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INEVITABLE: Coronavirus outbreaks at British universities were entirely predictable

Some might wonder if
Johnson has given up on
trying to curb pandemic

N MID-19TH century Belfast, according

to the Oxford Dictionary of Superstitions,

some women used to predict the looks

and character of their future husbands by
eating a herring and throwing the membranes
against a wall. If the membrane stuck upright,
the women could expect a decent, upright
spouse; if the membrane was crooked... well,
an unhappy future was ahead.

While choosing a spouse can often be
a matter of sheer luck, I did wonder last
week if the British government was starting
to use worrying ‘throw stuff at a wall and
see what sticks’ methods of handling the
coronavirus crisis. Who could possibly have
predicted that introducing a 10pm pub curfew
in Britain would lead to everyone leaving
licensed premises at 10pm, spilling onto the
streets and trying to get taxis at the same
time? Similarly, who could have foreseen
that coronavirus outbreaks would happen
in university student halls, as thousands of
teenagers who had spent six months cooped
up tried to manage living on their own for the
first time?

Prof Mark Woolhouse, who sits on the
government’s pandemic modelling group
SPI-M, said outbreaks amongst the student
population were “entirely predictable”,
particularly in halls. I'd go so far as to
say that problems with pub opening
hours and student housing seemed
pretty inevitable to anyone with even a
vague grasp of human behaviour. So why
were they not obvious to a government
supposedly driven, in England at
least, by Dominic Cummings - a man
who styles himself as the great super-
forecaster, someone who can predict
events with eerie accuracy? The more
paranoid amongst us might wonder if
central government has given up on
trying to curb the pandemic and has
shifted to vaguely trying to manage
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it. Boris Johnson’s announcement of new
restrictions earlier this month seemed less
like a serious attempt to control the spread of
coronavirus and more ‘will this do?’

Unfortunately it won't do for the students
at several universities now being told to
self-isolate for 14 days. It seems crazy to
encourage students to go on to third-level
education, ask them to pay thousands of
pounds in fees and accommodation, then tell
them to self-isolate. As an incredibly naive
18-year-old who'd only visited a city twice
before moving to Dublin for university, I'm not
sure how [ would have coped with having to
lock myself away in a room barely a week into
my first term. (“Is Ballymena the big smoke
for you?” a Dublin-born lecturer once asked
me. | was too embarrassed to say yes.)

So why were students encouraged to go
to university? It seemed pretty obvious that
the pandemic would force most classes to be
held online, at least for the first few months of
the academic year. Not for the first time, the
Irish government got it right by acting before
students were due to arrive on campus. All
third-level institutions have been asked to
deliver teaching remotely for several weeks,
avoiding large groups from congregating in
lecture halls.

With remote learning becoming the new
normal, it’s not clear how many students
studying at Queen’s University and Ulster
University have decided to remain at
home rather than moving into student
accommodation. But staying at home was not
even an option for the thousands of northern
students studying in Britain. Perhaps it
would have been if they had been given clear
guidance in advance. Calls for students to
‘act responsibly’ put the onus on individuals,
rather than the institutions themselves. In
other words, if you get coronavirus it's your
own fault.

With just a few months until Christmas,
the idea that students will be forced to stay
in their university accommodation, rather
than return home, seems incredible. Yet
that’s what Sir Mark Walport, a member
of the Scientific Advisory Group for
Emergencies (Sage), has already

It seems crazy to encourage

students to go on to third-level

education, ask them to pay
thousands of pounds in fees

and accommodation, then tell

them to self-isolate

suggested.

Universities are no longer seats of
learning. They've been run primarily
as businesses for decades. Yet often
students do not seem to have the same
rights as consumers.

If we want 18-year-olds to behave like
the adults they are, then they need to be
treated fairly.

Anything else is as helpful as throwing
fish innards on a wall and hoping they
stick.
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Shankill Turns On Army

COMPARATIVE calm had been
restored in the Shankill Road area of
Belfast early today after a weekend
of the most savage street rioting in
the city for almost a year.

Military Police were withdrawn
from the Shankill Road last night
following allegations of brutality in
dealing with crowds and the First
Battalion of the King's Regiment
withdrew to their command post
in Snugpville Street, scene of some
of the fiercest fighting between
Protestant mobs and the Army
and police. They were replaced on
patrol by the 1st Battalion Parachute
Regiment but an Army spokesman
said the paratroopers had not been
‘favourably received’ and had also
been stoned.

Over the weekend one soldier
had been shot in the leg, 32
policemen and 37 soldiers injured
and 42 arrests made. The figure
for civilian casualties could not
be ascertained but a big number
suffered from the effects of CS
gas used by the troops. Others
were struck by rubber bullets fired
by the Army. At a meeting in the
Ulster Hall last night, Mr Thomas
Passmore, a prominent Orangeman
who described himself as a Shankill
Road man, said that the people on
the Shankill were frustrated when
they saw big new housing estates
being built for Catholics who were
supposed to be without homes
and jobs.

Arms For North
If Cabinet Decided

ARMS and ammunition bought by
Northern Defence Committees were
to be imported from the continent
into the Twenty-Six Counties and
held in charge of Captain James
Kelly at an unnamed monastery

in County Cavan to be sent into
the North if and when the Irish
Government decided. This was the
allegation on the fifth day of the
Dublin Arms Trial.

Colonel Michael Hefferon,
Director of Army Intelligence until
his retirement in April, told the jury
that he understood the accused,
Captain Kelly, was the link between
the Northern Defence Committees
and the Irish Government. Captain
Kelly told him his activities were
supported by the former Defence
Minister, Mr Jim Gibbons (now
Agriculture Minister), and Mr Neil
Blaney, former Minister. Other
Cabinet Ministers were also
sympathetic. Colonel Hefferon said
a direction to the Army Chief of Staff
from Mr Gibbons to send 500 rifles
to Dundalk Barracks was in order
to have the arms sent closer to the
border for distribution to non-Army
personnel.

Last week the families of former
taoiseach Charles Haughey,
Captain Kelly, John Kelly and
others charged with conspiracy
in 1970 went on RTE to claim that
the importation of arms for use
in a ‘Doomsday’ situation in the
north had been authorised by
the Lynch cabinet despite official
denials at the time.
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