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"We took it on as if we owned the world" 
Della Burke, Tuam
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In 1962, a letter from a parent in the Connacht Tribune
referred to a conference held in Dublin to promote a greater
understanding amongst people “interested in the welfare of
the mentally handicapped, to repudiate the misconception
associated with this social problem and to stimulate further
efforts by State and voluntary bodies.” The congress had been
organised by the Brothers of St John of God under the title
“The Right to Light”. A significant title, emphasised the
parent, for it indicated that “backward children have a right
not only to physical comforts and love but to all the aids that
man can provide to bring light to mind.”

When the Galway Association began providing services in
the 1960s, its main emphasis was on securing educational
services for children with special needs. A leaflet from the
Galway Association (Sept 1st 1963) described the lack of
such facilities as “a grave scandal and a shocking indictment
of our educational system.”

Such a lack of suitable facilities meant that both adults and
children with varying degrees of intellectual disability were
inappropriately placed in psychiatric institutions. This
shameful fact was not lost on Peadar Burns, Chairman of the
Association (during 1970s and 1990s). It took a huge effort
and commitment on the part of the Association and its
branches, parents and friends to initiate and organise the
basic services that were required. 

The nineteen sixties brought a wind of change to Ireland,
wrote Seán Conneally on the Association’s 20th anniversary
in 1983. Rock ‘n Roll had been firmly established; a brave

new world dawned. In Ireland, the first programme of
economic expansion had begun in 1958, followed by
another in 1963, under Seán Lemass. On New Year’s Eve,
1961, RTE had gone on air and later that year, Ireland
applied for EEC membership. “We had sent the first man
into outer space. John F. Kennedy had become President of
the U.S.A. and Martin Luther King had emerged as a
campaigner for the rights of black people in the U.S.”

And in Galway, a parent of a child with special needs
found himself writing again to the Connacht Tribune,
because nobody responded to his first letter. But in 1963,
with the help of the INTO and others in Galway, the wheels
had begun to grind into motion. Encouraged by parents and
friends, by politicians and professionals in the field, and by
the National Association of Mentally Handicapped in
Ireland, the Association began to make its mark. At the end
of the decade, the Galway Association, as it became known,
had established firm roots in the county. By the end of its
first year, the fledgling Association had managed to raise
£1,000. Now firmly established, almost 50 years later, it has
become a large organisation providing a range of services
with core funding amounting to in excess of €23 million. 
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Now called Ability West - Éirim an Iarthair, the Association
has come a long way. Its success to date is clearly due to the
commitment of its Board, to a dedicated staff, to the families
of people with intellectual disabilities and to the energy and
drive of its many volunteers, working both through the
branches and individually. Remembered, too, are those who
have passed away, parents, staff, members and volunteers who
died while this book was in preparation (in 2009). When it
started in the 1960s, the Association regarded education as
a constitutional right, not as a special favour. In secondary
schools and universities, scholarships were available for
outstanding students, yet the State neglected the “boy and
girl whose place at the bottom of the class cannot be
attributed to laziness” (Connacht Tribune, Sept 29, 1962).
The Association and its branches had a long way to travel
during the decades that followed in helping to change the
public perception of disability. 

In 1962, the congress organised by the Brothers of St John
of God highlighted the common misconception about
‘mental handicap’, i.e. that affected individuals would grow
out of it, if left alone (see Appendix A). And in rural Ireland,
explained a Mountbellew Branch member, “to have a
handicapped child born into the family was interpreted as
having committed some terrible sin and it brought shame
and guilt on the family.” Even a mild handicap could be an
impediment to seeking employment or going into certain
vocations, she said. Others in the county had a different
story, and more positive experiences with the clergy. Now,
in the New Millennium, things have moved on to a more
enlightened plane. But the issue of adequate funding, as
always, remains a bone of contention.
The authors of this book were commissioned first and
foremost to record and convey the hard work of the

Association and its members, parents and friends. In
compiling this history, we interviewed over 70 people about
their involvement over the years. They include parents,
service users, branch members, staff, and members of the
Board. We were afforded access to Annual Reports (1973-
2006) and various documents, and to minutes of the early
meetings of the Association and some branches. The
chronicles compiled by Seán Conneally, Kevin Whelan and
Tom Hogan also informed our work. 

Writing a history
The book is laid out in three sections: 1) History of the
Association; 2) Profiles (edited extracts from the interviews);
3) Appendix A: a chronology of main events, 1962-2007;
Appendix B: List of Board members and Branch officers. 

Our narrative is based on information from the Annual
Reports and on the interviews we conducted. For illustrative
material we have used photographs and images previously
published by the Association and others, to whom we are
most grateful. We wish also to acknowledge the work, where
used, of the Connacht Tribune, Tadhg Keady, and of other
unattributed photographers whom we failed to identify
from the archive. We sincerely thank the various individuals
and branch members who supplied photos, not all of which
could be included in view of space constraints. 

Most of the present-day photographs were taken by David
Ruffles, to whom we are indebted for his commitment and
patience during this time-consuming project. David was
inspired by the work of the famous photographer, Sebastiäo
Salgado, who said: ‘It’s not the photographer who makes the
picture, but the person being photographed.’
“Salgado’s words set the scene for the approach I used in
photographing this story. What shines out is the humanity



present in the relationships between all those involved in
Ability West: families, service users, and staff. This warmth and
positive ambience flows from the photographs to the viewer.”

We were guided in our efforts by Margaret McGinley, Jim
Kennedy, Eileen Costello Conneely, Therese King and Paul
Tierney of the project advisory group, and by Ann Donovan,
Pearl Finnegan, Tom Garvey, and Bosco McDermott. They,
too, read the draft on behalf of the Board. Thank you all for
your diligence and patience.
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On completion and approval of the draft in 2009, the recession had begun to take effect and publication of our work was put
on hold.  In April 2012, we were informed that Ability West had decided not to publish the history. In these circumstances,
having considered various options, we decided to publish the work online so that it would be available for free download. 
The author acknowledges the support of Ability West for this project over the past several years. Responsibility for the final
product is the author's own.
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In the autumn of 1961, Seán Keane, a parent of a child with
an intellectual disability, wrote a letter to the Connacht
Tribune. Everything was worth a try. He knew there were
other parents like himself in County Galway, and something
had to be done. What he was looking for was no different to
what every mother and father ever wants for their children
− a chance for them to achieve their full potential, whether
they be disabled or not. He had heard about positive
developments in Dublin, and in Cork. However, in Galway,
Seán Keane knew nothing was happening, and his letter to
the paper might help get something started. On October 28,
the Connacht Tribune published his letter:

Dear Sir,
Educational facilities for mentally handicapped children
are entirely inadequate in this country and except for the
excellent work of religious orders, the problem would be of
much greater magnitude. Recently a commission was set up
by the Government to enquire into the problem of the
mentally handicapped and during the past couple of weeks
a course was held in Dublin to help teachers and others who
are interested in helping those who can do little or nothing
to help themselves. A Dublin organisation, “The Parents
and Friends of Mentally Handicapped Children” runs a
successful day school and helps in other ways by sponsoring
lectures etc. Would anybody be interested in doing
something for mentally handicapped children in Galway?
Signed: A Parent of a Mentally Handicapped Child.

There was no reaction whatsoever to his letter. Nothing
happened. Two months later, Seán Keane decided to write
again, this time in reply to his own letter. Once again , he
wrote to the Connacht Tribune and signed it “Another
Parent”. Christmas passed. Nothing happened, or so it
seemed, but others had been taking an active interest. The
National Association of Mentally Handicapped in Ireland
(NAMHI) had been established in Dublin in 1961, and
another voluntary body, St Michael’s House, was founded by
parents in 1955. This provided a model for what might be
achieved in Galway. 

Senator Seán Brosnahan, one of the founders of NAMHI,
was also General Secretary of the Irish National Teachers
Organisation (INTO), and he sought the help of the local
INTO branch in Galway. Mick Raftery and Mícheál
McSweeney, Chairman and Secretary of the Galway INTO
Branch, convened a meeting and a temporary committee
was established. The ad hoc committee they formed
comprised of teachers, clergy, and doctors, and the group
met in the offices of the Galway Chamber of Commerce.
For Seán Keane, and other parents like him, this
development was a wonderful source of encouragement.
Their task would not be an easy one; the media and the
public in general had much to learn yet about ‘God’s
forgotten children’. 

On 12 May 1962, the Connacht Tribune published an
editorial calling for a more enlightened approach to the
provision of services for the ‘mentally handicapped’.

Michael McSweeney. 
Photo courtesy of Mary McSweeney.

The 1960s − Humble Beginnings



There are many parents who need advice and help in
developing the intellectual efficiency of children who
require special schooling. The mildly subnormal are often
capable of far greater improvement than was generally
realised [...] In this country, that help has not been
available to the parents in their homes, nor are there
schools geared to take the children at the slower pace they
require (see Appendix A for full text). 

In August, on his way to Clifden with his family on holidays,
Senator Seán Brosnahan met Mícheál McSweeney, Secretary

of the Galway INTO branch. The following month, Declan
Costello TD, a founding member of NAMHI and St
Michael’s House, met the Galway group in the Railway
Hotel (Great Southern) in Eyre Square. He encouraged
them to set up their own Association. Again, the media was
contacted in the hope of generating interest in forming an
association and on 24 November, the Connacht Tribune
published an enlightened editorial in which it gave advance
notice of the meeting:

[...] The parents of mentally handicapped children
urgently need support and guidance. The problems are
great and an association which caters for their needs can
hope at least in some measure to alleviate them. The
knowledge that the child is being cared for is in itself a
source of great consolation. [...] The meeting on Monday
will be a start. There is no reason why the Association
should not develop and prosper given the necessary public
support. If it does, it can be said that a significant step will
have been taken towards the exclusion of one of our most
serious and one of our most neglected social problems (see
Appendix A for full text).

On 26 November, the group held a public meeting in St
Patrick’s National School, Galway to form an association.
The guest speakers were Declan Costello, TD, NAMHI,
Dr Barbara Stokes, St Michael’s House, Dublin and Bro
James, St Augustine’s School, Blackrock, Co. Dublin. The
meeting was well advertised in the Connacht Tribune and
in the Tuam Herald, and was attended by parents,
politicians, and by professionals in the field of disability.
The Connacht Tribune reported at length on the meeting
(see Appendix A) and the path it needed to take became
clearer to the new Association:
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Dr Barbara Stokes, Dublin, director of The Association
of Parents And Friends Of Mentally Handicapped
Children, spoke of the methods of training the moderately
handicapped. These children do well attending a day
centre. For a day centre, Dr Stokes said that the committee
would first need a house and then a teacher. When the
committee has these, they should look for children and
then for voluntary helpers. She said that in Waterford they
had 60 ladies as voluntary helpers. They drove the
children to school, made tea for them, helped them
generally with any crisis which occurred during the school
hours, They had also raised money by means of flag days,
parties, jumble sales and other means. Having started the
school, the committee had to get official Department
recognition for it as a special school. She said it does not
matter who helps so long as they remember that they are
helping the children and that each of them can be trained
to do a lot of useful things.

Declan Costello TD, an elected public representative and
father of a child with autism, promised the meeting that the
National Association would give all possible help to the
Galway Association. He said that the Government and Local
Authorities were going to take steps to deal with the problem
and he knew from personal experience that this would take
time. He reminded the audience of the grave difficulties that
lay ahead. Also addressing the meeting was Dr Brian
McNicholl, a paediatrician who along with his wife Joan
would become staunch figures in furthering the work of the
Galway Association. Dr McNicholl notified all present of
the lack of services for ‘mentally disabled’ children. Mildly
handicapped children either had to stay at home, he said, or
attend a normal school at which they will get no benefit. The

Dr Barbara Stokes-O'Hanlon of
St Michael’s House; Dublin.

Éirim an Iarthair e 1960s 9

only institutions that serve mentally handicapped and
mentally ill people west of the Shannon, he said, were at
Ballinasloe, Kilcornan and Sligo. 

Looking back on this period, Tom Garvey, former
Chairman of the Association, commented that it was one of
the happiest days of his life when they managed to take
people out of St Bridget’s in Ballinasloe and succeeded in
integrating them into the new services that were being
established.

The unsuitability of such institutions for anyone with a
mild disability was also echoed by a former Unit Director
who recalled working with the Association in the early years.
Sometimes, however, the home was no easy option, she said,
and when a disabled person got very difficult at home,
psychiatric institutions were the only place to go at the time. 

They were the only places that handicapped people were
sent to until the religious orders got involved. An awful
lot of parents and siblings would have bad memories of
Ballinasloe and Castlerea. They were the two psychiatric
units we’d be dealing with. There’s one particular client
who was in Ballinasloe, and she’s here now (in an Adult
Service). She’s a client and she lives out the road in a
house, and I have to stand back sometimes and think,
well she’s come from a horrific life and she’s dressed
beautiful. She has a lot of handicaps, she has a learning
disability along with all the other disabilities she has and
she has such a good quality of life (now). 

Concerns had been raised as to how to ‘recognise’
handicapped children. Would parents have the courage to
bring their children forward because of the stigma attached
to mental handicap in the West? J. Carney, member of the
National Executive of the INTO, affirmed that his



organisation was most anxious to help such centres. He
suggested that special courses for training teachers be
started at University College Galway, where they might also
receive training. 

At long last, following months of hard groundwork and
trepidation, a solid foundation had been laid. Not rock solid,
but the support expressed at that first meeting in St Patrick’s
National School crossed all community, political and
religious divides and it was generally agreed that “the
problem is our opportunity to help others who are unable to
help themselves.” Fundamentally, especially for parents, a
strong signal had been given that there were grounds for
hope, that in an emerging prosperous Ireland, their children
would not be forgotten. They were keenly aware, also, that
the road ahead would be a difficult one, that they and the
public at large had much to learn.
The stigma attached to disability was certainly much
stronger in the 1960s than it is today. Some of the staff,
parents and volunteers interviewed for this book had heard
harrowing stories of people with disabilities (mild and
otherwise) being locked away in a back room in the home or
else in institutions. Some parents felt so ashamed that they
denied the existence of any disability in their family, and one
Board member recalled her own experience as a young nurse
in the late 1950s.

Nobody knew of the child, either the local doctor or the
midwife who delivered the child. They had hidden the
child in a back room all the years, for seven years, and
nobody knew about the child. 

Another common response at the time was simply not to
interact, according to a former care worker. “People were
advised: don’t go near them, you’ll upset them.” The Connacht

Tribune also highlighted this problem in an editorial on 12
May 1962 (see Appendix A) when it stated that: ‘there are still
many parents who are reluctant to disclose the existence of that
limitation among any of their children and many who believe
that no one can help their children. They are wrong.’ 

Referring to the congress that had been organised by the
Brothers of St John of God, titled ‘The Right to Light’, it
went on to quote speakers at the congress who ‘welcomed the
more Christian and enlightened approach of “let’s help them,
not hide them”.’

For the Association’s volunteers at the time, it proved to
be quite dismaying that some parents should feel ashamed
in this way. But such a lack of understanding was not
widespread in Ireland alone. It was a stigma that had evolved
over time, as one senior member of staff explained. 

I trained as a registered nurse for ‘mentally defective’. Now,
would you like to be called mentally defective? At the turn
of the century, up to the 1920s in England, there were
medical definitions of idiot, imbecile or moron that were
not part of everyday language. There were tests you could
do to find out which one you were. These were levels of
intellectual disability. Obviously the group that they were
associated with were a devalued group within society, so
very quickly idiot, imbecile and moron become insults. 

On 20 May 1963, a General Meeting was held in the Tertiary
Hall, the Claddagh, Galway. A report was given of
temporary committee’s work to date and a new committee
was elected, with Kevin O’Rourke as Chairman and Marie
O’Sullivan as Secretary. Marie O’Sullivan later spoke of the
initial enthusiasm that reigned then, peppered as it was with
an admirable innocence: “We had £20 to start off with.”
More than a year had passed now since the Connacht

Kevin O'Rourke; the Association's
first Chairman.
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Tribune’s editorial on the need for educational facilities.
Keenly aware of its primary task, the Galway Association for
Mentally Handicapped Children set to work. 

With the issue now being considered in earnest, the newly-
formed Association recognised the primary importance of
establishing a school for children with an intellectual
disability. But first, suitable premises had to be found.
Negotiations were initiated with the relevant authorities, and
the committee started contacting parents and interested
parties. Joan McNicholl and others became immediately
interested in taking part in the enormous work ahead, as
Daiden Ó hEocha recalled. 

