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I RIS H  L I F E

paid his €10 fare, the doors 
hiss close and the bus pulls out 
for Dublin with the two of us. 

As I realise the other young 
guy has been left behind in 
dark and wet Portlaoise, I 
feel bad that I hadn’t done 
something.

And I think about the con-
trast between that young man 
and the guy in Limerick who 
lost his €1,300 hat.

It happened, he told us, 
when he was in Amsterdam 

and a woman photographer 
told him he had an interesting 
face. She asked him if he’d 
do a photoshoot and when 
he agreed she set it up, using 
the hat as a prop. When the 
shoot was over, she told him 
he could keep it.

“It was the only hat I ever 
had that fitted me properly,” 
he told the smoking area in 
Collins’. 

At Schiphol Airport,  he 
had just 20 minutes to wait 

for his plane, so he went to 
the bar and asked what was 
the strongest beer they had. It 
was some pils and he gulped it 
down — only to discover that 
the plane was an hour late, so 
he drank three more.

Later he woke up in the 
airport; the plane was gone, 
and so was his €1,300 hat. 

He was the kind of guy who 
wouldn’t get left behind, even 
if he had no money. He had 
whatever it is. 

But the young guy with the 
sorrowfully soft voice didn’t 
have those qualities and so 
he got left behind as the near- 
empty bus powered through 
the darkness to Dublin.

To push this thought from 
my mind, I recalled my jour-
ney earlier that day in the 
other direction, from Dublin 
to Limerick. 

In the three hours it took, 
there were never more than 
a handful of passengers on 
board. I asked a youngish 
woman, who told me she 
was from Moldova, what she 
thought about Bus Éireann 
closing down the Expressway 
routes. It was the first she’d 
heard of it.

“It’s a good service,” she 
said. “But there are other 
buses.” I asked if the bus was 
ever full and she said no, today 
was very quiet, but it was nev-
er that busy. Irish people are 
too posh for public transport, 
it seems. 

But still, there will proba-
bly be a campaign to preserve 
the Expressway. As a nation 
we have this perverse wish to 
hold on to things that we don’t 
actually use ourselves.

In Dublin city centre, we 
get off and the bus continues 
on, empty, to an empty Dublin 
Airport.

you have a ticket or you don’t 
travel. Those are the rules 
and unfortunately you don’t 
have either, so you can’t get 
on the bus.”

There is silence as we wait 
seven minutes before the red-
head arrives back, panting.

“Jaysus, you are an absolute 
gentleman,” he says to the 
driver in a strong Northern 
Ireland accent.

I didn’t know if they were 
together or not, but once he’s 

almost empty buses heading 
for Dublin at exactly the same 
time, one Bus Éireann, one 
Dublin Coach, a private service 
authorised for the route by the 
National Transport Authority 
under its Transport for Ireland 
initiative.

At Nenagh, the two passen-
gers on my bus alight and a 
young guy in a hoodie gets on. 
He gets off in Roscrea and now 
I’m the only passenger on the 
52-seater proceeding in stately 
isolation along the motorway 
towards our last pick-up stop, 
Portlaoise.

Last Monday, Bus Éireann 
announced that it is going 
to stop operating some of its 
Expressway services from 
Dublin. The State bus com-
pany said it was making these 
cuts because projected losses 
of €20 million on these routes 
were “unsustainable”. 

“It’s not Bus Éireann’s fault, 
it’s the Transport for Ireland 
crowd,” said one of the drivers 
when I broached the subject 
as he was having a smoke at 
the station. “We’ll be off the 
road after Christmas.”

“Licensing up to three or 
four operators on the same 
route is a recipe for disaster 
and unsustainable in the long 
term,” argued Cyril McIntyre, 
a former long-serving execu-
tive with the company, now 
retired. 

Yet here we are, with two 
almost empty buses heading 
up the motorway in the same 
direction at the same time. 

It’s about 7.45pm when we 

get to Portlaoise. There are 
two young guys with back-
packs waiting at the bus stop.

One, a redhead, proffers 
a €50 note and is told by 
the driver he doesn’t have 
change, so he dashes off into 
the night to try and get some-
one to break it for him. The 
other guy gets on and after 
an inaudible conversation, 
the driver replies, audibly: 
“Let me explain something to 
you, you either have money or 

An empty feeling on the Expressway bus 

I
T’S rush hour and Colbert 
Station in Limerick city 
is a hive of activity, with 
near-empty buses taking 
off in all directions.

