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comment

THE Irish pay almost twice as much for 
broadband as internet users in some 
other European countries and half as 
much again as the EU average, while at 
the same time we suffer from some of the 
slowest download speeds. Much fuss 
recently was made of the fact that we 
have the fourth fastest broadband in 
Europe, but the figures were inflated by 
the speeds available on fibre networks in 
larger urban centres. 

Anyone who lives in rural Ireland knows 
what it is like to sit and wait for pages to 
load; in fact, 31 per cent of the popula-
tion, while paying as much as everyone 
else, still enjoys speeds of less than four 
megabits per second, compared with a 
national average of 13.9mbps.

This is, surely, exactly the sort of issue 
that the Government, Comreg and the 
Competition Authority must address. 
On the now outdated copper wire net-
work, multiple internet service providers 
were allowed to offer their products, in 
much the same way as many companies 
entered the energy market when the 
ESB monopoly was ended and the Eir-
grid transmission network was created.

In much of the country now, though, 
individual companies have created new 
monopolies by rolling out high-speed 
fibre broadband. If you want it, you can’t 
exactly shop around for value.

This is anti-competitive. Legislation, if 
necessary, should be introduced to open 
all the networks to new providers to 
bring prices down. We are endlessly told 
we live in a knowledge economy and that 
e-commerce is one of the major growth 
areas getting us out of our financial mess. 
If we are to take that seriously, faster and 
cheaper broadband surely is vital.

Good for patients
WE welcome the announcement by 
Health Minister Leo Varadkar that pri-
vate hospitals are to fall under the remit 
of the Health Information and Quality 
Authority (HIQA). Private hospitals 
should be no different to public hospi-
tals;  patients in both need the 
 reassurance that their care is safe.

Jimmy Sheehan, the co-founder of the 
Blackrock, Hermitage and Galway Clin-
ics, has dismissed the move as unneces-
sary, saying private hospitals are already 
accredited by the Joint Commission Inter-
national, a US-based non-profit organisa-
tion that oversees standards in thousands 
of such facilities around the world.

In fact, he should welcome the new 
oversight because if, as he says, the 
standards imposed by the Joint Com-
mission are much higher than anything 
demanded by HIQA, then not only does 
he have nothing to fear, but his clinics 
could be clearly and unambiguously held 
up as the gold standard our public hos-
pitals could measure up to.

The more independent checks there 
are, the better. Private hospitals may 
very well conform to, and even exceed, 
the highest international standards, but 
Irish patients justifiably would like a 
 little more local assessment too.      

A business blunder
THE consortium that bought Clerys on 
O’Connell Street has announced that its 
plans for the site and says it will create 
1,700 sustainable jobs after the initial 
construction period. 

That might be easier to believe if it had 
shown a more human face in its treat-
ment of Clerys workers, many of whom 
learned on Facebook that they no longer 
had jobs. Instead, and for no obvious 
reason, Natrium has already lost the 
trust of the Irish people, the very cus-
tomers it will need to make a success of 
its planned retail development.

If Natrium thinks its plan will receive 
an unabashed welcome and that its cas-
ual dismissal of workers will quickly be 
forgotten, then it knows a great deal less 
about Ireland than it thinks.

Twice the price for  
a third-rate service

T
HERE are many images 
of the balcony at 2020 
Kittredge Street. Pic-
tures that show the 
remains of the badly 
deteriorated wooden 

beam that held it in place before 
it snapped, footage that depicts 
the iron surround teetering on 
the balcony beneath after the 
collapse.

But it’s only when you physically stand 
in front of the building, creaking your 
head up toward the spot where engineers 
have been working all week, that the 
sheer horror of what must have taken 
place in the early hours of last Tuesday 
morning hits home.

To the naked eye, the scale of the 40ft 
drop on to the pavement below is star-
tling. Imagining that anyone could sur-
vive such a fall is beyond all reason. 
Miraculously, some did. 

And this week, hundreds, probably 
thousands of people stood on the Califor-
nian street, peering forlornly up at the 
balcony pondering the same torturous 
questions. Why? How?

How did a carefree 21st birthday party 
– a night when loud music and raucous 
laughter spilled out from that balcony –
turn into one of the darkest moments in 
our nation’s recent years. And why did so 
many of our young people, the future gen-
eration with the world at their feet, perish 
in such a cruel and shocking manner? 

Those visiting the makeshift shrine at 
the scene this week found few answers to 
those questions. Instead, among the flo-
ral tributes and notes of condolence they 
found solace in a shared grief. The major-
ity who made the pilgrimage to the site 
were like those involved in the tragedy, 
J-1 students themselves, out in the States 
for the summer on a scheme that has 
become a rite of passage for so many. Oth-
ers, young and old, have been members of 
the wider Irish-American community 
here, a close-knit congregation of people 
who have been equally moved by recent 
events. 