Joan became involved in the major task of providing a
school for the intellectually disabled children and
continued to be involved in a major way as the school
was set up, and it grew from strength to strength. She
was Chairman of the School Board for many years,
where she did Trojan work.

Providing evidence of the need for a school meant that the
Association’s members effectively had to go out and conduct
a community audit themselves. They had little or no official
information at their disposal, and certainly no intellectual
disability database was available or indeed existed at this
time. The early pioneers however would not be daunted by
the want of information or the lack of proactive support,
initially, from the administrative system. They took the view,
and this would become the hallmark of the Association, that
one must lead by example and support will follow. That said,
tremendous assistance and support was given by the County
Medical Officer’s management and staff, including Áine
Breatnach, and by Nurses Diskin, Durkan and May Colgan,
and later by Nurse Carter.

By the mid-Sixties, representatives from Tuam and Gort
had started to attend the Galway meetings. Della Burke, a
parent from Tuam, later became one of the key founders of
the Tuam Association for Mentally Handicapped Children.
The Association in Galway began to hold regular meetings
to discuss their proposals with parents. Its members travelled
the entire County, mostly if not always at their own expense,
to inform families of what they were doing. 

And they were not always welcome. Della Burke
remembered visiting families in the Tuam area to inform
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Letter from Department of Education, Dublin, 5 Dec 1966:

A Chara,
With reference to your letter of 22nd November, 1966, regarding the recognition of a school
for mentally handicapped children in Tuam, I am to inform you that the following conditions
would need to be fulfilled before the Department could recognise such a school:
(i) There should be sufficient children available, or a reasonable prospect of their being

available, to sustain a four teacher school i.e. a minimum of 61 pupils;
(ii) the I.Q. of the pupils should be in the range of mild mental handicap i.e. I.Q. 50-70
(iii) suitable qualified teachers should be available;
(iv) properly equipped premises should be available for the accommodation of teachers

and pupils.

I am to say that if you are of the opinion that the above conditions would be fulfilled the
Department would be glad to receive a list of the proposed pupils giving the name, age, sex,
religion and I.Q. including assessment as to the degree of handicap of each pupil. The name
of the examiner should also be furnished.

Mise, le meas, etc.



them about services and finding that some parents were
ashamed, more so the father than the mother. Bríd Leo, also
from Tuam, concurred. “There were people who were
absolutely delighted to see you, and others who were
hesitant. You had to respect that. They were worried: it will
all become public now, and they will possibly be looked
down on. But all that attitude changed quite quickly, once
the School was there for the children to go to.”
In effect, the Association had to ‘recruit’ families in order to
qualify for State funding, as outlined in Seán Conneally’s
chronicle of the Association (1983).

They also contacted the relevant statutory authorities,
including the Department of Education and the
Department of Health and the County Council. The
Department of Education agreed to pay five sixths of
the cost of a site and a wooden structure and equipment
for the school and pay the salary of a teacher if there
were over 12 children on the rolls. [...] Another major
task for the Association was fundraising. Initially, a
Ladies’ Committee was set up to consider this task, but
after the first committee was elected, it was a job shared
by all members of the Association. The first £100 raised

by the Association was at a jumble sale in the Columban
Hall. The ladies on the committee held coffee-mornings
in their houses and they invited each person present to
hold a similar coffee-morning in their own house to raise
funds for the Association. Other events in the first year
included a flag-day organised by Joan McNicholl, the
selling of Christmas cards, the running of a raffle for a
Connemara Pony organised by Seán Keane (an event
which for many years was a permanent feature of the
Association calendar), and an old-time dance held in
The Oslo Hotel, a sherry reception and dinner held in
the Banba where Declan Costello TD was guest speaker.
Proceeds were received from the annual social of Seán
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Bríd Leo and Della Burke (right).
Photo: Dave Ruffles.

Ursula Burke, Tuam, on the day of
her Holy Communion in 1967.



Garvey of Ballyhard (Glenamaddy) and 557 letters were
handwritten and sent out to all Galway firms in the city
looking for funds for the Association. By the end of the
first year £1,000 had been raised − no mean feat for the
year 1963.

A premises for the school was proving difficult to find. The
Society of St Vincent de Paul had been contacted but the
Society informed the Committee that a room in Oznam
House was not available. Brother Peter of the Brothers of

Charity and the Galway businessman, Gerald Corbett, then
agreed to view a vacant premises in Cooke’s Corner but it
proved too expensive. Eventually, a Miss Crowe offered to
rent her house on Newcastle Road, Galway. Situated next
door to the Association’s chairman, Kevin O’Rourke, the
name on the house was St Joseph’s, a name that continues to
be used to this day. At an initial rent of £3 and 10 shillings
per week, the house had two rooms that needed to be
converted for use by the children. 
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First house in Tuam. Della Burke
(right) assisting staff and children

prepare for their first Christmas
party.

Gerald Corbett, who chaired  the
first general meeting in the

Claddagh, Galway, in May 1963.
Photo: courtesy of John Flatley.



Chris Conneally and her children. Another key task, of course, would be fundraising. In
anticipation of Minister George Colley’s commitment to
fund the construction of a school (five sixths of the cost), a
bank overdraft of £5,000 was secured, on top of the grant of
£600 received from Galway County Council in 1964. The
Association’s charitable status also meant that it would not
need to pay rates on the school premises.

The Committee continued to meet, usually twice
monthly, at the Odeon Hotel in Galway. Money was slow to
come in at first but according to the Minutes of those early
meetings, every avenue was explored: The Union Hall in
Prospect Hill might be available for Bingo but the
Columban Hall is preferred. The Ladies’ Committee got the
go-ahead to organise an American Supper: £1 a head being
regarded as a reasonable charge for the supper, providing
there was ‘worthwhile entertainment’ as well. A dance will
be organised in the Oslo Hotel in aid of the Association, at
which the draw for the Connemara pony will be held. Ralph
Sylvester confirmed that he and his orchestra would play at
the Dance. Claude Toft donates £33 from his Pongo takings.
A Beetle Drive, organised by Mrs Coyle, apart from being
great fun, realises £27. And the Irish Countrywomen’s
Association held a Flag Day. 

Goodwill amongst the people of Galway was becoming
contagious, and when staff at the school and furniture
makers, T. Ó hUiginn Teo, Shantalla heard about the
renovation work at St Joseph’s they offered to come back in
their spare time to make the tables and chairs for the School
free of charge. 

On Monday 27 January, 1964, St Joseph’s School opened
in the temporary premises on Newcastle Road. Kevin
O’Rourke had requested the Department of Education to
provide for an approved teacher. Mary McGagh was

appointed principal but her post was not officially
sanctioned by the Department until 3 March 1964.
Undaunted by red tape, Kevin O’Rourke asked Chris
Conneally to take up the post in the meantime on a
voluntary basis and, keen to help, she did. Chris Conneally
was an experienced Montessori teacher who had also worked
with disabled children in Glasgow. St Joseph’s School opened
for two hours in the morning in a converted sitting room.
Chris Conneally was aided by Breda Keane, daughter of Seán
Keane and fresh out of school, and by Kathleen (Kay)
McGeogh, a nurse and member of the committee. There
were 12 children on the rolls and when this had risen to 18
by the end of the year, Chris Conneally became employed as
a second teacher. Breda Keane continued helping for a year
and Kathleen McGeogh stayed on until Easter 1964, by
which time the Association had appointed her sister, Ann
Brennan, as housekeeper. 

With no State funding available for school transport at
this early stage, a rota of voluntary drivers had to be
organised. Such a momentous task required a dedicated
effort and full commitment by all involved, most particularly
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by the drivers who agreed to help on weekdays. The rota was
coordinated by Joan McNicholl with the help of Chris
Conneally and Daiden Ó hEocha. In the early days, 17
children were ferried to school in private cars by 24 voluntary
drivers and returned home by taxis, at a cost of 30 shillings
per day. Voluntary drivers also came on board later in Tuam,
Gort, Moycullen and Loughrea. Kathleen Smith of Gort
reminisced on the early days, when her late husband Freddie
helped set up the Gort Association and to organise the rota
of about eight drivers to ferry the children with special needs
to St Joseph’s School. “They were happy old times, and the
people in Gort were very good, who used to drive to Galway
in turns and then back home again.” 
All kinds of transport would be used, such as Michael Quinn’s
van in Tuam, which Della Burke remembered having little
wooden seats set into the back of the van. The first time she
saw it coming down the road, with no side windows, she felt
like it was a Black Maria coming to collect her child. Vegetable
vans and private cars were used also, and by 1966 in Galway,
some 70 people had become involved in this rota. Many of
these volunteers, through their exposure to the school and
the children, went on to become involved in the work of the
Association, including Seán Conneally, Chris’ son.

I would have grown up with learning disability. At the
time, the driving was the big thing; I remember every
morning lots of drivers being in the house. There was a
pool of voluntary drivers. I took it as a natural thing
happening in my youth. You met people with learning
disability and just accepted them. As kids you accept
everything. Later on, I made it my career.

Some taxis were employed by the Association and from April
1967 onwards, the Department of Education agreed to pay

transport costs, greatly reducing the burden on the
Association. 
The County Council now contributed £3,000 to the
running costs of the school, with £8,000 allocated by the
State. At this stage, the Association was entirely voluntary,
with no staffing structure. To fund its activities, it relied on
members’ subscriptions (£1 per year or £5 for life
membership), and on fundraising efforts such as dances,
shows, raffles and flag days. Proceeds from its first Flag Day
had been disappointing but in May 1965, the Flag Day, again
organised by Joan McNicholl, realised £239, not a bad start
in those days. Hotels and other businesses contributed funds
and helped out in various ways. Trades people and other
professionals continued to give their time and expertise free
of charge as did cultural and sporting groups, organising
functions and the like. In those early years, the generosity of
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spirit encountered by the Association was greatly
encouraging for its members.

The search continued for a permanent location for the
school and eventually, following some negotiation, a site of
just over one acre was purchased in 1965 at Snipe Avenue,
Newcastle, from a Mr Naughton, costing £1,500. In the
beginning, they used a three-room timber dwelling
constructed from second-hand prefabs brought in from
Moycullen during that year’s Race Week, as outlined in
Kevin Whelan’s chronicle of the Association (2001).

When people visited the school and saw those second-
hand prefabs, the typical reaction was, “my God!” But once
inside, the visitors were won over by the “magical
atmosphere” of the place and the joy they saw in the

children’s eyes. Some time later, a visitor from the British
Board of Education would be unstinting in his praise of
the school’s facilities and the teaching structure; he claimed
it was a model of how all such schools should be. Soon,
other visitors, once they got over the initial shock of the
school’s hand-me-down appearance, were genuinely
moved and impressed. “Joy was contagious”, Christina
Conneally remarked.

Della Burke from Tuam also had fond memories of the
School. “Nurse Naughton was in charge (of health and
medical issues), a big six-footer but a lovely personality. Kids
came to the school in Snipe Avenue from all around,
Athenry, Connemara, Tuam, Gort. They had lovely teachers
in Newcastle down the years.”
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Plans were drawn up, initially for a two-roomed school, by
the architect, Simon Kelly. Apart from the financial
constraints, Simon Kelly knew of Galway Corporation’s
plans to construct a roadway corridor towards Salthill. So it
made sense to use temporary structures for the present. One
of the School’s trustees, Gerald Corbett, was a timber
merchant and had experience of timber structures. In a few
years it expanded to a six classroom unit, with additional
extensions being added, as Simon Kelly later explained in his
book, Time, Space and People (p. 85): 

I recommended that the school should be constructed
by using pre-fabricated classroom units, linked together.
This would be erected in a relatively short time, would
be less costly and could be extended, as the school was
to grow, which it did.

A new school could be built in the not-too-distant future.
Meantime, the daily rota of drivers continued, expertly
coordinated by Joan McNicholl and Imelda Carroll. Initially,
the School catered for all intellectually disabled children in
Galway, but when the Holy Family School for mildly
handicapped children opened its doors in Renmore (in
1965), run by the Brothers of Charity, the Association began
to concentrate on working with moderately disabled children.

The didactic techniques employed in the school proved
innovative, the philosophy being one of ensuring that ‘each

child’s handicap is first recognised and then, as far as possible,
forgotten’, as explained in an article in The Farmers Journal
on 11th December 1965 (see Appendix A):

‘All our lives in here are acting’ said Conneally. ‘We act out
everything: shopping, hospital, keeping house, we do it all.’
It is useful in a double way, this acting, because not only
are the children learning, but the teachers are learning too.
The children reveal their characteristics in this uninhibited
play and by watching them and listening to them the
teachers gain an insight into their particular problem.

The article referred also to the great excitement following
the arrival of a record-player donated to the school, and to
the various members of staff: “Miss Brennan, who looks after
the lunches and the milk and the buns at morning break, is
kindly and firm, and helps along those children who still have
a way to go in social training.” 

However, the Association’s ethos was not echoed in some
of the mainstream schools, as one elderly parent would
recount many years later.

When I was going to school, and that was not today or
yesterday, there was a few people who might have a mild
mental handicap, or maybe severe, and the day the
inspector would be coming they were told to stay at
home; therefore, they didn’t exist.

St Joseph’s gradually extended its services to other children
throughout County Galway, thanks to the different
associations around the county which helped find the
voluntary drivers. In March 1967, the School Management
Committee decided to write to Bishop Browne requesting
that he become patron of the School, and to Archdeacon
Glynn, asking him to be the Manager. At the AGM held in
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the Great Southern Hotel on 5 March, Bishop Michael
Browne proposed that the Association was worthy of
support, stating that “those concerned with the care of the
Handicapped gave new life to those they helped.” In May
1967, the Department of Education gave the go-ahead for an
extension to the School, and in December began funding the
transport services, with C.I.E. providing cars and minibuses
to serve both the urban and rural population. The first
services to be sanctioned were from Spiddal and Moycullen
(December 1967), Gort (December 1967) and Tuam
( January 1968). 

Simon Kelly’s wife Anne also involved herself in
fundraising projects, and spoke of the general goodwill at the
time. “We’d buy a washing machine or run a sale of work, a
few dances. At one stage, we ran a Mayoral Ball in Seapoint.
Mick Delahunty came and played.” Mary Bennett was one
of the main organisers of the Ball. Coffee mornings were also
held, she said, as well as raffles and a big Christmas Party
with a special guest appearance by Santa Claus himself −
Danno Heaslip did the honours. Ann Kelly remembered

everyone lending a hand on the night, including businesses.
“Mrs this and Mrs that Company were there helping out
with their elbows at the sink.” There was a lot of compassion
in Galway. Lydon House supplied bread on a regular basis,
and supplies were obtained free of charge from Galway Milk
Company (now Dawn Dairies). Everything was tried, even
the Horse Show Week in Dublin, attended by Imelda Carroll
and Juliette McHugh in 1968. The Flag Day had netted
£375 and the newly-recruited former county football star,
Jack Mahon, handed over a cheque for £330 from the Jimmy
Magee All-Stars project.

Associations were being formed throughout the county
and beginning now to demand services. A delegation from
the Gort Association met the Minister for Education,
Donagh O’Malley in November 1967 to arrange transport
from outside Galway to St Joseph’s school. That October, a
young Pearl Finnegan’s attention was drawn to a notice in
the Connacht Tribune. “A public meeting was called in
Mountbellew’s Hall, on 27 October, 1967, and I was the first
person in the door that night.” Her local TD, Michael Kitt
(snr.) had been given a particular brief by his Minister in the
field of disability, she said, to call public meetings and discuss
the possibility of providing services and support structures
for families who had a child with an intellectual disability.
At first, she said, the authorities seemed reluctant to help and
were very slow to act.

They were leaving it to the voluntary sector. It was like
pulling teeth, I feel, personally, all those years. Once the
professional body began to make itself felt and heard
and hold meetings with local government, like the
Western Health Board, then nationally they had to take
cognisance of what was being done.
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The Ballinasloe Branch became increasingly involved in
assisting other associations in County Galway and Peadar
Burns was to become quite influential in this process. It had
been hoped, at first, to establish a school in Ballinasloe but
after further consideration it was decided to use the existing
facilities at St Hilda’s in Athlone. There had also been hopes
to set up a special school in Tuam but following some heated
discussions, the pragmatic argument won out. Branch
Treasurer, Teresa Kenny, together with Michael and Eileen
Browne, both doctors, had been tremendous advocates in
this process.

The lack of services for children with disabilities in
Ballinasloe also led to much frustration, since there was no
Health Board in existence at the time to serve the County,
as one Ballinasloe parent recalled. 

