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Last week, as it was reported the Policing Authority is to fill its first senior position since it was handed that power,
the Garda Review warned in an editorial that ‘nepotism and pull are alive and well’ in the selection process. Today
ex-garda Patrick Horan, now a lawyer, argues that methods of promotion have sullied the honour of the force

WITHOUT question, An
Garda Síochána has been
one of the most respected
of our public institutions in

the country, present scandal involving
Sgt Maurice McCabeexcepted.

Many of its members have, to borrow
a military euphemism, embedded them-
selves in communities up and down the
country and as a consequence are es-
pecially prevalent, particularly in the
realm of sport where many have given
generously to coach under-age teams.
Not an inconsiderable number have
represented their county at All-Ireland
hurling and football level with distinc-
tion.

An Garda Síochána is also one of the
most corrupted public institutions in
the country, with a corruption localised
within the upper echelons of the force
from where it permeates down.

This is not corruption as it is tradi-
tionally known or understood, where
there is dishonest or fraudulent con-
duct, typically involving bribery. This
is instead a systemic corrosion and
it is the procedures for promotion and
advancement within the gardaí which
are the well-springs fromwhich it
originates.

It has always been a truism that
progression within the force was de-
pendent on two factors: Patronage and
“team spirit”.

Patronage simply means having
someone of higher rank within the job
or pre-eminence within a political party
who can vouch for a candidate when
they apply for promotion.

Team spirit or initiative are deliber-
ately nebulous terms designed by
management and which feature par-
ticularly on applications for vacancies
within the job.

The sole function of such manage-
ment-speak is to covertly separate in
advance those deemed eligible for pro-
motion from those who are not. But
from an examination of this most cor-
rupt of practices within the job can one
see the true extent of the problem af-
fecting the organisation, a problem
which Judge Frederick Morris, in the
Tribunal bearing his name, pointedly
noted 12 years ago had “remained un-
changed for over seven decades”.

The promotion-charade begins when
a vacancy is advertised via internal cir-
culars. Potential candidates are invited
to submit applications for the position,
noting the criteria for initiative or team
spirit or some such other bland corpor-
ate-jargon terminology lifted from the
pages of a secondary school business
textbook by a HQ flunky.

But nobody is fooled by what Charles
De Gaulle once described in a political
context as “this absurd ballet”.

Everyone knows that when a job be-
comes vacant it is not really vacant, for
it is already destined for some favourite
candidate somewhere, a candidate who
has shownthe requisite degree of slav-
ish obedience and an unthinking deter-
mination to follow orders without ques-
tion.

These therefore are the primary at-
tributes which Garda management
value in a candidate. Those who are
prepared to demonstrate servility
without question (code for keeping the
lower ranks in line) flourish accord-
ingly.

Those who are not wither on the vine.
Nevertheless, when a vacancy arises
the weary ruse must be carried through
and sham interviews must be con-
ducted to fulfil civil service legal
requirements that a position be adver-
tised to all, lest some upstart institute
High Court proceedings.

If there is one thing that petrifies
management, it is the nightmarish
thought of being called to account
before the High Court. The sham inter-
view process has been so fine-tuned
over the years that gardaí are adept at
determining, often months before inter-
views commence, who the successful
candidate will be.

Yet candidates still march forward to
throw their hats into the ring. Why so if
the result is not in doubt? Because a
failure to apply for a job, even a job
which you know you cannot possibly
get, regardless of your excellent creden-
tials, will be thrown back at you at some
future date as evidence of a previous
“lack of initiative”.

There is nothing that the job dislikes
more than a lack of initiative in a candi-
date. Hence the soul-destroying prac-
tice, undertaken by many able but
failed candidates, of sitting pointless
examinations and attending humiliat-
ing interviews every year only to be
rejected each and every time.

This indignity is magnified by the
sight of lesser-able candidates, usually
company-men, scurrying with ease up,
as Harold MacMillan called it, the
greasy pole of promotion.

These company-men will form the fu-
ture leadership of the force and their
followers, usually as limited as they,
will be directly behind them, thus en-
suring a perpetual cycle of mediocrity
and banality, choking the rarified air
amongst the upper echelons of the force
to the exclusion of men and women who
may have superior talents but who are
shut out by dint of lacking all patron-
age.

