowell was pictured with several TDs
and senators at the referendum count and
two of the TDs — Wexford’s Verona Murphy
(formerly FG, now Independent) and Galway
West TD Noel Grealish (a -
former Progressive Democrats ' Wi
TD and a strong supporter of
McDowell back then) — have ’
highly contentious records on
immigrants.

Murphy once suggested
that asylum-seeker children
as young as four years old
need to be “deprogrammed”
as they may have been
“manipulated by Islamic
State”. In an interview
with local radio in RTE in
December 2019 she asked:
“Do we have to wait to have
a London Bridge incident on
Wexford Bridge?”

The same year, Grealish
said there were “people com-
ing over here from Africa... to sponge off the
system here in Ireland” and he used the Dadil to
speak of billions of euros being sent from Ire-
land to Nigeria. He also said that he exempted
certain immigrants from these allegations,
namely, “Christian... genuine refugees who
were persecuted. .. because they were Chris-
tian by ISIS”.

In 2004, when then justice minister
McDowell still believed it was necessary to
be either radical or redundant, Grealish was
at one with him in moving the overwhelm-
ingly successful referendum to restrict the
citizenship rights of Irish children born to
non-nationals. That proposal was branded as
an encouragement to racism by various TDs
and the leadership of the Labour Party.

It would be unfair to say that McDowell
is a racist but if the new alliance identifies
immigration as an issue to distinguish itself
from Government parties, as appears likely,
McDowell and his colleagues will have to
tread carefully. In a coyly worded article
early last year, McDowell tackled the ques-
tion as follows: “We have a national right and
duty to determine migration policy. Our gov-
ernment must exercise that right carefully. Half
thought-out proposals to extend asylum rights
to climate refugees are not helpful.

“If we want to avoid creating a space
for far-right politics in Ireland, we need our
elected politicians and government to respect
and value the people’s sense of cohesion and
common interest”.

The politics of the group will rest on the
notion that a government should focus on
bread-and-butter issues rather than culture
wars, with a return to competence in the
administration of housing, health and the
economy at a time when the exchequer is

Verona Murphy

overflowing with extra billions in tax rev-
enues.

The putative alliance is also likely to take
a hard line with the Greens and McDowell
has thundered about the dangers of “blindly
adhering to climate change goals™.

There will, of course, also be a hard line
taken with SF. In October 2021, McDowell’s
IT column denounced the Government’s
alleged practice of giving in to every demand
on the exchequer for post-Covid recovery
programmes, among other things. The print
article was headlined, “Is there room for
another political party”, but the online version
had the headline, “Is it time for return of the
Progressive Democrats?”

NGOs, meanwhile, can expect to be
targeted like left-wing Hollywood script
writers in the 1950s.

Former MEP Marian
Harkin TD — once a member
of FG, like McDowell — and
ex-Labour TD Michael
McNamara have engaged in
talks with McDowell, as has
McDowell’s former special
advisor in government,
Cormac Lucey, who has
declared his intention to
stand as an Independent in
Blackrock, Co Dublin, in the
local elections. It is likely that
¢ Lucey will go for the Ddil if he
wins a council seat.

These talks have produced
little so far apart from a
recognition that the two
Independent TDs are anxious
for a government role. When
the current coalition was being formed, both
of them held talks with FF/FG under the
misapprehension that they could become
junior ministers.

AGREEMENT

Negotiations about a deal between
McDowell, Murphy, Grealish, Harkin,
McNamara, Lucey and other possible recruits
are less urgent since the dramatic referendums
result. The view is that the Government
would not dare rush to the polls so soon after
that defeat, meaning that McDowell has time
to hone a political document and programme
acceptable to interested fellow travellers.

But the current hiatus has little to do with
ideology and the real problem for this alliance
will be how to reach agreement in advance on
who is likely to get what in a new right-of-
centre cabinet and list of junior ministers.

For McDowell there also remains the
question of how to win a seat in DBS. SF’s
Chris Andrews will retain his seat; there will
surely be one FG seat (James Geoghegan or
Emma Blain); either Ryan or Labour leader
Ivana Bacik, but not both, will take a seat: and
the fourth will be a battle between McDowell
and Fianna Fdil’s Jim O’Callaghan.

McDowell knows there is a space
somewhere between FG and the loud,
unsavoury crew that definitely are to the
right of centre but whose members have little
to offer the electorate on economic ‘bread-
and-butter issues’ and who are unlikely to
win a single seat in the next D4il. Michael,
however, could lead half a dozen or so TDs
into government and influence it way beyond
its real political weight — as before.
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FISTICUFFED

SLIGO DISTRICT Court heard the case of a
25-year-old man who pleaded guilty to engag-
ing in abusive or threatening behaviour towards
gardai following an incident on Shore Road,
Sligo. Sergeant Derek Butler told the court that
officers were attending a report of a couple hav-
ing an argument on September 24, 2022. When
they arrived they discovered the defendant, Aaron
Duggan, of Dromore Hill, Peterswell, Galway, in
an agitated and intoxicated state. Duggan imme-
diately became aggressive towards the gardai, tell-
ing one of them to “fuck off”. He then challenged
the officer to a fight, adding that the garda was “a
cunt”. The officer concerned refused Duggan’s
offer to fight and instead arrested him. Defence
solicitor Gerry McGovern told the court that his
client was “very embarrassed” and shouldn’t have
taken out his frustration on gardai. Judge Michael
Clonnellan fined Duggan €400. Sligo Weekender

LAST ORDERS

AN INTOXICATED publican who verbally
abused gardai appeared before a recent sitting

of Macroom District Court. Garda Evan Horan
told the court that on June 18, 2023, a patrol

car passing through Coachford heard significant
noise coming from O’Riordan’s Bar long after
closing time. Upon inspection they discovered

a large crowd drinking in the rear of the pub.
After flashing their lights, they were approached
by the publican, Pat O’Riordan, 52, who was
clearly intoxicated. He demanded to know “what
are you doing here?” When the gardai informed
O’Riordan that he had 15 minutes to clear the
premises, he replied: “Ye are a crowd of cunts.
Who the fuck do you think you are? You are a
fucking cunt and your job is fucked.” He then
attempted to usher the departing guests back into
the pub. Judge Adrian Harris issued a one-month
sentence, suspended for two years, and a fine of

€300. Echo

URINE TROUBLE

MATEUZ MARGOL (35), of 1 St Bridget’s
Terrace, Abbey Road, Thurles, appeared before
Thurles District Court charged with public
intoxication, engaging in abusive or threatening
behaviour and criminal damage after urinating
and defecating in the waiting area of a Garda sta-
tion. The court heard that on April 30, 2022, the
defendant arrived at Thurles Garda Station in an
intoxicated state. In the reception area, Margol
proceeded to defecate on the floor, urinate and
then take a seat. When he was approached by the
officer on duty, Margol became enraged, saying:
“Fuck you, take off your uniform and I'll fight
you.” Margol was immediately arrested and a
cleaning company was contacted to deal with the
waiting area. Judge Elizabeth MacGrath deferred
sentencing until May 7 to give Margol time to
cover the costs of the cleaning firm and to show
proof of engagement with an alcohol treatment

programme. Tipperary Star

* Please send suitable contributions to:
Bog Cuttings, The Phoenix, 44 Lr Baggot St,
Dublin 2, or email bogcuttings@thephoenix.ie