Galway County Council was the Health Authority. If the
Galway County Council gave you £100 that should keep
you quiet for a number of years. It wasn’t their job − they
had no concept of what it was like to have a member of
your family that couldn’t get a service. Getting a service
meant the Branch here spent a lot of time fundraising and
when we had children from the area going to Athlone, we
almost paid for it through fundraising. That’s the way it
was. The Galway County Council had no idea, it was
alien to them − looking at the road and streets and
footpaths − this was a totally different ball game.

Tuam Association for Mentally Handicapped Children was
inaugurated on 17 May 1966, spurred on by Della Burke and
Bríd Leo who also had an involvement in Galway. Professor
McNicholl addressed their first public meeting and in the

Presentation om Engineers’
Wives' Committee, ca. mid-1960s.

L-R: Breda Buckley, Bridie Silk,
Teresa Downes, Canon Glynn PP,
Gerald Corbett, Miriam Mcamm

and Simon Kelly. 
Photo courtesy of Ann Kelly.
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Letter from NAMHI; 8th November, 1966:

Dear Madam,

It has been the general policy of the National Association to encourage the growth of
Associations throughout the country and to hope for their affiliation to the N.A.M.H.I.
The Association, however, sees a possible danger of fragmentation which might arise
from a number of groups operating particularly in the rural counties.

One important conclusion emerges from the Report of the Commission of Inquiry
on Mental Handicap, which was published last year i.e. that only very few towns
outside Dublin and Cork can support a special school by way of numbers of pupils.
From such statistics as are available and from the Commission’s estimate of the number
of mentally handicapped children it is clear that outside of Galway itself none of the
other towns in the county would have a sufficient number of mentally handicapped
children to warrant the establishment of a special school in a particular town to the
standards now demanded by the Department of Education. The numbers required by
the Department would entail some 60 children in the case of schools for mildly
mentally handicapped and some 24-30 children in the case of schools for the
moderately mentally handicapped. 

The solution in so far as Co Galway is concerned would seem to lie in the formation
of a Co Galway Association which would determine the best location for one, two or
three special schools in the county that would serve the county as a whole using transport
as necessary to neighbouring towns, villages and from the countryside. I would be very
glad to hear your views on the possibility of forming a county organisation made up of
parochial associations within the county.

Extract of letter to Bríd Leo, Tuam Association for the Mentally Handicapped, from Joseph
Adams, Lt Col., Hon. Secretary, National Association for the Mentally Handicapped of
Ireland, Dublin.

weeks and months that followed, the newly-formed Tuam
Association started meeting with teachers, doctors and other
professionals in the district. In this way, they succeeded in
discretely identifying families in need of services for their
disabled children. Another concern was organising transport
for children to St Joseph’s school in Galway. They also
campaigned on behalf of children with severe disabilities,
and in October met with other associations in the county
‘to examine the position of severely handicapped children’.

At the Committee’s fourth AGM held on 20 March 1966
at the Great Southern Hotel, Galway, Dr Michael Mulcahy,
who addressed the meeting, according to the Minutes,
asked the Committee to campaign for a centre for severely
retarded children in the county, of whom there were 56 on
the waiting list.

He also asked us to plan for sheltered workshops for the
children of school leaving age, to enable them to be
productively employed, and paid a living wage, despite
the fact that the outlay might not be recouped.

Other associations began to be established around the
county, each time with the support and encouragement of
colleagues from other towns who shared their experiences
and plans for the future. The Brothers of Charity also had
an input in this process. For example, when the Portumna
Association was established in February 1968, the first
meeting was attended by Bro Peter and another member of
the Brothers of Charity. The Association’s chairman, Kevin
O’Rourke also attended, together with four representatives
from the Ballinasloe branch.

On 22 April 1967, representatives from Galway, Tuam,
Headford, Portumna, Mountbellew, Gort and Ballinasloe
Associations attended a meeting in St Joseph’s. The meeting
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room had a leaking roof and when it rained, buckets were
placed strategically around the floor. It was at this meeting
that it was agreed to amalgamate all associations into a
Region Committee, representing the entire county. Also
represented on this Committee was the Golden Years
Benefit Fund. This fund had been set up in 1968 by Ben
Garvey, a New Inn businessman, to celebrate the winning of
three All-Irelands in a row by Galway’s Gaelic football team.
The hope had been to raise enough money to build a school
in the city, and in that school a room would be dedicated to
the achievement of the Galway team. The Golden Years
Benefit raised in the region of £10,000, a lot of money in
those days, and the idea of building a proper new school now
became more than a pipe dream. 
But the Golden Years Benefit (GYB) and other such
fundraisers were also significant for a much more important
reason: they brought into the Association a new generation
of capable and dedicated people, young men and women
who stayed on with the Association for years to come. Two
of these were Bosco McDermott, a schoolteacher and GAA
star, and Tom Garvey (Ben’s nephew), a 24-year-old
businessman from New Inn. Tom Garvey recalled a meeting
of the Region Committee at which they presented the GYB
proceeds. They shared their views on the potential of the
organisation, and the need to confront and influence
government and its policies on handicap services.

Within weeks we were invited to join their organisation
which we both did on a voluntary basis, helping to
organise or fundraise. In retrospect, I think the ‘60s were
a bit of an awakening time. They certainly were for me,
the political overtones and undertones of the time: 1966
was the anniversary (of the Easter Rising). I had no

republican attachments, but I would have been proud
of what as a nation we had achieved. My generation had
gained most from it, and I believed we could achieve
more. I came to realise we could do better for people
with a handicap than had been the case. The State would
be always penny-pinching – let’s see what we can do for
ourselves. In the meantime would could provide possible
help and support for what were seriously neglected
individuals. and their families.

In Ballinasloe, Peadar Burns continued to declare
passionately that equal rights for all children were enshrined
in the Irish Constitution. For politicians who didn’t like to
be reminded, said Tom Garvey, this was a line Peadar Burns
would use again and again. “A useful weapon to beat people
with, in political terms”.

At the time, they had hoped to have a main branch in
each parish but it never got to that, said Tom Garvey. But
they did get branches in the main centres of population,
and in smaller centres such as Glenamaddy where he came
from himself. He was very impressed and encouraged by
the people he met in the Association, people of very high
integrity, he felt, who had no axe to grind. “They had no
hidden agenda.” People like Joan McNicholl, Chris
Conneally, Daiden Ó hEocha, Marie O’Sullivan, Kevin
O’Rourke, Bosco McDermott and Eoghan O’Sullivan,
who he had encouraged to join the Association”. 

Brother Peter Sheehy;
Brothers of Charity.

Region Committee proposal, 1969.
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Myself, Bosco, Peadar and Eoghan and some of the
ladies in Galway would go to locations around the
county and make contact with various people we knew.
We would explain what was needed and agree with them
to set up a branch. All we asked them to do was a
mentally handicapped collection and one other thing
during the year, such as a coffee morning, sponsored
walk, concert, dance, golf outing or whatever suited.
They were great and after a couple of years we were
raising £30,000, £40,000, £50,000. We were amazed at
their efforts and how they successful they were.

Peadar Burns met Mary O’Rourke TD to press for services,
and remembered Erskine Childers TD (later, Minister for
Health, 1969-73) at a meeting ‘lashing’ out at parents who
weren’t prepared to make sacrifices. Childers, he said, was a
very committed man, who castigated the Department of
Health for not being prepared to investigate every claim and
every suggestion from the voluntary Association. For parents
trying to make a living themselves, commitments such as
fundraising, attending meetings, and trying to convince
officials proved very difficult and demanding. For politicians
who seemed uninformed, it was a learning curve too, as one
Ballinasloe parent recalled. 

The majority of the public representatives didn’t know
exactly what was happening. I remember a Minister; he
came to a big meeting we had in the Hotel in Ballinasloe.
He gave us a cheque for £1000. We thought we were
made up, and he thought it would bankrupt the
Government. That was the tendency. The same with the
Health Board: if they gave you a fair amount they
thought they were overdoing it and we (would) be
millionaires. 

Accommodating children from outside the transport
network was a major problem, and a hostel for children from
Connemara and other outlying areas was fast becoming a
priority. The Galway Region Committee sent a delegation
to Dublin in December 1968 to meet the Minister of Health
to press for hostelling facilities for St Joseph’s. Delayed along
the way, they arrived late at Leinster House and remembering
the visit, Pearl Finnegan quipped how the delegation used
the occasion to complain about the lack of adequate
transport services in the West.

Concern was growing also about the lack of facilities for
severely handicapped children. On the Committee, Maisie
Dooley was pressing for a nursery school, which Joan
McNicholl suggested should now be called Care Units.
Late in 1968, the Galway Association managed to set up
such a Day Care Unit in temporary premises provided by
Galwegians Rugby Club, at the Clubhouse at Glenina,
Galway. This day centre provided some relief for hard-
pressed families, and catered for severely handicapped
children under the direction of Nurse Heery. She was
assisted by a rota of voluntary helpers coordinated by
Imelda Carroll.

In Salthill, the Sisters of Mercy provided five-day
hostelling care at St Anne’s Orphanage, Lenaboy, although
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only on an interim basis while the search continued for a
permanent hostel for children attending St Joseph’s school.
At the request of the Association, the Bishop of Galway,
Most Rev. Dr Michael Browne, wrote to the French Sisters
of Charity inviting them to come to Galway to provide
hostelling facilities. After a period of negotiation, however,
they declined. The Association then turned to the Irish
Sisters of Charity who had a house in Clarinbridge, 9 miles
from the city. The Mother General of the Irish Sisters agreed,
pending a letter from the Bishop, and the Secretary was
asked to write to him. 

Brother Peter of the Brothers of Charity, who regularly
attended Association meetings, informed the Committee in
May 1968 that the Sisters had accepted the invitation,
providing negotiations with the Department of Health
proved successful. The Sisters would need 15-20 acres and,
in conjunction with the Department of Health, they
planned to establish a residential complex catering for 150
moderately and severely mentally disabled children. The
Sisters finally purchased a site for the complex in Galway but
the Galway Association soon learned that the new building
would not be completed before 1975. Something would
have to be done in the meantime, and Spire House,
Bohermore, happened to be for sale. A proposal was put to
government but the Department’s architects felt it was not
a viable solution. The Association then looked at the
possibility of setting up a hostel at Coolarne (Athenry) with
the Sisters of Charity of St Vincent De Paul. After a period
of negotiation with the Department this, too, was rejected.
There was no going back. A suitable premises was badly
needed and the search went on. Meantime, the problem of
coaxing parents to come forward for services continued to
be tackled in imaginative ways, as Pearl Finnegan explained.

In Mountbellew, we got a list of professionals who
would be helpful in that area. We got a list of
psychologists from the Western Health Board and we
looked at names and made enquiries and eventually we
got a lovely young psychologist with a particular interest
in intellectual disability and her name was Ann Crean.
We arranged with her through the VEC to come to
Mountbellew once every fortnight for six weeks to give
lectures on intellectual disability. It was open to the
public but about a half a dozen parents came and that
opened it up for them. They spoke on a one to one basis
then with the psychologist at a later stage and were
enriched by it. From then on they were not afraid to
come to meetings, express themselves and tell us what
exactly they wanted for their children. So that was the
first real awakening experience for them but they needed
a lot of support, a lot of encouragement. But they did
make the transition.

In May 1969, the Committee chairman, Kevin O’Rourke,
following up on a contact by another member, Juliette
McHugh, was able to report to a Committee meeting that
the Variety Club of Ireland (in conjunction with the Pepsi-
Cola Company), was donating a motor coach to the
Association. At the Committee meeting, it was noted with
some interest that the Department of Health had paid
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£12,000 towards the £16,000 building opened for the
NAMHI in Dublin and that £200 per annum was allocated
per child in the Care Unit.

In September, at a meeting of the Galway Region
Committee held in Mountbellew, it had been agreed that
the various associations throughout the county were to hand
over their fundraising money to the Galway Region
Committee, which in turn would determine which projects
to prioritise. Two delegates from each association could
attend the Galway Region Committee. Because of its size
and traditional role in providing services, Galway City was
allowed six representatives. The Galway Golden Years
Benefit Fund also donated £3,918 to the Committee. In
three more years, the centralised structure of the Association

would be further consolidated, and a Board of Directors
nominated, with initial involvement by the Brothers of
Charity, represented by Brother Peter.

By the end of 1969, whatever issues had existed with the
Bishop regarding patronage had eased. Bishop Browne
addressed the AGM that year, according to the Minutes, and
had expressed “his pleasure and duty to be present, because
the purpose of this work should appeal to everybody with a
sense of humanity and will to help Mentally Handicapped
Children. His Lordship also expressed his admiration for
those who provided the transport for the children to the
School daily.” The Bishop became patron of the School and
a representative priest from the Bishop’s Cathedral parish
served on the School Board of Management for many years.
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Pat O'Donnell painting child's cot
at St Joseph's Training Centre.
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By this time a branch had been formed in Clifden and the
Association was making its presence felt in most areas of Co
Galway. With its workload mounting by the day, the
organisation felt it badly needed an administrator. In July
1970, it was decided to recruit a full-time Secretary (a
position similar to today's CEO), and a subcommittee began
investigating this proposal. Another subcommittee was set
up to investigate the re-organisation of the Galway Region
Committee, whose wide-ranging activities included
coordinating fundraising and capital projects such as the
Care Unit and the Workshop in Galway. The Region
Committee helped fund the appointment of a speech
therapist for the school, while the Mountbellew and Tuam
branches both agreed to contribute £100 each towards her
annual salary of £900; the Region Committee also wondered
if help might be forthcoming from Galway County Council
or the Department of Health. Another task was to assist in
expanding the number of branches in the county. Branches
had been formed in Carraroe, Oughterard and in Athenry
in 1970, with further branches being established in
Dunmore, Moycullen, and Glenamaddy in 1971. This
expansion was very much driven by Bosco McDermott.

The very first annual Mental Handicap Week was
organised in 1971 and after that it became an annual event,
usually between 5-12 December. The Association again used
the media to publicise its cause, as reported in the Connacht
Tribune at the time.

A MASSIVE appeal for support − aimed at raising at least
£5,000 − is to be launched by the Galway Association for
Mentally Handicapped Children next week (December 5
to 12) throughout the county. The £5,000 is urgently needed
to wipe out an ever-increasing debt which has been incurred
in the provision of the Association's services − a school, day
care centre and workshop. In a special appeal the Association
says: "If this money is not made available then many of the
services provided by the Association will have to be curtailed
if not suspended." (see Appendix A for full text). 

For many years, this annual fundraiser was organised by the
county associations as a door-to-door collection in their own
areas. Each district and townland was covered by local
people, and envelopes handed in to every house. Tom Garvey
described it as a novel idea for its day, inspired by Bosco
McDermott. "He said we should have a target − let’s say,
£5,000. They laughed as it was a lot of money at the time."
But the response was tremendous, exceeding all expectations.
That first year, the collection realised £11,500. 

The 1970s − Building a strong organisation in the county
The 1970s − Growth of branches, services and debts

Annual Collection proposed,
Oct.1971.

Dóchas Newsletter, 1974. Bosco
McDermot, Honorary Secretary of

the Galway Association.



Some years later, the magazine Dóchas would be handed
into every house along with the collection envelope. For
many years, its publication and distribution helped to inform
the public (and members generally) of the need for services
both locally and throughout the county. People could read
and see what the Association was doing with the money they
contributed.

There were plans to purchase a premises for converting
into a hostel. On 12 May 1972, at its Annual General
Meeting in the Temperance Hall, Loughrea, Bosco
McDermott reported that 60 children were now on the roll
at St Joseph’s School, with nine young people attending the
workshop and 15 severely handicapped children attending
the Care Unit. Initial efforts to obtain a hostel had proved
frustrating, and had failed, he said at the AGM. 

In spite of this setback, the Association, in keeping with
the spirit of Christian courage which must always be
found within its ranks, started negotiations for a hostel

at a different location. These negotiations are now four
months old and have reached such an advanced stage as
to have again raised all our hopes.

Finally, having searched for six years, Whitestrand Lodge in
Salthill was purchased by the Galway Association in
September 1972, at a cost of £18,750. Some reconstruction
followed and the hostel was opened before the end of the
year, catering for 15 children who lived too far away to travel
daily to the School. The hostel was staffed initially by the
Brothers of Charity Services. Sheila Fennessy, the first House
Mother, slept on the premises and was always on call. Many
of the children came from Connemara, arriving on Sunday
nights and returned the following Friday. The staff had little
Irish and the children had difficulty at first coping with the
English language. Martha O'Neill worked there as a night
nurse for 10 years before moving to Knocknacarra where the
Association had two houses in the same locality, and later to
Carragh Drive. Whitestrand Lodge was also used as a respite
centre during the summer holidays.