I’ve just had a pint in Tom 
Collins’ bar where, outside in 
the smoking area, an enter-
taining bald guy had regaled 
the patrons with the story of 
losing his €1,300 hat. At this 
time of my life, I don’t want 
to be stuck somewhere for 
three hours without access 
to a toilet, but as I’m debating 
whether to get the train or bus 
back to Dublin, the Express-
way X12 pulls up to the stand.

I decide to take a chance on 
the 5.45pm. After all,  it needs 
the business.

With two minutes to de-
parture time I think I have my 
story — I’m the only passenger 
on the bus connecting Limer-
ick with the capital. 

Then, just before we set 
off, a young man and a young 
woman get on board and spoil 
my scoop. 

While I’ve been waiting, 
I’ve been watching the bus 
traffic going in and out of the 
station, and apart from the 
local services, the buses are 
either empty or have just a 
couple of passengers. 

We head out through the 
evening traffic, detouring out 
to the University of Limerick. 
As we pull up to the stop a 
bright green bus, the No 300 
Dublin Coach Service, is wait-
ing ahead of us. I crane my 
neck and as far as I can see it’s 
empty. So now there are two 

‘I’m the only 
passenger on 
the 52-seater 
proceeding  
in stately 
isolation along 
the motorway ’

TICKETS PLEASE: Liam 
Collins took a road trip 

with Expressway  
Photo: Mark Condren

With virtually nobody on board, the 
end of the Bus Éireann service hardly 
comes as a surprise, writes Liam Collins

LAST week saw much 
discussion around pay-
ment breaks. Across 

the banks, work is well under 
way to support those who are 
exiting their payment breaks 
this autumn. 

Almost 90,000 mortgage 
customer accounts availed of a 
Covid-19 payment break since 
March. With the reopening 
of the economy, over half of 
those customers returned to 
full repayments. 

Some 37,000 mortgage 
holders who were, through 
no fault of their own, more 
severely impacted required 
the full six-month break. What 
they need now is understand-
ing and help from their lender. 

They are, without doubt, 
the customers who need the 
most support, and providing 
that support is where the 
banks’ focus and energies 
will remain. The key message 
last week, reinforced at a 
meeting between banks and 
the Government on Monday, 
is that there will be a wide 
range of short- and long-term 
sustainable solutions available 
to customers. 

Around 2,500 staff across 
the five banks are actively 
working with customers ex-
iting payment breaks. The 
focus is on engagement and 
the aim is to offer individually 
tailored plans. 

Customers who enter into 
a restructured arrangement 
with their lender and stick 
with that arrangement will 
certainly not be defaulters, 
and any suggestions from 
some quarters that they will 

Consumers can avail of  
a tailored plan once they 
engage with their banks, 
writes Brian Hayes

automatically end up there is 
simply misleading. 

Since the start of the pan-
demic, Irish lenders have put 
their full weight behind deliv-
ering one of the most exten-
sive payment break systems 
in Europe. The industry-wide 
approach signed up to by 
every lender here ensured 
Irish customers could apply 
for a payment break that was 
simple and rapid. 

It allowed all customers 
across mortgages, personal 
loans, and business loans to 
apply and included those in 
certain restructuring arrange-
ments. The Irish payment 
break regime took an inclusive 
approach. This was not the 
case in many other countries.  

The only criteria to be eli-
gible for a payment break in 

Ireland was to be financially 
impacted by Covid-19. Other 
European consumers were not 
as fortunate — for example, in 
Germany customers cannot 
avail of a payment break if 
they are in arrears.

Additionally, while the 
scheme is voluntary in Ire-
land, all mortgage lenders 
have opted in to participate 
and offer space and time to 
customers. 

This compares with other 
countries, where offering a 
payment break was done on 
a bank-by-bank basis. 

Some have also been crit-
ical of the length of payment 
breaks offered, but Ireland 
fares well in this regard. Many 
countries, including the UK, 
only offer payment breaks of 
three months to customers, 
with the potential to extend 
after an extensive assessment. 

What’s important now is 
to focus on encouraging those 
coming off their payment 
break to talk through their 
situation with their lender. 

The banking sector has 
put in place new resources 
with specialist teams, staff 
and dedicated support lines. 
Solutions can be found. 

We also know from the 
last 10 years that over 80,000 
mortgages were restructured 
with a sustainable solution 
that worked for the major-
ity. As we move from an in-
dustry-wide payment break 
system to a case-by-case appli-
cation, lenders fully appreci-
ate the underlying economic 
reality of this pandemic. 

The industry, like socie-
ty, faces many challenges. 
By engaging with banks and 
working through the issues, 
we can all get to a better place. 