All week, the mood has been sombre. 
Located in downtown Berkeley, a vibrant 
university community with an eclectic 
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mix of culture, arts, food and 
ideas, Kittredge Street was at 
odds with its neighbouring  
avenues.

C
 
 
LOSEd to traffic at 
either side, the apart-
ment complex became 
the melancholy specta-
cle on a once unremark-

able street. The pale yellow 
building fills half a block. The 
double-doors leading to the bal-
cony were closed, and a warning 
sign pasted on the window could 
be seen from the street. 

In the hours after the accident, 
American TV news crews quickly 
came entrenched in various van-
tage points close to yellow police 
tape cordoning off the area. By 
Wednesday, towering transmis-
sion satellites hovered on every 
corner. First to the scene, ahead 
of their Irish counterparts, the 
US reporters remarked on how 
difficult it was to get students 
living in the building to talk 
about what had happened.

‘It’s very strange,’ said one 
broadcaster. ‘American kids 
would be straight in there, in 

front of the cameras straight 
away.’

Therein lies the mood that con-
tinues to mark this tragedy on 
this side of the Atlantic. On the 
surface, the Irish youth who are 
out here are perhaps reluctant to 
delve into details in fear of speak-
ing out of turn. 

On a deeper level it perhaps 
underpins the Irish mentality in 
response to such horror – rever-
ence and dignity in the face of 
unspeakable despair.

All week, the Irish students 
who have emerged from the 
block have politely declined to 
speak. Heads bowed, jaws stiff-
ened, they have quietly gone 
about their business, almost 
blind to the media circus that 
has whipped up around them.

In the wake of this stunned 
silence, other residents in the 
apartment block spoke fondly of 
those who were killed and 
injured. 

david Wooten, 66, who lives on 
the third floor of the Library Gar-
dens block, remembered the 
occupants of the apartment as a 
‘mischievous bunch who were 
just good fun’. ‘I would meet 

them all the time in the elevator,’ 
he said.

‘I always enjoyed the chats. 
They had that cheeky Irish 
charm. Yes, there were parties, 
loud parties, but they were all 
harmless kids. Good kids.’ 

The sentiment is one that has 
been repeated over and over by 
locals here all week. Among the 
dozens of notes left at the scene 
expressing sympathy in the wake 
of the tragedy, several remarked 
on the warm, friendly demeanour 
of those who were killed and 
injured.

One read: ‘dear neighbours, I 
did not have the privilege of 
knowing your names, but seeing 
you in the hallways, always 
laughing and chatting together 
as a group frequently made me 
smile. Our hallways will be much 
duller without your friendly 
smiles. For that you will be sorely 
missed.’

Another simply read: ‘Thank 
you for your kindness. The girl in 
the elevator.’

The words and sentiment have 
evoked a sense of immense pride 
in the midst of such sorrow. Pride 
in the imprint our young people 

have made on comparative stran-
gers, pride in their ability to 
touch so many, and pride in the 
legacy that they leave.

I
 
 
N Berkeley this week, there 
is a growing sense that 
these young people, so 
bright and full of life, repre-
sent everything that con-

tinues to set our nation apart as 
a country whose people have a 
special ability to connect with 
people from all walks of life.

Their deaths have rocked the 
group of Irish students who came 
to the Bay Area to work and visit 
for the summer, reverberating 
from the streets of this college 
town all the way back to devas-
tated family and friends back 
home.

The six who died in the tragic 
incident on Tuesday were young 
people with a spirit of adventure 
that took them far from home, 
but also a strong work ethic, with 
all of them here to find jobs and 
learn about the area.

Student work-abroad pro-
grammes are not unique to Ire-

Both fun-loving and 
possessed of a strong 
work ethic, the six 
dead brought joy to so 
many lives in the US. 
Amid the devastating 
events of the past 
week, a nation found 
solace in the dignified 
grief of our young 
diaspora. Is this the 
real legacy of the 
Berkeley tragedy?

SATURDAY
DESPATCH

by Catherine Fegan
FROM BERKELEY
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Love: J-1 community at Berkeley vigil 
and, inset, the balcony that collapsed

land, but the J-1 is perhaps uniquely 
loved by students here, and for thou-
sands of youngsters the trek to the 
US is a formative experience that is 
often marked as a milestone of Irish 
youth.

Years ago, young Irish people under 
the J-1 programme travelled prima-
rily to the East Coast, but in recent 
years the trend has been to locate in 
greater numbers to California, pri-
marily San Diego and the Bay Area.

Some 35 per cent of Irish students 
visiting the United States on J-1 vi-
sas end up in California, according to 
a survey conducted in 2005 by USIT 
Ireland Ltd. 