Plans to restructure the organisation had been under
consideration for some time and it was decided now, in the
early 1970s, that the Association should become a limited
company under the name of the Galway County Association
for Mentally Handicapped Children Ltd. The old Region
Committee now became the Central Committee, with the
same delegate structure as agreed in 1969. Whereas delegates
had previously represented individual “Associations” in the
various towns, they now became branch delegates within the
new single county-wide organisation. A Board of Directors
was nominated by the new Central Committee and met for
the first time on 19 July 1972. The company was formally
incorporated some months later, and its first Board members
were: Tom Garvey (Chairman), Peadar Burns (Vice
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Chairman), Michael Sugrue (Treasurer), Bosco McDermott
(Honorary Secretary), Joan McNicholl, Simon Kelly, Seán
Kelly, Bro Damien Nolan, Daiden Ó hEocha, Kathleen
Duggan, Chris Conneally, and Des O’Rourke.

In the beginning, the Association took its cue from experts
who had experience in caring for the disabled since the
foundation of the State. Organisations such as the Brothers
of Charity and Sisters of Charity were key to this process;
close links developed through the years, with initial
representation by the Brothers on the Board of the
Association. Rev. Bro. Damien Nolan was its first
representative.

At its fourth AGM in May 1972, the Galway Region
Committee praised the Trojan work of its members, and
thanked the various departments and local authority officials
for their efforts. Gerry King, Honorary Secretary, gave
special mention to the work of the Brothers of Charity, who
“set no limits to their generosity and this Association
appreciates their invaluable help in all spheres of mental
handicap in Galway." 

Seán Conneally, who started off his psychology career
with the Association, later moved to work with the Brothers
of Charity in Kilcornan, where the Order had been
providing services since the early 1950s prior to founding
the Holy Family School, Renmore, in 1965. When we met
him, he explained the connection.

The differences between the Brothers of Charity and
the Galway Association are largely historic. They have
grown organically in different areas. But there are lots
of similarities and there are good working relationships
at this point. The Galway Association operated in
northeast Galway in Tuam, north Connemara; the
Brothers operated in south Connemara and in mid-

Galway. It’s a geographical patch system, at this stage, an
agreement between both agencies: who is responsible
for what referrals.

At the very start of the Galway branch, and then the
Galway County Association, the Brothers of Charity
used to be on the Board of Directors. It was a very small
operation but very cooperative. Brother Peter was on the
original group involved in the founding of it.

By 1971, the State's Health Services had become regionalised
and negotiations began between the Region Committee and
Éamonn Hannan, Chief Executive Officer of the Western
Health Board. This process helped to reduce pressure on the
Association's financial position but it also gave rise to some
debate about whether it should be the Association's function
to provide these much-needed services. Or should it remain
as a pressure group, pressing the Health Board or the
Brothers of Charity or the Sisters of Charity or the
Department of Health to provide the much-needed service?
Whilst some members felt the Association should not
involve itself directly in the provision of services, others felt
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they had no choice. When Michael Kennedy became the
Association's first Secretary on 1 October 1973, this became
one of the issues he had to grapple with. 

It is a thought that often occupied my mind: to be
purely a pressure group, kicking up a rumpus, totally and
utterly. Once you took on the job of providing the
services you were part of the system. 

But once I was given that initial list (of people needing
services), there was only one road for me to go, and that
was to try and satisfy the needs of people who were
desperate for something.

Within months, Michael Kennedy, described as a brilliant
administrator, had secured a grant of £30,000 from the
Department. The jubilation that greeted this and other such
news was indicative in a way of the lack of expectations
prevailing at the time. People's energies were focused, of
necessity, on coping with the day-to-day problems, and in
organising fundraisers. But now the job of finding out what
resources might be secured from the State started to be
investigated in earnest. A hectic start it proved to be for the
new Secretary, who found an organisation in some disarray
owing to these daily demands and emergencies.

Money was so scarce at the time it was hard to do
anything. The Association was relying on the John Paul
Centre coming along but it didn’t materialise for many
years after I left. There was a lad from Kinvara who was
in a wheelchair and was blind, and we had to hire a taxi
to bring him in from Kinvara. I remember Brother
Damien, who was representing the Brothers of Charity,
saying that was a tremendous achievement, to get that
car and pay for it. I said what was it but a car and a few
bob! These were the kind of situations. 

With St Joseph's School in Newcastle now in full swing, the
issue of what to do with school leavers had become serious
in 1968. The interim solution at the time was to set up a
temporary workshop at St Joseph's. This workshop
commenced in mid-January 1969 with the help of voluntary
members of the Association. Four school leavers attended,
with contract work being provided for them by Hygeia Ltd.
and Connacht Minerals. The school leavers were also
involved in some craftwork and the Association were soon
pressed to find more suitable workshop accommodation. In
May 1969, Mr Higgins became Workshop Manager and in
September that year, the Association bought a house for
£6,000 in the Hidden Valley, close to the city centre at St
Bridget's Place, Woodquay. The aims of the workshop,
according to the Association, were to:

(1) Provide a range of interesting work so that each
trainee can be usefully employed to the best of his or her
ability. (2) Train the child when possible for outside
employment under normal conditions. When necessary,
find a suitable position for him or her. (3) Provide
suitable, properly supervised accommodation. 

In August 1970, Mr Higgins had moved on and that
autumn, the new manager, Billy Clarke, had five trainees
attending the Centre. The funds to buy the house in
Woodquay had been raised by a subcommittee that included
Simon Kelly, Brother Peter and Thomas McDonagh, who
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was said to be a key figure, working quietly behind the scenes. 
The Rotary Club helped establish the workshop for Billy

Clarke, explained Pat Donnellan of the Galway Rotary Club.
"Regarding the workshop in Woodquay in 1970, our records
show that Galway Rotary contributed £2000." Its members
at the time, he recalled, included Jack Toolan, Billy
O'Connor, and Rory Murphy, (later General Manager of
Ashford Castle). Also thanked at the time by the Association
was the Union of Carpenters, "especially the men from
McNally's Yard who equipped the workshop with benches
and tables."

Billy Clarke, a retired master miller from Belfast, had
originally come to Galway to manage McDonagh's Flour
Mills. He later moved to Malta and eventually ended up back
in Ireland, first in Carlow and then in Galway again, where
he met and married Síle O’Beirne of O’Beirne's Pharmacy.
By this stage the milling life had affected his health and he
had been given 18 months to live by a Galway cardiologist.
But fate decreed otherwise and Billy Clarke was given a new
lease of life when he received two donor valves in London.
Advised to change his work, he took on the new job as
manager of the workshop, believing it would be semi-
sedentary. Soon, however, he found himself out and about
securing orders from the local business community and work
for the trainees in the workshop in Bridget's Terrace, as
outlined in Kevin Whelan's chronicle of the Association
(2001):

If there was wood or leather around, Billy Clarke could
do something remarkable with it. Nor should the help
of others be forgotten, for example the many businesses
that contributed money and services free, the IDA’s
Small Business Group, headed by Tom Hyland and Mr
Walsh, who recognised the workshops as legitimate
business concerns, and secured funding for them.

By 1972, the number of trainees had grown to nine, and an
Assistant Manager, Sue Patching, was appointed. Further
activities were developed to include iron-work, woodwork,
craftwork, cookery and social-skills training. The workshop
was run on a shoestring and in the absence of State aid it ran
up a deficit, with monies allocated annually from the
organisation's fundraising. "Up to 30 lines of goods of
saleable quality are produced," reported the Chairman at the
AGM in 1973, and they had now succeeded in placing four
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trainees in employment. Between 14 and 19 trainees
attended the Centre that year. "The principal aim is to teach
and improve each of the trainees and to prepare them where
possible to take up outside work depending on their
individual ability." Brigid Brophy, Billy Clarke's daughter,
explained how the Centre was kept going by the sheer
enthusiasm of its staff and the voluntary helpers:

There were cribs and dolls' cots, and dolls' houses.
People would come and ask for things to be done, even
the Association themselves — I think we made the
collection boxes. At that stage I was fairly involved in
the Motor Club and Dad would make stuff that we
needed for signing the road (arrows and the stakes etc.)
and he would put them all together so that we could
unbolt them and store them afterwards. There was a
heavy involvement with the Motor Club in those days.
Anything that we wanted made (at the Motor Club) we
would commission them to do it.

The staff had been advised by some well-meaning person
that the trainees did not mind monotony and that they
would respond well to repetitive work. Not so, as Billy
Clarke and Sue Patching soon found out with one of their
initial projects, which consisted of collecting shells on the
Coral Strand in Carraroe for dyeing and converting into
necklaces. Both staff members fully committed themselves
to the welfare of their trainees and were much liked
throughout their time there. A former social worker
remembered how "Billy was all go, all action, wanted to get
things done, gave out to you in a good way but Sue was very
practical and so tuned in." 

Just inside the door of the Centre was a little cloakroom
which the workshop used as a showroom. A crib had been
set up there one Christmas and this was frequented by
Éamon Kelly, one of the trainees, who often happened to
disappear from the workshop to pray. He was particularly
fond of the Wise King, and one day, Billy Clarke was in his
office when Éamon ran in: "Boss, boss come quick". Billy
came out; he thought that the house was on fire or
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something. "Come quick," he said, "there is a Wise King at
the door." But it was only a man with a turban on his head
trying to sell a carpet. 

On another occasion, Sue Patching rang Síle Clarke in her
pharmacy. She wanted the First Aid kit replenished and it
was duly returned. A few hours later, Sue Patching rang again
in an awful state, believing she had been given the dog’s
ointment to use for the children’s cuts and scrapes: "Síle, I
think you have made a mistake in the First Aid items, you
have sent up the dog’s ointment!" The Clarkes had a dog
called Potter and the ointment from the Chemist was called
Potter’s Healing Ointment. 

The volunteers at the workshop included Bertha Cooke,
who appointed herself 'head chef ' because her family ran a
hotel in Pontoon, remarked Brigid Brophy, who recalled
helping out with the meals and how things, back then, were
done on a shoestring.

So we would beg, borrow and steal every day. We would
go to Taylor’s bar and shop in Dominick Street and old
Mr Taylor would give us the off-cuts of bacon. There was
a greengrocer/wholesaler up in the Hidden Valley and
they would give us their not-so-good vegetables which we
used and I think if lunch cost us for all of the household
three pounds or more per day we were very upset. 

Once again, the Association was leading by example. From
modest beginnings, it went on to develop over the years into
a service that gave a degree of self-respect to its trainees and
a certain reprieve to their families. In its first Annual Report
in 1973, the Galway County Association for Mentally
Handicapped Children Ltd. (the Galway Association)
reported that 120 children were availing of services which
"had been provided by the foresight and endeavour of

voluntary effort." The Galway Association looked forward
to the new complex to be established in Ballybane by the
Sisters of Charity. "It will be a proud day when the Sisters of
Charity are finally welcomed to Galway, and the doors are
opened on a new era in the care and education of mentally
handicapped children." Unfortunately, however, this
complex would not be completed for a further seven years.

Now in its tenth year, the Galway Association had
succeeded in establishing and helping to fund five main
activities, described at the time as St Joseph's School for
moderately handicapped children, at Snipe Avenue; a Day
Care Unit for low moderate and severely mentally
handicapped children (also at Snipe Avenue); the Training
Centre for school leavers in Woodquay; Whitestrand Lodge
in Salthill, a 5-day residential facility for moderately
handicapped children; and Glenina Heights Hostel in
Renmore, a short-term care centre for severely mentally
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handicapped children. For some hard-pressed parents, the
Day Care Centres were a godsend, as a former social worker
explained.

I remember in those days one mother who had a child
who used to scream a lot and sometimes it was so bad at
night that she put the child in the car and she drove
around, just drove and drove because the child would
settle in the car. And she used to send her off to the Day
Centre in the morning and she would say “thank God
for that”, and then she would sit down with a cup of tea
for an hour. As the years went on that child got
residential care; she would have a severe learning
disability but wouldn’t be screaming now.

As the first group of children approached their final year at
school, parents faced an uncertain future. Chris Conneally
and Joan McNicholl became all too aware that a further
service was required to further educate and train these

graduates in life skills and hopefully future employment, as
Daiden Ó hEocha recalled. 

A small committee was set up for this new service and I
was invited to join the Association to help with this task.
Joan, being a very practical person, had already
approached some businesses in town and had secured a
‘contract’ from Hygiea Ltd. to stick labels on bottles for
them. Joan and I spent many hours in a small room in
the school, teaching our pupils with much laughter and
with Joan’s great patience to the fore. And so was born
the Training Centre!

In the years to come, these services would grow and spread
throughout the county, thanks to the constant dedication of
the Association's members, in spite of economic hardship,
limited government funding, and decreasing volunteer
numbers. By the end of 1973, the Galway Association had
19 branches whose overall structure was summarised as
follows in its Annual Report: 

Members join the Association through a Branch, which
must consist of a minimum of 20 persons. The Branch
nominates its representatives to the Central Committee,
which decides policy, organises fund raising through the
branches, and elects the Board of Directors of the
Executive. The Executive is responsible for the overall
administration of affairs.

On 27 May 1975, the Association’s AGM, held in Athenry,
was addressed by Peadar Burns. Reflecting on his first year
as Chairman, he remarked that prior to the advent of the
Western Health Board (in 1971), “not very much was being
done in this region for mental handicap," apart from the
good work by the Brothers of Charity. He thanked also the
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Departments of Education and Health. He extended the
Association's gratitude for the courtesy and consideration its
deputations had been afforded by the various departments
and the Health Board, and he had fulsome praise for the
hard work of its members and staff. He then went on to
speak of what it means to be a parent and in particular, what
it meant for him.

Apart from being your Chairman, I have a real personal
interest as a parent of a mentally handicapped child. A
handicapped child presents a family with some
problems. The lives of all the members are affected;
adjustments and sacrifices are needed so that the
handicapped member can have the continuous care and
attention that he or she requires. Those of us who have
learned to adjust ourselves to the situation are however
fortunate, and in return we gain a new perspective of life
for which we should be grateful.

It happens that some families find it difficult or
indeed impossible to cope and live with the problem.
Too often in such situations, the solution offered is to
take the child from the family and place it in residential
care. Such a solution may be convenient, indeed even
demanded by families, but it can only be regarded as a
temporary one, and I hope the day has come when we
can search for the real answer.

Peadar Burns carefully weighed his words, bearing in mind
the dignity of parents, children, and indeed society at large.
"If we can start by assuring parents that they and their
children, handicapped and other, will get all the help, advice,
encouragement and services that they need, and in particular
that the needs of the handicapped member will be properly
met when inevitably it loses its natural home, then perhaps

the real answer to our problems will become clearer." 
In September 1974, the Training Centre was awarded an

instruction grant as part of a pilot project on behalf of the
Department of Education. This meant that after two to
three years' training, the trainees would be able to move to
special employment centres around the county. For the
Galway Association, it was a welcome development.
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1970s
Dawn of a new era in Planning Services

The early 1970s saw the dawn of a new era in the
planning of services. A Regional Conference on Mental
Handicap had been held in the Regional Technical
College on 6 April 1974. All groups providing services
in Galway, Mayo and Roscommon were involved, and
this was one of a series of conferences held around the
country. The state of existing services and the way
forward was discussed, and how to tackle these
problems on a regional basis. There was much
cooperation between the Brothers of Charity, Western
Care, and the Galway County Association in the
planning services. One outcome was the submission of
a joint document on service needs to the Western
Health Board, which had begun to take a more active
role in planning services for the disabled. A
Coordinating Committee for services for the mentally
handicapped in the Western Health Board region was
set up and met the first time 20 November 1974. This
forum was to have a significant input in planning. In
1978 they produced the 'Five Year Plan' outlining each
organisation's responsibilities for providing services in
the Health Board's area.

Peadar Burns, elected Chairman of
the Galway Association in 1975.



On 1 October 1974, the Association initiated a pioneering
pilot project in Portumna, intended to cater for a small
number of children, with Betty Houlihan as the nurse in
charge. This Care Unit for children opened in a rented
bungalow named St Dympna's. For Maureen Lyons, this
development came as a great relief, as she reflected on the
long journey every day for her daughter Geraldine to the
School in Galway. 

They had a house rented then for 12 months. Geraldine
was the first child in it. She was there for three days on
her own, and then another child came (and later others).
I was afraid, when the 12 months was up. Would they
rent it again? They did rent again for a further 12
months and then they rented another house.