Brian Hayes is chief executive 
of the Banking & Payments 
Federation Ireland

Solutions for those exiting 
payment break can be found

TOUGH TIMES: Finance 
Minister Pascal Donohoe 
met with the banks last 
week but failed to get an 
extension of mortgage breaks 
for homeowners in difficulty 
because of the pandemic

“Big mistake. Huge!”
I’m now dealing with 

the consequences of that 
particular course of inaction, 
because, as Benjamin 
Franklin said, there are only 
two things certain in life: 
death and taxes.

You know the fantasy you 
might harbour about doing 
something so noteworthy 
you’d be written about in 
the media? In my case, I 
hoped it would be because 
I might write a book that 
would catapult me straight 
into the bestsellers’ list. 
Mind you, as a woman living 
by myself who watches too 
many murder series, I rather 
hoped it wouldn’t be because 
a serial killer had broken 
in during the night and 
strangled me with my tights.

It’s safe to say that 
appearing on the tax 
defaulters’ list didn’t rank 
highly on my dream list of 
“reasons I might appear in 
the paper”, but that’s what 

‘Far from being 
ogres, Revenue 
officials were 
very pleasant’

THE 20-year mortgage 
on my house comes 
to an end in a few 

months and I can’t believe 
it — mainly because it has 
been in arrears for the 
majority of that period. 

I could never have 
imagined this day would 
come when I was brought to 
court twice in 2008 for the 
repossession of my house. 
Thankfully, the kindly judge 
refused the lender’s request 
to repossess and arranged 
for me to pay off the arrears 
monthly. 

Conscious of how close 
I came, I’m thinking of the 
people behind the mortgage 
accounts that were revealed 
last week to be in arrears 
— 4,700 for more than 10 
years, 12,000 between five 
and 10 years, and 9,600 
between two and five years. 
The prospect of losing your 
home is terrifying, and many 
of these people won’t be as 
fortunate as me.

I’m also thinking of those 
whose livelihoods have been 
impacted by Covid, and are 
grappling with mounting 
bills and arrears. 

Dealing with debt can be 
paralysing, and you rapidly 
learn to dread answering the 
phone and opening letters. 

I found mortgage reps and 
debt collectors turning 
up on my doorstep to be 
particularly intimidating.

My problems began when 
the company I worked for 
closed a year after I bought 
my house, which had a 
catastrophic effect on my 
finances. With money only 
coming in from “temping” 
initially, I soon fell behind 
on every front, and my 
utilities were regularly cut 
off. At one point, the gas 
heating remained off for 
over six years, so I lived, 
worked and slept in one 
room, kept warm by an 
electric heater. 

I didn’t tell my family, 
who had already gone above 
and beyond to help me out. 

Actually, I didn’t tell 
many people. We seem 
to find it easier to share 
details of our mental health 
struggles or sex lives than 

discuss our finances. It’s one 
of the last taboos. 

After struggling for 
several years, I finally 
went to Mabs, the State’s 
free advice and budgeting 
service, and found them 
most supportive and helpful 
around repaying creditors. 
I would highly recommend 
them to anyone in debt. 
(www.mabs.ie)

During what I call my 
“broke decade”, chipping 
away at loan repayments, 
arrears, the mortgage and 
bills meant walking a very 
tight financial tightrope. I 
regularly slipped off it.

Just after my first court 
appearance, the recession 
hit and a lot of my freelance 
writing work dried up. In 
prioritising my mortgage 
arrears, I had no money 
left to pay my tax bill at the 
end of 2009 and didn’t file a 
return. Unlike the mortgage 
and loan providers who were 
breathing down my neck, I 
never heard from Revenue, 
and I let several years, and 
tax bills, rack up.

Every time I thought 
about how much I owed, I 
felt sick, but didn’t grasp 
the nettle and address the 
problem. To quote Julia 
Roberts in Pretty Woman, 

happened. The penalty 
for not making a return is 
100pc, so the final tally owed 
ended up at quite an eye-
watering sum. I am repaying 
it on a monthly basis, and 
although covering all my 
financial commitments can 
get a tad hairy at times, 
the worry that has coursed 
through my veins for the 
past decade has finally 
dissipated.

It turns out that dealing 
with the situation was far 
less stressful than avoiding 
it. Far from being the ogres 
I expected, the Revenue 
officials dealing with 
my case were extremely 
courteous and pleasant. 
They had a job to do and 
did it thoroughly — but they 
never made me feel as stupid 
as I deserved to feel. 

My advice to anyone in a 
similar situation is to tackle 
financial issues head-on as 
soon as they arise. Don’t 
avoid difficult conversations; 
seek the help that’s out there 
to address the problems. 