Berkeley in particular has become 
a desirable spot due to its young uni-
versity population, student housing 
and good weather.

More than 150,000 Irish students 
have used the programme to visit the 
United States in the past 50 years, 
including 8,000 last summer, officials 
said.

Like many, those involved in the 
balcony collapse had landed summer 
jobs working at Pier 39 in San Fran-
cisco, hoping to get a feel of what it’s 
like to live in the US and to learn the 
value of work. They chose to live in 
the East Bay where housing is more 

affordable. Central to the J-1 process 
here is the Irish Immigration Pasto-
ral Centre (IIPC), a service that pro-
vides a range of support to Irish 
immigrants, and particularly to stu-
dents who come to the Bay Area on 
J-1 visas like many of the victims in 
the balcony collapse.

Less than a month ago the IIPC 
was helping those involved in Tues-
day’s accident find jobs and housing. 
This week it was helping their fami-
lies as they arrived to deal with the 
loss of their loved ones.

On Wednesday, in the organisa-
tion’s office in downtown San Fran-
cisco, staff were struggling to deal 
with the avalanche of former mem-
bers of the Bay Area’s large Irish 
community who want to help. 

‘The response, to be honest, has 
been overwhelming,’ said Joan Cud-
dihy, volunteer co-ordinator at the 
IIPC in San Francisco. 

‘We’ve been touched by the amount 
of people who are offering housing 
and transportation to the families of 
the victims.’

One man who was not present at 
his desk at the centre was Fr  
Brendan McBride. His was one of the 
first faces devastated families were 
greeted with as they made their way 

through San Francisco airport this 
week. Discreet and unassuming, he 
embraced the bereaved at the arriv-
als lounge and has been at their sides 
ever since.

‘You know, youth, you don’t associ-
ate it with death,’ he said. ‘It is a dif-
ficult, difficult situation – it’s one of 
the most difficult that I’ve ever 
encountered in my life.’

H
 
 
E has been joined in his 
ef forts by Fr Aidan 
McAleenan, the Co. Down 
priest who has been sup-
porting the families in the 

various hospitals in the difficult days 
that have followed the events of 
Tuesday. On Thursday he anointed 
three of the injured.

Foremost in the minds of everyone 
is the wellbeing of the heartbroken 
relatives who have been thrown into 
despair.

Efforts to assist the devastated 
families began the moment they 
began the agonising journey from 
Dublin. As well as organising flights, 
Aer Lingus has gone above and 
beyond to bring some comfort to 
those affected. The airline did not 

sell newspapers on the flights with 
family members, and when it came 
time to disembark from the aircraft, 
the other passengers stayed seated 
and the families were allowed to exit 
the plane first.

Support has also arrived in the 
form of donations. 

A relief fund set up by the Irish Im-
migration Pastoral Center to help 
the immediate needs of the families 
and students in Berkeley, the Irish 
J-1 Berkeley Tragedy Fund, has 
raised more than $140,000 in three 
days, on a goal of half that.

On the ground, praise for our Irish 
Consul General Philip Grant, the 
man who first addressed the media 
in Berkeley on Tuesday, has been 
unwavering. 

Engaging with the public in a 
thoughtful, respectful and informa-
tive way, he has won the hearts of 
many. Not least the families who 
have had the misfortune to meet him 
in the most cruel of circumstances.

On Thursday night, as he accompa-
nied the heartbroken families of 
those who had lost children to the 
scene, it was clear he had established 
a sincere bond with the bereaved. 

Drawn and solemn-faced after days 
surviving on little sleep, bystanders 

initially mistook him for a mourner. 
But as Diaspora Minister Jimmy 
Deenihan arrived to lay a wreath and 
publicly singled him out for his 
efforts, the muted applause from the 
families said it all.

‘Getting the children and their par-
ents back to Ireland, the saddest 
moment of all, is bringing the bodies 
of those who unfortunately died in 
such tragic circumstances, home as 
quickly as we can,’ he told reporters.

He watched quietly from the side-
lines as the cold reality of that loss 
was laid bare on Kittredge Street.

There, standing metres away from 
the spot where her son died, Lorcán 
Miller’s mother broke down in tears. 
In the emotional scenes that fol-
lowed, the parents of two other stu-
dents who died on Tuesday – Marie 
and Gerry Culligan, parents of 
Eoghan, 21, and Jim and Patricia 
Walsh, parents of Eimear, 21 – 
embraced each other in grief.

In the stillness of the cool San 
Francisco evening breeze, they wept 
openly. 

Catapulted into a situation that is 
every parent’s worst nightmare, per-
haps they will draw some comfort 
from the continued outpouring of 
love for the children they have lost.
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