Such concerns by parents, especially in the early years, led to
their continued involvement in fundraising activities. In the
case of the Portumna branch, for example, this meant selling
raffle tickets annually, running dinner dances (called tea-
parties at the time), and organising door-to-door collections.
An exhausting effort for parents who were already hard-
pressed. This fundraising tradition continued over the years
throughout the county. In Portumna, the local branch even

managed to purchase a site next to St Dypmna’s, and in later
years they ran an annual Golf Classic, with all facilities
provided free by the Golf Club. In more recent times, funds
raised by them went towards capital projects in Portumna. 

With 40 children still awaiting a permanent service and
six years to go before the opening of the Ballybane complex,
St Dympna's was regarded as a short-term measure but it
turned out to be a blessing in disguise because people came
to realise the benefits of decentralised services.

A similar centre was opened in Tuam the following year
with Carmel Kielty as its first director. The Association's
advisory committee on services for severely handicapped
children now recommended that the Care Units should be
called Child Training Centres, reflecting their changing
purpose. Sending children to these centres did not always
work out and the process became as much a learning process
for parents as it did for children, as one parent who had to
withdraw a child explained.

I think he probably had a disagreement with the staff.
Maybe we were too soft with him; this was a new
concept for us and we thought he wanted a lot of
mollycoddling. Maybe we were doing him harm, I don’t
know. Thinking back, maybe we were. I was learning as
I was going along.

In 1974, the Association’s magazine Dóchas was published
for the first time, to support the Galway Association’s
fundraising activities during Mental Handicap Week and to
inform people throughout the county of the Association’s
activities. A clever public relations exercise, the magazine
provided a summary of the Association's developments during
the previous year, while also informing the public of its future
plans. Following on the work of a task force which had been
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set up to reorganise branches, further new branches were
established in Spiddal, Rosmuc, Fahy/Eyrecourt, Killimor,
Kinvara and Tieranascragh. The annual collection organised
that year with the help of the branches came to £12,545.

A new training centre was built at Snipe Avenue,
Newcastle, replacing the Workshop in Woodquay. This
opened in September 1975, and was envisaged to cater for
40 trainees. Some years later, Billy Clarke moved to the
sheltered factory at Snipe Employment Centre, and the
Workshop (training centre) was managed by Sue Patching,
described by Brigid Brophy (Billy Clarke's daughter) as a
larger than life personality. "She was actually the shot putt

champion of Devon and Cornwall. And she just had a
wonderful way with the children." A colleague of hers, Kevin
Whelan, described Sue Patching as a spirited, warm English
woman who along with Billy Clarke will forever be
associated with the training centre in Snipe Avenue, "where
her sense of fun and joy, her deeply-felt enthusiasm for the
well-being of her young charges, will never be forgotten by
those who worked alongside her."

Also in September 1975, the World Congress on Mentally
Handicapped was held in Dublin. Many letters of
commendation had been received from delegates who visited
the Association's facilities in Galway, as conveyed in the
Annual Report. "It is especially pleasing to know that the
work being carried out in St Joseph's is widely recognised and
commended." 

Picture the outcry, said Peadar Burns at the AGM, if there
was no education available for the schoolchildren of this
country. Why, so, the discrimination, he asked. "Is it not
enough that the children we speak for are mentally
handicapped. Those children are entitled to the same
opportunities; they are guaranteed such under our
Constitution."

Addressing the Association's 1975 AGM, the Chairman
cited good health and education as a prerequisite to the
enjoyment of the 'pursuit of happiness' and said that when
such basic services are beyond the reach of our people, "we
must find a way to meet their needs and fulfil their hopes.
That is their right." He continued:

There are still 30 severely handicapped children in the
county who have not got any services available to them.
The greatest need exists in the Carraroe and
Glenamaddy areas. [...] Regrettably, however, due to
circumstances beyond their control, the Health Board
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have indicated that they cannot help us this year to set
up any new services. [...] It is difficult to accept that
services for these children, whose needs are greatest,
cannot be proceeded with. Many of those on the waiting
list are over the age of 12 and indeed at a stage when full-
time residential placing is required.

The following year again saw huge pressure being put on the
branches to raise funds because of the setback in services.
Not only was the continuation of services threatened, but
also 'the expansion of the Day Centre development
programme for severe and profoundly handicapped children',
according to the 1976 Annual Report. Now in his third year
as Chairman, Peadar Burns once more did not mince his
words in speaking out on behalf of the members: "There is
little hope, I fear, that the needs of the mentally handicapped
will be provided for as a matter of right by the State. We must
resolve ourselves never to relent in our efforts to see that they
are properly provided for. The past year may well have shown
us that the best way forward is through voluntary effort and
community concern." Once again, he made an appeal to the
membership and once again, he was not disappointed. Cash
received from the fundraising activities during the year,
including the Mentally Handicap Week, rose considerably
from £17,458 in 1975 to £37,600 in 1976.

Once again, also, the Chairman paid tribute to all the
dedicated staff for their excellent work, to the Brothers of
Charity and to the personnel of Woodlands Psychological
and Assessment Centre, to the Department of Education
and Health and to the Western Health Board, to the media
for their extensive coverage, and to their public
representatives for their efforts.

Despite the prevailing financial constraints, the much-
needed centres in Carraroe and in Glenamaddy had finally

opened (in early 1977), bolstered by the hard work of
previous years, explained the Chairman. 

We have now completed our development programme
in relation to Day Centres and the five centres can
accommodate 60 children. This development is unique
not only in Ireland but in an international context. The
Centres cater for more than 80% of the child
population, with Glenina Hostel providing a service for
others (Annual Report, 1976).

The Association was also extremely concerned about the
critical need for residential facilities for adults in the county,
and it called for a planned programme to provide residential
services that would be backed up 'with training, sheltered
workshops and occupational therapy facilities for the adult
moderate and severely handicapped person'. Various
members had been concerned for some time about the
concentration of services in the city. A former chairperson
commented that it was only because of the time spent in
travelling that "people began to change their minds about
having too many services in the city."

During 1976, according to the Annual Report for that
year, the Woodlands Centre carried out a survey of all
individuals between the ages of 5 to 19 years classified as
moderate, severe and profoundly handicapped. It came up
with a figure of 223 persons, suggesting an average annual
birth rate of 15 individuals with moderate, severe and
profound degrees of handicap. Their survey showed that 56
of these persons were in the 12-19 age group and
consequently regarded as being in immediate need of
residential facilities. The same Report stated that upon
completion of the Ballybane complex in 1980, some 60
children were likely to be born in the meantime. It
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recognised that there would still be a need to proceed with
the provision of additional services as outlined in the
Survey's four points (see insert). 

A number of branch areas were reorganised during the
year, and the Association had become more firmly
established as a 'vital organisation in the community'. 

All of our branches are engaged in the very worthwhile
work of creating community awareness in their own
locality. They also provide the necessary opportunities
for parents to meet and hold outings for children in their
area. The parent/teacher meetings are very successful and
the efforts of the Association will be continued to ensure
that parents, teachers, friends and others have every
opportunity to meet (Annual Report, 1976).

During 1976, the Association made a determined effort to
highlight the needs of the 'mentally handicapped'. In the
Annual Report, the Chairman thanked the politicians who
had united with them in their task but he concluded on a
cautious note: "Even yet we cannot say that we have got a
positive response to our proposals and we must therefore be
prepared to continue to create further pressure and further
awareness of our needs". 

Meantime, services were provided come what may, and
gaps in funded provision had to be filled at times by
voluntary effort, as one former volunteer and board member
explained:

You could be doing this or you could be sitting with
somebody helping out while the professional person
attended to somebody else. That probably wouldn't
happen today because Health and Safety wouldn't allow
somebody who wasn't professional to come and sit with
them. We just fitted in somewhere along the line.

On 14 April 1978, the Association held its AGM for the
previous year at the Warwick Hotel in Galway. Looking back
on 1977, the Chairman said it was gratifying to be in a
position to recall significant advances in the provision of
services. Two Child Training Centres had been opened
during the year (Tigh Nan Dooley in Carraroe, and Dóchas
in Glenamaddy). The Western Health Board for the first
time had allocated significant resources for the Association's
capital programme and for the operation of its services.
Group homes were now beginning to be developed around
the county, and the initial proposal envisaged some 30
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Woodlands Centre Survey (1976) 
The findings of the Woodlands Centre survey were very close to the Association's own
observations over the years. Its conclusions cited the need for:

1. Development of early domiciliary services to the families of the profound, severe and
some moderately handicapped.

2. The provision of 50 residential places for the profound and severely handicapped
children who cannot be maintained in the community and who are over 12 years of
age.

3. The provision of a sheltered workshop and group-home living accommodation at the
rate of 7-10 places per annum for the moderate handicapped who can cope with
sheltered employment.

4. Provision of residential places at a rate of 7 per year for the severe and profoundly
handicapped adult who needs indefinite residential care.

Based on these conclusions, the Woodlands Centre suggested that the Ballybane Centre
could best be utilised by making the accommodation available to the children in the 12-
19 year age group, leaving the existing Day Centres to cater for the younger age group.
The Association had put this proposal to the Sisters of Charity. With some of the Child
Training Centres feeling the strain (some children were now aged over 12-14 years), they
hoped that the Ballybane complex would be completed soon. It finally opened in 1981. 



residential places for Galway City coming on stream by the
end of 1978. The tide was beginning to turn.

Peadar Burns praised everyone for their help and
involvement during the year: Government Departments, the
Health Board, the Brothers of Charity Services, the
Association's own staff and of course the members of the 34
branches throughout the county. Not to forget the public
representatives who had taken a keen interest in the work of
the Association but the importance of an all-inclusive
approach could not be over-emphasised, said the Chairman:

It is, however, very important that we do not become
complacent. Looking at the picture on a countrywide
basis, it appears that we as yet do not have a
comprehensive policy for the mentally handicapped
which we hear so much about at election times. In some
countries, such as ours, County Associations have been
formed and provide services on a county-wide basis. In
others, efforts are still fragmented. [...] I would suggest
that a comprehensive policy taking full account of the
overall needs of the mentally handicapped should be a
priority, with all organisations providing services in an
integrated coordinated way. (Annual Report, 1977).

Government departments and State agencies by now had a
'keen awareness' of the problem, and the Association's duty
was to help maintain this position and, with the general
improvement in the economy, to continue to insist that the
'mentally handicapped should have first claim on the
resources of the State', in good times and in bad. "It is perhaps
a sobering thought," continued the Chairman, "to reflect on
the amount of public debate which is generated by proposals
to establish a second TV channel." Not that he was against a
second channel, but the less fortunate in society should not
be forgotten when society looks at its real priorities. The
following year, he would refer to a similar irony: the
inordinate amount of time allocated in the Dáil discussing
the Contraceptive Bill, with no national policy yet in place. 

The Association had not expected to see the same level of
public support for its fundraising drive but yet again in 1977
this rose by 20% to £45,140 , as outlined in its Annual Report.

There seems little doubt now that the level of fund raising
will always be influenced by the level of activity and
services provided by the Association and it is hardly likely
at this stage that the people of Galway will lose confidence
in the Association and react unfavourably to our appeals.
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Dóchas Newsletter, 1978: Official
opening of Child Training Centre.



The Western Health Board's allocation of £70,800 in 1977,
a substantial increase, meant that the Association's work was
finally being truly recognised in practical terms. This was
due in no small measure to the influence of Éamonn
Hannan, CEO of the Western Health Board, who was said
to have had an unfaltering commitment to the Association's
work. Another key factor was that in addition to the salaries
of the five teachers at St Joseph's School, covered by the
Department of Education, the Department also provided a
grant of £10,030 that year towards the training and
instruction at St Joseph's Training and Activation Centre
(the Workshop), as outlined in the Annual Report. "This
grant represents a very significant contribution to the work
of the Centre which is one of a number of pilot schemes now
recognised by the Department throughout the country." 

St Oliver's Child Training Centre in Tuam had been
experiencing increasing pressure by this time due to children
reaching the upper age limit. It was decided to increase the
accommodation numbers to 15, to recruit additional staff
and to extend the premises. In Glenamaddy, the completion
of alterations and the addition of toilet facilities (by
voluntary labour) allowed for the opening of the Dóchas
Child Training Centre during 1977. The official opening
was performed by Tom Hussey TD, Minister of State for the
Department of Agriculture on 1 October. The Glenamaddy
branch had campaigned for a special school for moderately
handicapped children in the area but this was not sanctioned
by the Department of Education, which decided to site the
school in the nearby town of Castlerea. 

A centralisation of services in the county for the growing
'number of severely handicapped individuals who have
additional handicaps' would be required, according to the
Annual Report for that year. To cater for this need, the

Association had agreed, at the request of the Brothers of
Charity, to give its full support to the development of Phase
2 at Clarinbridge. In addition, the future development of
group homes was a priority. The wishes of parents would be
taken fully into account in the preparation of all plans, stated
the Annual Report and, with this in mind, a Social Worker
was to be employed by the Association to liaise with and
listen to parents. New branches had started in Abbeyknock-
moy, Ballygar, Carna/Cill Chiaráin, Coiste na nOileáin
(serving Béal a' Daingin, Leitir Mór and Leitir Mealáin), and
another recently formed branch was the Kilconnell branch.
In various parts of the county, branches had also been visited
by Ita and Ornesto Antonio from Galway, who showed some
films of their own experiences. Their 'most unselfish and
enlightened' approach was praised by the Association.

In 1978, Association Secretary, Michael Kennedy,
announced he was moving on to the job of County
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Development Officer in Longford. He later recalled that he
was happy to have had achieved some targets, while others
yet remained to be realised.

When I left, many problems had yet to be confronted −
services for adults, the future of St Joseph's School and,
in particular, the role of what was later to become the
John Paul Centre in Ballybane. Someone better equipped
than me would have to deal with these problems.

During the year, the Association took out a lease on
Blackrock House, Salthill, a vacant property belonging to
the Presentation Sisters. This building had been brought to
the attention of the Association by one of their Order, Sister
Columbanus, an active member of the Tuam Association
who also sat on the Board, and taught art in the School.
Blackrock House was opened the following year, following

refurbishment. One of the parents, Eileen Molloy,
recounted that her son Séamus was the first person to open
the door. “Séamus was initially supposed to go to Dublin.
We got the two letters together, one from Blackrock House
and another to go to Dublin. We were delighted to send
him to Blackrock.” 

The facilities included a hostel for moderately disabled
young adults who attended the training centre, and a crisis
and relief service. Áine Murphy, the night nurse at the time,
remembered the large play area in the basement, the separate
boys and girls' dormitories upstairs, the kitchen, the common
sitting room, and the dining room where staff also joined the
teenagers for meals.

In addition to this new development, the Chairman,
Peadar Burns, informed the 1978 AGM that a house had
also been rented in Tuam for use as an Occupational
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Therapy Unit for young adults. He wished the Association's
Secretary/Administrator well in his new job in Longford.
Michael Kennedy's zeal had been instrumental in securing
the expansion of the Association's services to the whole of
County Galway. His loss was described as a serious blow, and
he was thanked for his dedication and contribution during
the previous five years. He was succeeded by Tadhg Nagle
who was appointed as Director of Services. 

In 1978, the Western Health Board increased its funding
from £82,800 to £114,700. The Health Board's
recognition of the role of the Association was further
exemplified by its sanction of a capital grant of £25,000
towards the cost of opening the hostel (training centre) at
Blackrock House and the development of two houses by
James Stewart Ltd at Rockfield Park, Galway. A further
£25,000 had been granted by the Department of Health
under a Job Creation Scheme, together with grants
totalling £1,462 to St Joseph's School Management Board,
and a grant of £17,549 towards the costs of running the St
Joseph's Training and Activation Centre.

With the increase in services around the county came also
the rise in administrative staff numbers. A Social Worker had
been employed, as promised, to augment the same kind of
service provided to the Association by the Brothers of
Charity in Galway City. The employment of an additional
Social Worker would lead to a better support service for
parents and children in Portumna and Carraroe, explained
Anne O'Connor, the first Social Worker who remained with
the Association for three years.

Rockfield Park was being developed and the Galway
Association managed to secure two semi-detached
houses which they developed into a residential facility.
So I was there during all that time and would have been

visiting all the families telling them about the prospect
of residential care, and people were looking forward to
this: people who had written quite a lot of letters, and
they were getting quite desperate, especially some of the
older parents. 
[...] We weren’t going in taking children away or doing
anything to do with the courts or anything like that. We
were very accepted, and I'd nearly go so far to say that
they looked forward to our visits, because we would sit
and we would talk about everything and other problems
within the family. A daughter may have had a baby;
somebody had been in court, those sorts of things. I
think it helped families to be able to talk about those
other things because they were in that state of mind in
dealing with a person with a mental handicap. 