An example of which I have personal
knowledge is illustrative. In the late
1990s, I was attached to a station in a
busy Midlands town. One of the
station’s senior detectives announced,
in February or March one year,that he
would retire the following December.

We were all disappointed as he was a
gentleman without fail, quiet but effec-
tive and always with a spare moment
for greenhorns such as myself. His deci-
sion made, thoughts then turned as to
who might succeed him.

Within two months we had our
answer. A sergeant from outside
the town was appointed to a vacant
position within the station.This man
was known to play golf with a very
senior member of the force in the
area. We all knew immediately that
this was to be, regardless of the
formality of interviews, the successful
candidate.

As dispiriting as all this was, men
still put their names forward for an in-
terview which they knew was already
decided. One candidate stood head and
shoulders above the rest. He (John —
not his real name) was a man with sig-
nificant crime-fighting experience in
Dublin, a veritable walking encyclo-
paedia of criminal law and respected to

A heart of darkness
the point of reverence by his colleagues,
including myself.

John too decided to demonstrate his
initiative by applying for the job that
really wasn’t on offer but he was kind
enough to tip some of us off in advance
that he was doing so for no other reason
than a sense of morbid curiosity.

The contrast between John and the
golf-mad drone who succeeded to the
position was the starkest I had ever wit-
nessed in the force: One man deserved
the position because of demonstrable
and accepted excellence, the other was
so incompetent — I cannot overstate
this — as to have no business applying
in the first place. No prizes for guessing
who was successful.

John had the good grace afterwards
to tell us how the interview had prog-
ressed. To ensure that the right man got
the job, the three-member interview
panel was headed by the senior officer
whose golfing pal was also in the run-
ning.

To head off the patent absurdity un-
folding whereby somebody with years
of serious crime experience was being
jettisoned in favour of somebody with
none, the senior officer asked John
whether “if another job somewhere else
came up would you be prepared to take
it?”

John smiled and asked:“Why? Is this
job already taken?” The senior officer
turned red-faced and spluttered “No!
No! Of course not! We’re still holding in-
terviews!”

We all laughed when John recounted
this story to us later, but the laughter
was ironic and bitter. Starkly, perhaps
fatally,the realisation had struck, after
less than two years in the job, that no
matter how hard you worked, no matter
how well you did your job, your career
progression in the gardaí was predeter-
mined at birth, at the moment you
passed the wrought-iron gates of Tem-
plemore Training College.

In the aftermath of this event (vari-
ations of which are manifest in every
Garda district throughout the country)
a colleague (“James”) and I spoke at
length about how the job had been mis-
represented to us when we joined.

Gloomily we both noted our lack of
patronage but this realisation must
have been especially difficult to bear for
James, for he had excelled academi-
cally in Templemore and was a rigor-
ously hard worker.

The following year I transferred to
another station where I noted the same
bare-faced cronyism and patronage
flourishing within the job and similar
levels of apathy and disenchantment
amongst the rank and file.

The disillusionment was especially
marked amongst young members, gar-
daí with less than three years of service
whom I frequently overheard talking
about “the pension”and the promised
land of retirement.

All this after three years in the job. I
began studying law by night. At the
same moment James began studying to
become a barrister. Seeing no future for
myself I resigned from An Garda Síoch-
ána and became a solicitor. James also
resigned. He is now one of the leading
trial barristers in the country.

An Garda Síochána, an organisation
for which I retain great affection and
in which I have many good friends, has
a darkness at its heart. The atrocious
allegations made to Tusla about Sgt
McCabe are a case in point, but they are
merely representative of the blight at
the core of an organisation which
allows such behaviour to flourish.

ment, the public has absolutely no
business getting involved in the run-
ning of Garda affairs. In their eyes, the
public’s role is that of a passive by-
stander, never an active participant.

There are no circumstances under
which management will tolerate the
public being active participants in what
they regard as their exclusive domain.
The public is therefore relegated to the
sidelines and are only consulted when
an enormous scandal erupts and the
public chequebook is required to pay
for it.

But management realises that the
“appearance” of change must be
created. Therefore elaborate ruses are
concocted (Policing Authority, Garda
Inspectorate, Garda Ombudsman) to
allay public fears that there is no ac-
countability in our police. Meanwhile
the nepotism goes on unchecked, result-
ing in periodic scandals in the same
vein as the present one, which are fairly
predictable.