But don’t panic, because 
with my mortgage on the 
final strait and the tax 
situation finally sorted, I’m 
proof that there can be light 
at the end of even the most 
hopeless financial tunnel.

Falling behind 
on bills? I did, 
and this is how 
I survived it...
The worst thing you can do with debt 
is to ignore it, says Andrea Smith — 
who found that out the hard way

HOME SWEET 
HOME: Andrea 

Smith outside her 
house in Tallaght. 
Photo: Tony Gavin

Expansion is under debate 
for euthanasia in young 
children and for elderly 
persons without a medical 
diagnosis. Understandably, 
Irish advocates argue for a 
more restricted law. 

Here is my prediction: any 
law that allows assisted dying 
will be perceived by some 
as an injustice and will be 
challenged in the courts. 

A year ago the Superior 
Court in Quebec ruled that 
the condition of a terminal 
illness in Canadian law is 
discriminatory and thus 
unconstitutional. 

Why euthanasia only for 
terminally ill patients, who 

already have access to an ever 
widening array of palliative 
care, whereas chronic patients 
may suffer more intensely and 
for much longer? 

We can envisage the 
next steps: why exclude 
psychiatric patients? Why an 
assisted death only for people 
suffering from a disease, and 
not for those suffering from 
meaninglessness, alienation, 
loneliness, from life itself? 

The paradox of legalising 
assisted dying is that what 
starts out as a welcome 
opportunity for those who 
love their self-determination 
becomes an invitation to 
despair to many others. 

The logic of many is that 
assisted dying will bring down 
the numbers of violent and 
traumatising suicides. 

If true, this would be a 
powerful argument in favour 
of changing the law. However, 
the Dutch statistics speak 
another language. 

Whereas the percentage 
of euthanasia of the total 
mortality went from 1.6pc 
in 2007 to 4.2pc in 2019, the 
suicide numbers also went up: 
from 8.3 suicides per 100,000 
inhabitants in 2007 to 10.5 in 
2019 — a 15pc rise.

If we were to include 
the deaths through assisted 
suicide in patients considered 

to be at risk of committing 
suicide (psychiatric patients, 
people with chronic illnesses, 
dementia patients, elderly 
and lonely people), the total 
increase in self-chosen deaths 
over the past decade would be 
closer to 50pc than to 15pc. 

Meanwhile, in Germany 
— similar to the Netherlands 
in terms of religion, economy 
and population — the suicide 
rates went down by 10pc.

So as members of the Dáil 
start to look at this issue, the 
Netherlands must act as an 
alarm to what can happen. 

I once believed it was 
possible to regulate and 
restrict killing to terminally 

ill, mentally competent adults 
with less than six months 
to live. I believed we could 
regulate suicide and curtail 
those all-too-familiar cases 
where someone ends their 
own life. I was wrong. 

When even the most well-
regulated and monitored 
system worldwide can’t 
guarantee that assisted 
dying remains a last resort, 
why would Ireland be more 
successful?

Theo Boer is Professor of Health 
Care Ethics at Groningen  
Theological University and  
Visiting Professor of Ethics at 
the University of Sunderland

Centre — which provides 
assisted dying to almost 1,000 
patients yearly — expects the 
euthanasia numbers to double 
again in the near future. 

We also saw differences 
in the way legal criteria were 
interpreted. 

In the pioneering years 
of Dutch euthanasia, it was 
found almost exclusively 
in terminally ill, mentally 
competent adults. After 
some decades, the practice 
extended to include those 
with chronic conditions, 
disabled people, those with 
psychiatric problems, and 
incompetent adults with an 
advance directive. 

AS EARLY as next week, 
TDs could be casting a 
vote on the complicated 

and emotive issue of assisted 
suicide and euthanasia. 

After euthanasia was 
legalised in 2002, I supported 
the Dutch legislation and 
worked for the authorities, 
reviewing euthanasia cases 
between 2005 and 2014. 

I was convinced the Dutch 
had found the proper balance 
between compassion, respect 

Be careful what you wish for when you legalise assisted dying

for human life, and respect for 
individual liberties. Over the 
years, however, I have become 
increasingly concerned. 

After an initial stabilisation, 
we saw a dramatic increase in 
the numbers, which went from 
2,000 in 2002 to 6,300 in 2019. 
In some urban districts in the 
Netherlands, between 12pc 
and 14pc of all deaths are the 
result of assisted dying. 

The outgoing director of 
the Euthanasia Expertise 

As TDs consider a vote on euthanasia, 
the Netherlands offers up a cautionary 
tale, writes Professor Theo Boer
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