Securing residential facilities has always remained a difficulty.
On the other hand, families who cared for a severely disabled
child, no matter how stressful, found it difficult to entrust
their child to the system. When Leona Parnell, aged seven, was
offered a residential service by the Association, it was hard for
Betty Parnell to let her daughter go. “The first weekend she
came home, she was so pale and so drawn it was hard to give
her back but I am glad to say it was the best decision I made.”

Peadar Burns also informed the 1978 AGM that they
looked forward to the opening of Phase 1 of Ballybane by
the Sisters of Charity which, he hoped, would relieve some
pressure on the Association. Looking back on his fourth year
as Chairman, he reminded the meeting that there was much
more talk, and much more accurate statistics available when
it came to cattle and sheep herds than there was about
human beings. In this, the International Year of the Child,
he said, would it not be too much to ask legislators to tackle
the problems of the mentally handicapped?
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[...] a comprehensive policy taking full account of the
overall needs of the mentally handicapped should be a
priority, with all organisations and Government
Departments providing Services, but, to date, there
seems to be no plan, no policy whatever, from the
Department of Health to provide a Service for the
mentally handicapped. We should not have to ask for
this Service − they are entitled to it and, indeed, they
are guaranteed it under the Constitution.

With dedication and earnestness, the problem could be
resolved. Indeed, if they were given sufficient resources by
the State, the voluntary Associations could solve the problem
themselves, he said. A service should be available on demand,
and he was not talking about placing 'mentally handicapped
people in custodial care in Psychiatric Hospitals' but rather
a meaningful 'service that will bring out the best in each
individual irrespective of his or her degree of handicap'. In
concluding his address to the AGM, held in the Hermitage
Hotel in Tuam that year, Peadar Burns called for special
legislation to deal with mental handicap and the Law. In
what must have been a bit of a shock for some, he also said
that there was a need for 'Church Liturgy to be overhauled
to make provision for the mentally handicapped'. 

In calling for a more consistent and enlightened approach
from the Church, Peadar Burns was giving vent to the anger
and disenchantment felt by several parents because of several
clergymen in the county who reputedly had difficulties
administering Holy Communion. This was because of the
disabled child's incapacity to 'understand' the Sacrament,
according to a parent we interviewed in Loughrea. And she
raised her eyebrows: "How much does any seven or eight year
old understand?" Her own child had experienced no
problems and indeed had made his First Holy Communion

in the Cathedral in Galway. The children were extremely
fond of Bishop Casey in particular. "You could be certain
that he was at every Nativity Play (in St Joseph’s School)
every year and he had a rapport between himself and the
children; it was marvellous to see."

A Mountbellew member we interviewed also had heard of
children with intellectual disabilities being refused the
sacraments. As a devoted Catholic she must have found that
quite upsetting herself ?

No, it never entered our horizon. You see, we were so
brainwashed into understanding and accepting certain
norms and criteria by our Mother Church that these
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severely handicapped children would have been treated
as less than human. You would have heard some awful
nicknames put upon them like the village idiot . . . or
the imbecile.

A much kinder byword used was God's Special Children, or
the Irish-language version, Duine le Dia, i.e. a holy person
(Dineen’s dictionary). Another person we interviewed was
a Ballinasloe member who gave many years of voluntary
service to the Association and served on the Board. He had
personal experience of this injudicious approach, when his
own parish priest had to comply with Bishop Browne's
refusal to allow his son receive First Holy Communion. The
child, with Down syndrome, had been prepared in St Hilda’s
in Athlone. All he knew, said his father, was the critical part
− how to put out his tongue. The parish priest informed the
child’s mother that he had asked the Bishop. "What did the
Bishop say?" she asked. "Well, he said no." 

When it came to it, I had a brother a priest that time.
He was in England and he was coming home. [...] So we
got him done up and as it happened I had two nieces
home from America and we had a big, big night with
my brother giving him Holy Communion. After that
the parish priest never asked how did we get on. He was
constrained, too, you see.

Now in its 15th year, the Association was in a position to
provide services for moderate and severely disabled children
in the county through its network of Child Training
Centres. A significant development at the time, the Centres
had been set up in close proximity to local communities,
offering day care services to children who could return home
each evening. In addition, they were offered a comprehensive
training programme to encourage independence and to

ensure that “each individual child develops to his or her
maximum capacity”.

With the bulk of teachers’ salaries and school transport
costs covered by the Department of Education, the
Association was in a position to continue improving on
existing services and to develop new services where most
required. In Galway, a Toy Library had been opened by the
City Branch. Provided rent free by the Dominican Sisters,
the Toy Library was situated in Rosary Hall, Dominican
Convent, Taylor’s Hill. It opened for three hours every
second Saturday, with over 300 specially selected toys,
sponsored by businesses, organisations and the people of
Galway. Everything had its use, according to a former
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volunteer. “In those days there was terrible poverty. People
would send us old clothes and old toys and everything had
to be sorted out, what could be used and couldn't be used.”

Services were now being provided by the Sisters of Charity
whose advent was warmly welcomed by the Association,
which noted that since her arrival in Galway, Sr Dolores had
shown a very genuine interest in the needs of the mentally
handicapped. 

With the 1970s now drawing to a close it was time to
reflect on past achievements and future prospects. Looking
back on the Seventies in the chronicle he wrote in 1983, Seán
Conneally referred to the major task of finding enough
money to maintain existing services. This had been achieved
in two ways:

(i) pressurising government to provide sufficient finance
for the Galway Association and (ii) increasing the

amount of voluntary fundraising around the county. 
[...] The Galway Association now has developed to a
major service delivery organisation and, in conjunction
with the Brothers of Charity Services and Sisters of
Charity Services, provides a comprehensive service for
mentally handicapped people in County Galway. The
smiles on the faces of people for whom it was set up to
cater serve as a memorial of the effort of the many
hundreds of voluntary people who helped establish its
present services.

On 16 May, 1980, the Association held its AGM for the
previous year in Killimor. The Chairman, in his address,
lamented the fact that in some areas in the county, adults who
required services 'were living at home with their parents or
relatives, many of whom are elderly and beginning to find the
burden of looking after their mentally handicapped
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dependents more difficult to cope with. A number of crucial
services could not now go ahead due to economic cutbacks by
the government. No sanction had been received to employ
nursing staff for the development at Ballybane, though part
of the complex was ready to be occupied. Phase II of Kilcornan
was no nearer to completion than it had been in 1978, nor had
the Association been given the green light to proceed with its
Day Centres for adults, explained Peadar Burns.

We accept that few services have developed as rapidly as
those for the mentally handicapped over the past
decade, but we must emphasise that these services were
long overdue and that there is still much ground to be
made up (Annual Report 1979).

The voluntary effort over the previous year had been
remarkable, he said, and he thanked everyone in the
Association, its staff, directors, members of the Central
Committee, the officers and members of the 34 branches,
the collectors, and the public in County Galway for their
generosity. He also wished to place on record the
Association's appreciation of the statutory bodies, the
Departments of Health and Education, and the Health
Board which, 'even in this gloomy economic climate,
continue to be most sympathetic towards the needs of the
mentally handicapped.'

The Chairman also referred to the refurbishment of
Blackrock House, on lease from the Presentation Sisters,
which had cost £19,000. An outdoor courtyard had also
been refurbished there at a cost of £27,000, to provide an
Activation Unit for severely disabled persons from the age
of 12 upwards. Mary Timothy, who replaced Ann
Rowlette as Unit Director in 1981, worked for over 20 years
in Blackrock House. She was described by a former volunteer

and Board member as quite an extraordinary person. "The
people in her charge were first and foremost. Everything had
to work for them and their families. She had quite an
extraordinary rapport with the families." 

Short-term Crisis and Relief Intervention was also being
provided here for the parents of children attending the Child
Training Centres in the county, with upwards of 20 children
accommodated monthly on a rota basis at weekends. The
swings and slides in the large play area at the House had been
donated by the Galway branch. Galway Golf Club also took
care of the extensive grounds, much to the delight of Mary
Timothy who said it allowed for the grounds to be used by
the service users at Blackrock House. The Golf Club's
captain, George Herterich, also organised a Golf Day on
behalf of the Association, a fundraiser that afterwards
continued for many years, she said. "And then when we’d
have a bit of a Christmas party (at Blackrock House); we’d
borrow the chairs and the glasses from the Golf Club. There
was that great neighbourly thing." For Mary Timothy,
Blackrock House was a haven to work in at the time. 

The farmer had the land rented, with a cow and a calf
out there and there were horses. And you’d come in, in
the morning, you'd come up the drive and there was a
big dip and when you came to that dip you left the world
behind you, the noise and the traffic and then you’d see
the fox and the pheasant. When we were here up to
1999, the fox would be sitting outside the back window
there, or come up to the front door here, and she'd have
her cubs and she'd take them out here in the lawn. 

An extra classroom was opened in St Joseph's Special School
after the Department sanctioned the reduction in staff-pupil
ratios from 1-12 to 1-10. The Vice-Principal, Ann
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Donoghue, had resigned her position due to a move to
Dublin, and was praised for her interest and dedication to
the School, whose 67 pupils were now being served by a staff
of six teachers and four support staff, including a nurse.

In case people throughout the county thought that the
branches involved themselves only in collecting money from
the public, the Chairman reminded the AGM that the

Association's 34 branches had been involved during the year
in (a) attending regular branch meetings, (b) assisting
families with mentally handicapped persons, (c) educating
the public as to the needs of the mentally handicapped, and
(d) fundraising.

Fundraising receipts once again rose substantially, up 25%
on the previous year, to £57,793. Despite adverse economic
circumstances, said the Chairman, the Association continues
to receive the support of the people of County Galway. 
But all was not rosy. The closing deficit for the year was
£79,734, due to the heavy capital expenditure incurred in
respect of new developments. Operating expenses also
increased substantially from £158,072 to £303,458, with
new Centres accounting for over half that figure. Increased
staff costs, professional support staff and inflation accounted
for the balance. Services had to continue however, and
funding would follow, as one veteran explained: "you
overspend and then you apologise." Being summoned to the
Health Board because of going over budget and taking
consequent abuse from the CEO was no great pleasure, he
said. Nonetheless, the axiomatic principle continued to
prevail for some time to come: 'Better to look for forgiveness
than for permission.'

46 A Caring World Ability West

Eamon Kelly checking bicycle at
St Joseph's Training Centre.



Despite the difficulties making ends meet, Health Board
funding continued to increase, rising to £486,851 in 1980.
After six years chairing the Association, Peadar Burns was
replaced by Tom Garvey, who rose at the AGM to express
admiration for the enormous contribution made by his
predecessor. 

During the past year I have come to realise very clearly
how his conviction and courage, in relation to the rights
of our mentally handicapped, have been such a steadfast
anchor for our ideals. We owe him a great deal of
gratitude.

Tom Garvey also paid tribute to Tadhg Nagle, who was to
leave his position as Director of Services for a new job in
Limerick. He welcomed his successor, Arthur Browne, who
would remain on as Chief Executive for a period of five years
before his departure. Tom Garvey had fulsome praise for the
valuable assistance of the Brothers of Charity, Western Care
and Cork Polio and like his forerunner, thanked the general
public. "They owe us nothing, yet never cease to increase
their support for our work."

The new Pope John Paul Centre II at Ballybane had finally
opened under the Sisters of Charity, and the Association's entire
city Child Training Unit transferred to Ballybane, following
some initial anxiety amongst staff as to the phasing out of this
service. Anxiety too, initially, about who precisely would
benefit from the Centre, as a former administrator explained.

The plight of the severely handicapped was pretty bad
at the time. I remember going to a meeting with the
Sisters of Charity who were supposed to be taking care
of what is now the John Paul Centre, to discover that it
was being designed as a facility which would only be
suitable for mildly handicapped people. I blew my top
at that because the severely handicapped was the need,
which it subsequently became, thank God. 

In Glenamaddy, Dóchas had succeeded in acquiring its own
coach, and a driver was employed. The coach was donated
by the Variety Club in Manchester, following an appeal by
Unit Director, Carmel Kielty, who contacted a well-known
Creggs immigrant, Tom Kilroe (who in 1994 sold his two-
thirds shareholding in Aer Arran to Pádraig Ó Ceidigh and
Eugene O’Kelly). Matt Busby, the former Scottish football
player and Manager of Manchester United, was said to have
been instrumental in securing the bus. He travelled to
Glenamaddy especially for the presentation, which was
hosted by Sean Garvey. 

In Tuam, the first phase of the Occupational Therapy Unit
and Hostel was now in operation, catering for 10 young
adults. The next phase would involve the provision of
residential care.

At Blackrock House, the number of beds had been
maximised at 16, with seven of these assigned to the severely
disabled. Over the year, there had been 272 admissions for
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the programmed relief service and 22 for crisis intervention,
a tremendous achievement, said the new Chairman. During
the months of July and August, the Association had provided
holidays for 82 children and young people at various
locations throughout the country. Many of these were
accompanied by Unit staff, with the help of volunteers.

A disused primary school was made available to the
Association at Kilkerrin, Ballinasloe, by the Franciscan
Brothers, and renovation work began here in September with
the help of AnCo, the Community Youth Training

Programme run by the Department of Labour. Clifden
needed an Occupational Therapy Unit and this was being
closely examined by the Association. So great was the need
that the local branch, with the support of the Irish
Countrywomen’s Association, had already set about
establishing a service for up to 8 people in a small coastguard
cottage in Cleggan. The relentless struggle of the Association
to provide suitable services in the West of Ireland was later
compared by a senior strategist with circumstances across the
water in England, where services, though more advanced,
were perhaps less centred on the social needs of the individual.

England got itself sorted out in terms of community
services by enactment of law and Community Care Acts,
whereas Ireland always did it on a gradual, almost
voluntary basis, and it was very much dependant on
funding. So sometimes the speed of change in Ireland is
quite slow. Having said that, the big difference in
England is that you had a big population of people with
intellectual disability which had become separated
totally from their communities. So even when we were
helping people to move back into the areas they were
born in they really didn’t have much contact. They had
no real role within those communities. Ireland still has
that sort of intimacy, if you like. A lot of our service users
would still live at home so they still have that contact
with their families, and with their local communities. 

The Association's five-year plan, prepared in 1981 in
conjunction with the Health Board, was predicated on the
Association continuing to provide group homes as the need
arose. That same year, four young adults were transferred
from psychiatric care in Ballinasloe to the more appropriate
facility at Blackrock House, as part of a pilot project aided by
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the Health Board. In July, most of the children at the Child
Training Centre at Snipe Avenue transferred to Ballybane. A
pioneer service in its day, it had operated for 12 years, under
the direction of Kathleen Duggan. According to the 1981
Annual Report, "many a tear was shed by parents, children
and staff alike when the service finally transferred." 

With the number of branches in the county now at 38, the
demand and indeed the need for services was becoming all
the more apparent. Because of the growing pressure on
services and inadequate State subvention, fundraising was
fast becoming a critical element of the Association’s
financing. To deal with this and other challenges facing the
Association, Dan Quaid was appointed as Development
Officer to organise the branches and to generate support
within the voluntary sector.

It was realised that the goodwill generated by the
Association's members and staff throughout the region and
beyond should make it possible to avail also of other services
on offer in the community. In Galway, for example, the pool
at Leisureland became available once-weekly to the trainees
at St Joseph's Vocational Training Centre, as did the
gymnasium run by the Presentation Sisters. Roy
Bermingham of Kinvara, whose mother Eilish bussed the

service users to Leisureland and on other outings,
remembered the devilment and banter on these trips. He
accompanied her at times in her minibus and any time she
got a puncture, they had great fun, he said, getting up to
mischief. "They were full of their own importance and they
didn't have a bad bone between them."

Also made available to the residents of the new hostel in
Rockfield Park was the Shantalla Community Centre and the
Galway Lawn Tennis Club. A hostel swap had also been
organised with a group from St Michael's House in Raheny,
Dublin. Summer projects such as this offered a welcome respite
for parents and new experiences for the service users themselves. 

Dan Quaid was also put in charge of developing the CARA
Adult Education Course, a programme introduced some
years previously by St Michael’s house in Dublin. Designed
specifically to assist the community in understanding
disability, the course was geared for families and members of
the community at large, as Dan Quaid explained. 

It was an eight week course and I initially started it in
what is the Galway Mayo Institute of Technology now.
I ran it for 8 weeks, and got tremendous support from
the public; in fact we were oversubscribed in the course.
Then each of those people went back to their own areas
and suddenly decided that they would either set up
something belonging to the Galway Association in those
areas or they would just help with the information-
sharing on disability. 