So what can we conclude? I conclude
that the authority, inspectorate and om-
budsman are ineffective because they
cannot head off major scandals. Are
they incompetent? Are they staffed
with people who cannot do their jobs
properly? Hardly.

I think it is far more likely that they
have discovered that they simply can-
not penetrate the brass circle at the top
of the organisation which is utterly re-
sistant to all change and all outsiders
and that there is little political will to
assist these bodies in tackling the prob-
lem in the first place.

“Insanity”, warned Albert Einstein,
“is doing the same thing over and over
and expecting different results”.

The public, from whom all powers of
government derive, have a choice to
make. We can demand root and branch
reform in the manner outlined above
and witness a truly revolutionary
change in how our maligned national
police force operates.

If we do not, if we remain passive
bystanders whose only job is to pay
through the nose for the costs of endless
tribunals, we will, as a nation, have col-
lectively lapsed into our own peculiar
form of insanity.

In such an eventuality we will only
have ourselves to blame.

the Government appointed a former
commissioner of the Boston Police De-
partment to the Garda Inspectorate.
This did not stop the scandals.

What is required is a complete dis-
mantling of the process by which pro-
motions are granted right across the
country and the appointment of inde-
pendent persons, impervious to the in-
vidious hand of Garda management
and the cliques which it fosters and
protects, to oversee all interviews and
promotion criteria.

Only in this way can one ensure that
candidates of merit and morality suc-
ceed. Shattering the self-perpetuating
system of power elites who have
dragged the force, about which I care
deeply, through the mud over the last
few years to the detriment of us all must
finally be made a priority.

My understanding of the Policing
Authority is that they will deal with
bringing an element of corporate gov-
ernance to the running of the force.
This is all very well but it means that
they will necessarily be interacting
with men and women who themselves
were elevated to positions of power
within the force due to cronyism
further down the ranks. So the
people that the Policing Authority
will deal with are the beneficiaries
of the very nepotism about which I
write.

The Morris Tribunal cost the State
€80m. The Smithwick Tribunal cost us
€15m. Have these stopped the scandals?
Of course not. If the furore occasioned
by the Morris Tribunal could not affect
massive changes, that tells you some-
thing about the strength of the power
elites at the top.

Understanding the nature of these
elites is therefore vital. These are
people who all think alike, for if they did
not they would not be where they are.
They are also profoundly anti-demo-
cratic in outlook. In their eyes the pub-
lic is little more than an annoyance
which has to be either tolerated or man-
aged, but never consulted and certainly
never listened to.

But even though the public pays man-
agement’s lavish salaries this does not
mean that management regards them-
selves as the public’s servants.

Quite the opposite. To top manage-

The fact that someone felt this
scandalous allegation would somehow
please his bosses higher up is indicative
not only of a contempt for the rule of
law and a determination to silence a
brave dissenter, but is evidence of a
wider, much more dangerous culture of
contempt for the public, a culture
where somebody felt this was
acceptable and not, as any rational
human being would, as being utterly ab-
horrent to contemplate, much less act
upon.

As Justice Morris remarked all those
years ago, this is a breakdown of com-
mand leadership. It is an immutable
fact of life within the force that only
people who do what they are told, don’t
ask questions and undertake actions
solely designed to please management
will succeed within the job. These are
the only criteria that matter.

Loyalty — blind, subservient loyalty
— is utterly paramount. Attributes
such as ability or intelligence are not
only not required or deemed desirable,
they are regarded by management as
positively hostile traits in a candidate
because anyone demonstrating either
is not likely to follow orders without
question.

Somebody within the force was likely
involved in the atrocious complaint
about Sgt McCabe. There is little public
doubt about this.This person un-
doubtedly did so because they knew or
perceived that damaging Sgt McCabe
was precisely what management
wanted to see happen and there is no
more morally reprehensible allegation
to level at any citizen than the ruinous
slur of child-abuse.

The motto emblazoned across the
entrance to Templemore Garda College
reads “In Scientia Securitas”, Latin for
“In knowledge, safety”. The appalling
treatment by that force of one lone
member who tried to shine a light into
the impenetrable darkness which
has steadily corroded the force from
within over the years, leading many to
resign, reveals that the lofty Garda
motto has been honoured by manage-
ment more in the breach than the obser-
vation.