As part of the CARA programme, transition-year students
from 14 schools in Galway city and county were encouraged
to meet, work and play with teenagers with disabilities. In
Portumna, Betty Houlihan, Unit Director at St Dympna's
CEDC, reported a great interest and awareness in the town
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during the year. "Local school children visit and help out
when possible and sing in the choir at our house Mass each
term. [...] It is encouraging to see that the young people in
the community have such interest and give generously of
themselves where the children of St Dympna's are
concerned."

Important as it was, the CARA educational programme
tended to fall into the background when priorities had to be
balanced and this gave rise to tension from time to time with
the Board.

The Psychology Department under the direction of Sam
Carson continued to provide services throughout the county
in the field of educational, social, intellectual and emotional
assessment so as to guarantee the appropriate placement and
provision of programmes for the service users' needs.

Four full-time social workers were now employed for the
county and the increase from two to four in this department
was due to the transfer of services provided heretofore by
social workers employed by the Brothers of Charity. Other
reasons had to do with the three new centres in Clifden,
Kilkerrin and the pre-school in Ballinasloe, and the
coordination of the Association's crisis and relief work.

The social worker’s liaison with families helped to make
them aware of the services and benefits that were available in
addition to the high level of support and care offered by the
Association, as explained by Pat Kelly, Senior Social Worker:

Parents of young handicapped children are often
overwhelmed by their child's handicap and they
therefore regularly need intensive ongoing support and
counselling to enable them to accept and look after their
handicapped member. [...] The majority of our
handicapped people live at home and attend our
Centres on a daily basis as the philosophy of the
Association is to provide community based services. [...]
Our social workers keep a close liaison with all the local
community support services both statutory and
voluntary to ensure that support and help is always
forthcoming to the handicapped member and his family.
(Annual Report, 1981)

The following year, Eoghan O'Sullivan, the new Chairman,
addressed the Annual General Meeting in Flannery's Hotel,
Galway. He declared that where people with mental
handicap were concerned, the Galway Association was
keeping apace with all developments that emphasise the
dignity, self-expression and autonomy of the individual. The
Association would work for what the handicapped think to
be in their own interest and would assist them plan for their
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own futures. Reflecting on the past 21 years, he said they
were all very indebted to the 'people who showed such
initiative in planning and the setting up of our first services'.
In particular, he paid tribute to Seán Keane who had penned
that initial letter back in 1961 and said it was a notable fact,
also, that the public representative who attended their first
major public meeting on 26 November 1962, Declan
Costello TD, now the Honourable Justice Costello, was
attending the AGM as one of guest speakers.

The setting up of the Galway Branch on that date was
surely an important event as far as the present
Association is concerned. One must pay tribute to all
who have helped, supported and strengthened us during
the intervening 21 years. Those who gave of their time,
talents and energies must be thanked. Look at the
growth of the Association during this time! It developed
from nothing to its present size where it now caters for
so many children and young adults in our 20
community-based services, not to speak of the many
other facilities offered from summer holiday projects to
discos, Speech Therapy to Special Olympics. (Annual
Report 1982)

Like his predecessor, he thanked the various State
departments, the Brothers (and Sisters) of Charity, the
Galway Vocational Education Committee and he spoke well
of the support, encouragement and respect that was
forthcoming from Galway Health Board's Chief Executive
Officer, Éamonn Hannan. From this solid base, he said, "we
must further develop lifelong support for the present and
future generations of the handicapped."

Arthur Browne, Executive Director of Services, had a
special thanks for the people of Galway who in the difficult

economic climate prevailing at the time had made it possible
for the Association to continue providing the existing
services. In addition, he said, the Central Committee
delegates and Branch members, the Task Force and the
various subcommittees and especially the Board of Directors
had been so generous with their voluntary time.

By this time, many of the children served by the
Association since its inception in the 1960s had now become
adults. The Director stated that the organisation took pride
in the fact that the type of community-based service it had
pioneered in the 1970s now served in the 1980s as the model
for other progressive organisations. The essence of this
approach, he reminded the AGM, was its place in the local
community. Also highly successful was another pilot project,
initiated in 1981, which saw 'young mentally handicapped
adults' being transferred from psychiatric institutions in the
county to the community home in Blackrock House,
Salthill. This had now been extended to young adults from
St Patrick's Hospital, Castlerea, in December 1982. 

Already positive signs of success are apparent and these
adults have settled in well and happily in their new
home. Here they are being taught and stimulated with
special individualised training programmes
implemented to enable them to reach the maximum of
their abilities. [...] Great credit is due to all our staff
concerned who are working so hard to make these
projects successful together with the expertise of Dr
Anthony Carroll and Dr Mary Bluett as well as other
Health Board personnel. (Annual Report 1982)

On yet another front, schoolchildren from St Joseph's Special
School who participated in the Special Olympics in 1982
came home with 53 medals. For the first time ever, the
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Galway Association had a child, Bríd Preston, selected for
the Special Olympics in the USA in 1983 (softball
competition). Amongst the participants in the Connacht
Special Olympics were residents from the hostel/ training
unit at 97/98 Rockfield Park, three of whom went on to take
part in the National Special Olympics in Antrim in June
1982. This special programme had benefited all residents on
a personal and social level, outlined the Annual Report, and
great credit was due to the groundwork of Chris Conneally
and the school staff and to Sue Patching and her team, as well
as to Arthur Browne and the professional and administrative
teams for their support and guidance. 

Other centres had also participated in the Special Olympics.
Connemara celebrated the winning of 13 medals at
Claremorris by the children from Tigh Nan Dooley, and the
Sunshine Club Cup had also been presented at Kenny's
Gallery as part of the Galway Advertiser's Christmas Art
competition. In Tuam, four of the trainees at the
Occupational Therapy Unit won eight medals, four rosettes
and a plaque at the Special Olympics, reported Unit
Director, Teresa Kivlehan.

Semi-independent living had become a relatively new
concept in Ireland in the early 1980s and, as Unit Director,
Joanne Heffernan reported in the Annual Report for 1982,
four mentally handicapped adults were now housed at the
newly-rented premises at 64 Rockfield Park:

This project is probably unique in Ireland as it is the first
time to my knowledge that moderately mentally
handicapped adults have been trained and helped
develop all the skills necessary to live in the community
semi-independently. To date the residents are happy and
content in their own home. As this is a pilot project the
level of integration into the community is being assessed
as a research project and the findings will be published
in due course.

Though slow to progress on some fronts, all Vocational
Training Centres reported progress in the area of
socialisation. A new Vocational Training Centre had got
underway in 1982 and was doing well at Kilkerrin,
Ballinasloe. The St Francis Centre, located in a school
donated by the Franciscan Brothers, was managed by
Rosanne Monaghan. Activities included rug making, basic
woodwork, shell crafts, leather crafts, gardening and all
aspects of social training, including outings, shopping,
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Special Olympics
Within the last year the Special Olympic movement for the mentally handicapped has
had a significant impact on our centres. This movement was started by the Kennedy
Foundation in the USA and is now firmly established in Ireland. The Connacht Special
Olympics were held in Claremorris on 13 May, 1982. Teams from all over Connacht took
part in a diverse range of events including gymnastics, track and field events and special
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events, and significant progress was made in training thanks to dedicated and interested
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The big day arrived and after the opening parade and lighting of the torch the serious
competition began. The sun shone all day and in the evening it glistened on the 98 medals
that our competitors took home with them. 

Three of our competitors were picked for the Connacht Team for the National
Olympics which were held in Antrim. Here again the Association met with great success
on the field, and won four medals and a rosette. One of our athletes was honoured with
being picked to represent Ireland in the Special Olympics competition in Baton Rouge,
Louisiana, USA in July, 1983. (Annual Report, 1982)



preparation for meals, table setting, self-help skills and
grooming, outdoor games and physical exercise. The official
opening of the Centre in October 1983, organised by the
Glenamaddy branch and attended by over 200 people, was
performed by the Very Rev. Mathew McCormack, O.S.F.,
with the Archbishop of Tuam, Dr Cunnane, and presided
over by Archdeacon Grant.

In Ballinasloe, a pre-school (Child Training Centre) had
also been opened in March 1982. The first six weeks,

pending State funding, had been run with the help of
voluntary workers from the local branch, at first under the
direction of Carmel Kielty, seconded from the Dóchas Unit.
In September, Marie Claude Dupayrat took up the post
temporarily as director, and was followed in December 1983
by Breda Crehan-Roche. 

Following on the endeavours of the Clifden branch, the
service in Cleggan, Connemara, now under the auspices of
the Galway Association, moved to premises rented from the

Éirim an Iarthair e 1980s 53

Marie Claude Dupayrat assisting
children at the Child Development

Centre in Ballinasloe; ca. 1982.



Mercy Sisters at the former orphanage in Clifden. The
original service had started in 1979 with voluntary helpers.
Mary Beirne (née Lehane) was appointed Unit Director and
David McEwen as Instructor. The building was formally
opened as Críost Linn Vocational Training Centre on 4 June
by Michael Higgins TD, and blessed by the Archbishop of
Tuam, Dr Cunnane and the Right Rev John Duggan, Bishop
of Tuam, Killala and Achonry.

In 1983, psychologist Seán Conneally, who had just
finished his Masters in Leeds, joined his colleague Paul
Cecchetti in the Association. Seán Conneally worked closely
with the head of the Psychology Department, Frances
Smyth, who recalled that they both shared the same
philosophy. 

We were very much in agreement in how we saw things
going forward in terms of trying to have services as
normalised as possible and to maximise people’s
potential and get them out into the community and get
them voluntary work if we couldn’t get paid work. It was
all about normalisation and the whole principle of
people with learning disability actually being a
participating member of the community. So the Galway
Association, if you like, was a newcomer into this area
and was very much the small centre as opposed to the
large institutional service. I suppose it was really offering
a different type of model and one which I thought was
infinitely better than the institutional service.

By this time in the early 1980s, with Ireland experiencing
hard times, the pressure was also impacting on the
organisation. In its own work, the Association was feeling
the strain on human resources, and this was becoming all too
evident, as hinted at in the Annual Report for 1982. 

The backbone of any effective and efficient organisation,
is the 'back room' people engaged in supporting, helping,
advising, counselling both the handicapped and non-
handicapped alike (staff, parents, branch members and
general public), and organising finance to meet day-to-
day running. Although our services have developed
greatly in recent years and the staff to cater for these have
risen from 32 to 112 since 1978, only one of these posts
has been to central administration − a remarkable
phenomenon by any standards.

It was imperative, it continued, that due regard be paid to
the administrative segment of the organisation. This was
also reflected by the expenditure reported by the Finance
Department, which had risen from £158,072 in 1978 to
£1,117,626 in 1983. Such growth was placing severe
pressure on central administration, reported Michael
Dooley, Assistant Director of Finance. Over time, however,
owing to the organisation’s growth, the much-needed
increase in staff numbers and responsibilities would lead to
other problems, according to office staff who reminisced on
their role in the early 1980s.

The Galway Association always allowed you to get on
with your work, without someone looking over your
shoulder; you took on a good bit of responsibility
yourself. When we started, there was much more of a
family atmosphere, we all knew each other, we knew
service users; now we could go into the office in the
morning and never see each other all day, apart from
maybe in the canteen at lunch. We feel as though we’ve
lost touch with staff. It’s important for us to meet service
users, but we just don’t have the time now. When there
were only a few of us in the office, we could all help
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answer each other’s phone queries, that’s impossible now
as the work is much more individualised, nearly
everyone has their own office and you only deal with
your own area of work.

On the other hand, according to staff, the Association was
one of the first employers to introduce job-sharing in the
early 1980s, long before anywhere else. There was much
more flexibility for staff than in other larger organisations,
and family needs were accommodated. 

In 1983, the Association celebrated its 21st anniversary.
The need for additional staff was emphasised once more,
however tactfully, because of the strain on financial
resources. And there were other problems. Government
cutbacks were now impinging on the Association's efforts to
maintain its high level of services. The Health Board's
subvention on the one hand had surpassed one million
pounds, yet virtually no resources were being made available
for the provision of additional services such as hostel
facilities and homes. To make matters worse, the year 1982
had closed with a large deficit of £231,751.

The 1980s have been regarded in retrospect as a time of
recession in Ireland, with mass unemployment and rising
emigration. In order to secure government funding for
capital projects, the Association was compelled to raise half
the cost in order to qualify for funding. The Director's report
for 1983, while recognising the increased support from the
State, lamented the severe restrictions imposed on spending,
which in turn was having an adverse effect on the
Association's development.

Unless there is an immediate and considerable increase
of revenue to allow new services to start, our Association,
like similar organisations are already planning in other

parts of the country, will have to cut back on services, cut
out weekend relief services and eventually have to close
down altogether. This would be a disaster and we will
work hard with the statutory authorities to avoid it at all
costs. It must always be remembered that any civilised
society is judged on the way it looks after its weakest
members (Annual Report 1983).

Despite the economic hardship, the site belonging to the
Association at Snipe Avenue now accommodated three
services: Education, Training and Work, described as "a
situation many are trying to achieve." The latest addition at
the complex, Snipe Industries, which opened in 1983, went
on to produce garden furniture, novelty headboards for
children's bedrooms ('Sleepy Heads'), high chairs, laboratory
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equipment for schools, and soft toys, serving markets in
Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Sligo, Longford and Athlone. By
1985 the workforce had grown to 23, reported Ger Reaney,
who took over as Manager of Snipe Industries after Billy
Clarke's retirement. Billy Clarke was given a grand send-off
by friends and staff, and especially by the trainees who had
been under his charge. At the retirement party, he was
handed many gifts including a voucher for a trip, as recorded
in Pauline McEwen's poignant poem, 'Half Way to Nowhere.' 

Large hands and fumbling voices, 
Bore gifts they knew little about
But above them, eyes, so often vacant
Shone out towards a friend
Idly holding a voucher
for his trip
Going 'half-way to Somewhere'
They could never pronounce
They just knew
Their Billy was leaving
It was the 
Why?
They did not understand.
(From: 'Retirement of Billy Clarke', 18-7-84): 

Another new project aided by the Franciscan Brothers was
the horticultural venture at Ballyglunin, near Tuam.
Following the closure of their farm at Ballyglunin, and the
redeployment of his Brothers, Brother Superior, Mathew
McCormack, Mountbellew, wanted to see the continued use
of the vacant monastery grounds. He handed over the
monastery buildings together with the gardens to the
Association for its use. The three-acre site, situated near
Abbeyknockmoy, had a walled-in garden which proved very

suitable for the horticultural project, which started out
under the auspices of the St Francis Vocational Training
Centre, Kilkerrin. The pilot project offered the trainees from
this Centre and from the Tuam Occupational Therapy Unit
a variety of skills including planting, caring, harvesting and
marketing of the produce. By 1985, Ballyglunin was
supplying fruit and vegetables to the local centres at TEAM,
Cedar Court and St Francis. A considerable amount of
vegetables was also sold to supermarkets in Tuam, reported
Project Leader, John Joyce.

The other Special Employment Centre outside of Galway
City was located in the town of Tuam. This development
was in response to the Association's Policy and Planning
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Report 1981, and was designed to cater for young men and
women who finalised their training at Snipe Avenue. The
Tuam Employment Centre (TEAM Products) opened its
doors on 19 November 1984 in a building leased from the
IDA. Consisting of three cluster units covering an area of
900 square metres, the building had been refurbished to
include an office and reception area, a canteen and suitable
toilet and washing facilities for the employees and staff.
Training was given in the use of leather-cutting presses,
riveting machines, and in the assembly of leather belts, pot
plant holders, purses and other leather products. By the
following year, TEAM Products had become the sole
supplier of leather goods to the Scout Association of Ireland,
the Catholic Boy Scouts of Ireland and the Irish Girl Guides.

At the end of 1984, annual expenditure on services had
mounted to £1.6 million. With funding from the Western
Health Board reaching £1.3 million, this left a large deficit
of £300,000.

Addressing the Association's 1985 AGM in the West Park
Hotel, Portumna, the Chairman, Peadar Burns, expressed his
concern that in a time of scarce resources, people with mental

handicap may be the first to suffer. He called on the
Department of Health to release what he called realistic
funding, otherwise the Association would be forced to
introduce drastic cutbacks in its services. 

It is the experience of people providing services for
people with mental handicap that even in good times
our special people, in some instances, did not fare well.
That is borne out by the fact that so many people with
mental handicap found their way into public wards of
our district mental hospitals.