Demanding the appointment of an
outside commissioner is pointless as
can be evidenced by experience. In 2006,

“The motto emblazoned across the
entrance to Templemore Garda College
reads ‘In Scientia Securitas’, Latin for ‘In
knowledge, safety’. The appalling treatment
by that force of one lone member who tried
to shine a light into the impenetrable
darkness which has steadily corroded the
force from within over the years, leading
many to resign, reveals that the lofty Garda
motto has been honoured by management
more in the breach than the observation.

Empty
property
key to
housing
crisis
Owners of the
198,358 vacant homes
in the State must be
incentivised to rent or
lease them to alleviate
the accommodation
crisis, says
Niamh Randall

THERE are 7,167 people in
emergency accommodation in
Ireland and many thousands
more without a place to call

home. Yet, there are 198,358 empty
homes. About 13% of the housing stock
is vacant, twice the level of a function-
ing housing market. This “low-hanging
fruit” offers significant opportunities to
provide permanent homes for people
who urgently need them.

To have so many people without
homes, and so many homes without
people, is unacceptable.

In Cork, there are 269 adults living in
emergency accommodation, while
there are 21,287 empty homes.

In Dublin, there are 3,247 adults in
emergency accommodation and 35,293
empty homes. In Limerick, there
are 252 adults living in emergency
accommodation and 8,463 empty
homes. The list goes on, right around
the country.

The Government has committed, in
its Rebuilding Ireland action plan for
housing and homelessness, to develop-
ing a national vacant housing re-use
strategy, and this is due out in the
second quarter of 2017.

The Simon Communities have devel-
oped a 10-point Empty Homes Plan:
This has a range of solutions that we be-
lieve should be included in the re-use
strategy.

We must encourage people who
own empty homes to consider leasing,
letting, or selling them. The now
nationwide repair and leasing scheme
is a step in the right direction, but the
targeted return of 3,500 properties is not
ambitious enough. It represents only
1.8% of total vacant properties in the
State.

This needs to be revised upwards.
The buy and renew scheme provides
funding for the delivery of social
housing. We want clear targets and
mechanisms for approved housing
bodies (these are non-profit organi-
sations, whose purpose is the provision
and management of housing) to engage
with the scheme.

This will enable people to move out of
emergency accommodation and into
housing with support. This is the best
way to end homelessness. Incentives
could encourage the renting or leasing
of the family home for those involved in
the Fair Deal scheme. Participants of
the Fair Deal scheme should be able to
rent out their homes tax-free up to a
certain value.

The use of compulsory purchase
orders (CPOs) under existing
legislation, and the introduction of
compulsory leasing orders (CLOs),
should be considered, given the devas-
tating impact that the housing-and-
homelessness crisis is having on
people’s lives. These would target prop-
erties that are vacant for more than 12
months and where the owner has not
availed of the incentives.

CLOs would allow local authorities
to seek permission to force a lease
on an owner of an empty property and
then undertake refurbishment costs to
make the property ready for letting.
The property could then be used as
social housing and the rent could offset
the cost of refurbishment. In addition, a
property tax should be introduced
for houses that are empty for more
than 12 months. Such a tax could be
calculated on the basis of property
value or potential rental income,
and could be increased the longer a
property remains vacant. Any such
measures should be proportionate and
targeted at areas of greatest housing
need.

There is an urgent need for improved
data collection and monitoring. We
need a real-time database, with formal
communication and data-sharing struc-
tures between relevant bodies. Cur-
rently, we cannot wholly gauge the enti-
rety of the problem and the suitability
of empty houses for use. It is essential
that such databases are established im-
mediately.

All necessary resources, finance, and
personnel must be provided at national
and local authority level, so that empty
houses can be put to use quickly as
homes.

This involves the aforementioned
data collection and research; it also
means ensuring that there are people at
local authority level who have the
necessary planning, regulatory, and
technical know-how.

There should also be targeted public
awareness and outreach campaigns to
identify, negotiate, and liaise with prop-
erty owners.

There must be political will, at
both a national and local level. The
use of these empty homes alone will
not solve the current crisis or prevent
future housing crises, but if we could
turn around even half of the 198,358
empty houses, this would end the
trauma for the nearly 100,000 people
who are living their lives stuck in
the awful limbo of homelessness and
housing insecurity.

■ Niamh Randall is the national
spokesperson for the Simon Communities