In 1985, following the departure of Arthur Browne, Peadar
Burns was to become Acting Director of Services for the
period September 1985 to February 1988. The year 1985
also saw the introduction of the Home Sharing Scheme,
organised by the Association's Social Worker, Mary Hearne.
The programme was modelled on the Breakaway respite
service in Dublin, an innovative scheme which allowed for
young people requiring a respite break to be accommodated
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by a Host Family, duly recruited and trained by the
Association, as Margaret Murray, Social Worker, explained.

In the first year we hoped to place eight children who
were used to having respite breaks. Parents were used to
having their children going into a staffed respite centre,
so entrusting them to people in the community was
quite a step. We actually placed 13 as the recruitment
campaign proved very successful. 

In 1985, the Association began implementing the
recommendations of the Policy and Planning Committee’s
report on Branch Revitalisation. Regional Meetings would
now replace the Central Committee Meetings. In his new
role as acting Director of Services, Peadar Burns commented
that "branches must not be looked upon as merely
fundraisers," and the new Regional structure would go a long
way in involving them more within the Association, as it
allowed for the division of the county into four regions. This
facilitated the organisation of meetings and allowed them to
focus on local issues, as explained by Dan Quaid, the
Association’s Development Officer at that time.

Over a period of two years you got the attendance up at
these meetings, with much more involvement, and easy
accessibility. Information sharing was excellent. It was
flowing both ways and then we started getting a
tremendous increase in numbers at the AGM each year
and the AGM then had a chairperson speaking from
each of those regions. They had a five-minute
contribution to make as to what their region had done
that year, and their plans for the following year. So from
that point of view, we got a very big increase in
membership between parents and friends of parents and
family members who became active in the organisation. 

The Laurel Park group home in Galway, the first of its kind
to be funded by the Department of the Environment, was
opened in November 1985. At the official opening on 19
September 1986, John Boland, TD, Minister for the
Environment, stated that the Department would take on
board constructive proposals made by the Association
concerning the specifications for such group homes when
the technical standards were being reviewed.

At the 1986 AGM, Peadar Burns welcomed the guest
speaker, Father Kilcoyne, who gave a varied talk about the
importance of compassion, love and dignity within the
parish. There was a real temptation and a real danger, he said,
that clergymen like himself and others who don't have
immediate contact with a mentally handicapped child, may
be inclined to label the child as merely handicapped. "We are
also inclined to think that this child is also emotionally
handicapped – that if the brain is damaged then the heart is
damaged, that if a child has limited ability to grasp mentally
and intellectually certain things in this life, so also is their
ability to learn through love limited and this isn't true." 

Father Kilcoyne then went on to speak of the need for the
mentally handicapped to be fully admitted to the
sacraments, "it's a reluctance that is there, which needs to be
faced and talked about." He mentioned a case he experienced
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where a priest refused to give communion to a child in the
parish with mental handicap. After persistent efforts by the
mother the priest gave in and allowed the child to receive
Communion. The child took the bread, broke it and shared
it with his mother. The priest then realised that nothing
could be more natural and that he had been depriving the
child of his sacramental rights. 

In his address, Peadar Burns, referring once more to the
rumours of pending cutbacks, "although one cannot imagine
where there is room for cutbacks in services for people with
mental handicap." The Association was giving a good and

cost-effective service, he said, and a realistic rethink of
funding by the government was called for. The first to fall
victim to the cutbacks was Ballyglunin. No money was
available to fund the new greenhouses, heating systems, and
hostel accommodation that was needed to make the venture
viable. This project therefore had to be suspended for the
time being.

Residential accommodation for children and adults, on
the other hand, remained a high priority. The adult
residential programme had expanded during 1986, with an
independent group home at Ballinafoyle, Galway, and a
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hostel in Tuam. The Residential Subcommittee's report had
been adopted by the Board, and Daiden Ó hEocha and Ann
Donovan were thanked for their input and enlightened
approach. With more service users requiring residential
placement due to ageing parents, the provision of additional
residential accommodation had now become a key priority.
In response, two purpose-built group homes funded by the
Department of the Environment were constructed in 1986,
one in Kilkerrin, and the other at Seacrest, Galway. 

The recession was not impacting too badly on Snipe
Industries, however, as the production of newly-designed
items at Snipe Industries had generated a retail income of
£30,000 for the Sleepy Heads novelty range of children's
headboards in 1986. This production, under Jo Nathaway’s
supervision, came at a good time due to the declining market
for soft toys and the inability of the workforce to operate the
high-powered sewing machines. An air compressor and
staple guns were now used in the upholstering process. The
production of high and low chairs designed for babies had
led to other new processes, including dip-painting,
knockdown furniture for easy-assembly, and Moses baskets.

For TEAM Products, the highlight of the year proved to
be the visit by RTE's outside broadcast unit filming for the
'Off Yer Brush' show. A visit to Shannon Industrial Estate had
also been organised for the staff, to see other manufacturing
systems at work. TEAM Products continued to produce a
variety of leather goods, including dog leads and collars, gun
belts, fishing bags, reel cases, elbow and knee patches, etc.

Elsewhere, staff were struggling to cope in difficult
circumstances. In Glenamaddy, conditions at the Dóchas
Child Education and Development Centre in Glenamaddy
were less than satisfactory, according to a letter written by its
Unit Director in April. In her note to the Director of

Services, Arthur Browne, who had left the Association since
30 September 1985, Carmel Kielty referred to lack of space
and overcrowding, dampness and condensation, and
flooding at the gates, with children having to be physically
lifted across the wall.

I feel that the handicapped are entitled to an appropriate
and comfortable environment which would enable them
to have a meaningful life [...] Listed above are the
particular problems we are encountering. We endeavour
to do the best job possible given the limitations of the
plant. I would personally ask the people who are
responsible for decision-making to consider the urgency
of our needs for a new centre as soon as possible.

For Maureen Lyons, the official opening on 28 June 1986 of
St Dympna's CEDC purpose-built premises became an
emotional milestone that she and others had long worked for.
From the day her daughter Geraldine first attended the
National School more than 13 years previously, she had come
to realise that special schooling would be needed. "I kept
hounding them for a Centre in Portumna because I knew
there was a need for it." A proud moment, too, for unit director
Betty Houlihan who had devoted so many years to the welfare
of the children and to their integration in the community since
the initial pioneering care unit project in 1974. 

Frances Smyth, Senior Psychologist since 1984 after Sam
Carson's departure, reported in 1986 that the Community
Linc Scheme was continuing to grow. This was a scheme, she
said, that aimed to foster the development of friendships and
relationships between people with mental handicaps and
non-handicapped peer volunteers. Because of the scheme,
she said, many more handicapped people were now enjoying
regular social contacts and opportunities to broaden their
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leisure and recreational interests. The year before, she had
explained the philosophy underlying this programme.

People with handicaps should have access to the same
facilities and range of experiences as we all enjoy. Their
needs are similar to our own − for a home, for contact with
family members, for friendships and relationships, for
meaningful activity, for fulfilling leisure and social interest
and for personal development. (Annual Report 1985)

The year 1986 was also described by Suzanne Keane of the
Speech Therapy Department as the Year of Lámh, a practical
sign-language communication method. 

By 1987, the Association was providing services for over 300
children and adults. In his final year as Acting CEO, Peadar
Burns described this as a very grave responsibility. "We are
looking at schooling, training, employment and a home
situation when parents are no longer able to look after their
child." Blackrock House had now been transformed into a
day-training centre, and its residents, some of whom had
lived there for eight years, moved in March to their two new
homes at 67, Seacrest and Clochatuisce on Dr Mannix Road.
What was unique about this move, as outlined in Kevin
Whelan's chronicle of the Association, was that 

the clients were not shunted off to some remote part of
the county, but to residences in the very heart of tourist
thronged Salthill. It should be noted that neither home
could have been started without the assistance of the
Department of the Environment and Galway
Corporation, to whom the Galway Association was
most grateful. It should be remembered, too, that this
was one of the worst years of the '80s recession, a time
of cutbacks and "rationalisation" yet still the Galway
Association managed to maintain the very highest
standards in care. 

Éirim an Iarthair e 1980s 61

Lámh
The Language Alternative for Mentally Handicapped
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In a new initiative, the Board of the Association appointed
staff members Frances Smyth, Senior Psychologist and Sue
Patching, Manager of the Vocational Training Centre, to the
Board for a period of one year. Annie Nolan joined the
Board, replacing Eoghan O’Sullivan. A member of the
Galway City branch, she later served as Chairman of the
Board. Another group home opened in Abbeytrinity, Tuam.
In spite of the recession and cutbacks, the development of
services continued through the innovative use of projects
funded through European Social Fund grants, wrote Tom
Hogan, who became the Association's next Chief Executive
Officer, in February 1988. Annual expenditure had exceeded
£2.1 million in 1987.

At Blackrock House, the person in charge of coordinating
the Action Research project (a three-year programme
funded by the European Social Fund and coordinated by the
National Rehabilitation Board) was Paul Cecchetti, a
psychologist who had joined the Association in 1981. Their
brief, in summary, was to show that people with severe
mental handicaps have the capacity to engage in open
employment. Paul Cecchetti was also the Holiday Project
Coordinator and wrote:

In our haste to provide educational or vocational
training to learners with handicaps throughout the year,
it is easy to overlook or underestimate the importance
of constructive leisure time activities and the
relationships they promote. After all, it's the
relationships which develop as a direct result of leisure
activities which make leisure time meaningful and
valuable to us all.
Most of us, those with handicaps included, enjoy
recreational and leisure activity because such activities
represent a social occasion, a chance to be a part of it
(whatever it is!). Leisure activities are something to do
in the company of others we like, enjoy or admire. For a
person with a mental handicap, the relationships
promoted through such activities are exactly the same.
Many people experience an excitement and sense of
belonging which can occur in no other circumstance.
(Annual Report 1987)

The summer of 1988 saw frantic activity, with preparations
underway for the move from Forster Street to the new Head
Office at The Halls, Quay Street, Galway. The same summer
saw the introduction on a phased basis of individual
computers and word processors for staff. 

A shocking revelation by Brother Thomas O'Grady O.H.,
guest speaker at the AGM that year, was that some 5,000
people in Ireland with severe and profound mental handicap
did not qualify for European Social Funding or any funding.
The National Association, he said, had established a working
party to focus on their needs. Tom Garvey from the New
Inn Branch responded to say that this figure was frightening.
"There are a number of such cases in County Galway that
the Association is aware of." Brother Thomas O'Grady also
called for continued partnership and a structured
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coordination between agencies and for the Association's
values and experience gained over the years to be retained
and recorded. Tom Garvey concurred, and stressed, among
other things, that 

The question of providing training, employment,
occupation, residence and every facet of adult life,
particularly as life expectancy increases for middle aged
and old adults, need to be addressed. The task is huge
and will not be solved without a lot of extra work being
done to convey the enormity of it to public
representatives and Departmental officials. (Annual
Report 1988)

It turned out to be a year marked by further Government
cutbacks and a difficult one for the Association's new Chief
Executive, Tom Hogan. A year, described by him, of
consolidation, retrenchment and cutbacks which curtailed
the ability of the Association to respond to the ever-
increasing service needs. Operating costs had also increased
from £2.181m to £2.266m. Tom Hogan lamented the
departure of one of the most formidable figures of the
Association, Bosco McDermott. "His wise counsel on many
issues will be missed." 

But another wise counsel had arrived. One day in 1988,
Dan Quaid, the Association's Development Officer, received
a phone call from Billy Pope, a retired Manager of Sun
Alliance Insurance, Galway. Billy Pope had heard of the new
group home in Seacrest and wanted to help. Dan Quaid
described him as a man of many talents who was totally
committed to the community. "I did not know for quite a
while what motivated him. We became great friends." Billy
Pope later set up the first active retirement association in
Knocknacarra, the first in Galway. Twenty years later, the

number of retirement associations all over Galway had risen
to about 36. Billy Pope wanted to help prepare the local
community for the new group home in Seacrest, and Dan
Quaid explained his novel approach at the time. 

The first thing we got going was a flyer that we put into
every single house in Seacrest, because things had gone
wrong before when the Western Health Board had tried
to start up a Mental Health Service in the area. Billy
decided he would have a Strawberries and Cream day.
He wanted bunting all over the place; the house was to
be a gift to the Community. He had the whole place
decorated. He had the Mayor invited to open it with
great festivity and atmosphere. I can still remember
young mothers coming down with small kids and having
a look at the house. 
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Now, the residents were not there that day (they
generally went home at weekends). He did not want
any of the residents of the house to have their space
invaded. A couple of months after that he organised a
Bring a Plant Day, because the place was being
landscaped. People could come and put their claim on
the place and show their support by bringing a plant or
a shrub, and all those were planted in the place and he
tagged them with people’s names at the time. He was a
tremendous character.

The same kind of positive feedback was reported in connection
with the Tuam group home, which hosted a neighbourhood
Mass at No. 5 Abbeytrinity. The Mass, attended by families,
friends and immediate neighbours, proved to be a great setting
for introducing the neighbours, reported Martina Kelly, Unit
Director in the Annual Report in 1988. 

A resounding success during this period was the continued
expansion of the five Child Education and Development
Centres in Ballinasloe, Tuam, Portumna, Carraroe and
Glenamaddy. A multidisciplinary team worked with children
on programmes to improve cognitive skills, language,
expressive and receptive, fine and gross motor and self-help
skills, practical life skills. Physiotherapy, hydrotherapy,
educational rhythmics (music and dance) and painting were
also provided. Breda Crehan-Roche, Unit Director at St
Teresa’s CEDC, Ballinasloe, also introduced an Integration
Programme, with children attending a local Preschool one
morning a week, and one child attending the local National
School one afternoon a week for social training. Breda
Crehan-Roche later represented staff on the Board, and went
on to become the Chief Executive Officer of the Association.
Dan Quaid recalled her input over the years.

I would have known Breda in her capacity as the Unit
Director in Ballinasloe and Breda would always have put
the people attending that centre and their families to the
front. I know exactly where she is coming from and I am
delighted to see her now as Chief Executive of the
organisation because I think she is contributing
enormously towards all values that I would consider very
important. I think Breda is one for advancing staff and also
for knitting the voluntary sector with the administrative
organisation and moving the whole lot forward. 

Steady progress was being made with the Blackrock House
project, now known as the Intogal Project (Integration into
Galway). Frances Smyth, Senior Psychologist, reported that
in August 1988 a paper outlining the progress had been
presented to the 8th World Congress of the International
Association for the Scientific Study of Mental Deficiency in
Dublin. The Association, in conjunction with the Brothers
of Charity and Sisters of Charity, had also begun to collate a
database of all persons with a mental handicap in Galway.

The success of the Child Education and Development
Centres was attributed to the total commitment at the outset
of people such as Mary Timothy whom Tom Garvey, former
Chairman of the Association, described as a pioneer in the
training of the severely handicapped. 

In 1989, the Association learned that the criteria for future
inclusion in the European Social Fund had been modified,
to the detriment of the Association's clients. This called for
a heightened sense of urgency. The Association's deficit for
1989 came to £100,000 and would have been five times that
figure but for the receipts from the European Social Fund
and other income, according to the Review of 1989
presented at the AGM at the Ardilaun Hotel, Galway.
Funding from the Western Health Board, now nearing two
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million pounds, had declined in real terms: "We warmly
appreciate their support and cooperation in the provision of
services," outlined the Annual Report, which also regretted
the considerable waiting list of high priority cases in need of
residential provision. 

Here, again, the branches were called upon to bridge the
gap, as a former development officer explained to us:

There were good relationships at the time through the
Western Health Board Programme Manager, Stephen
O’Donoghue. He was very supportive to the
Association in what it was trying to manage but the
plans were to meet growing needs and of course money
generally from the State follows rather than comes in
advance. So in a sense Board members would be sticking
their necks out and would be very dependent on
fundraising to get things started and then to start
applying for subsequent funding.

A new sheltered employment centre, Firefly Viswear, was set
up at Ballybane Industrial Estate, Galway to accommodate
the graduates from St Joseph’s Training Centre. This project
was funded to some extent with the help of Jack
Cunningham of the Galway/Salthill Rotary Club. The
product range was varied, concentrating mainly on the
manufacture of high-visibility garments and accessories, and
customised tool bags. Principal customers included the ESB,
Airport Police, RTE, Galway County Council, Galway
Corporation, Civil Defence Units and Fire Services and
many retail outlets nationwide.

At the end of the year, Chris Conneally, who had been
involved with St Joseph’s School since its foundation, retired
as Principal, though she remained on the Board of the

Association for a further eight years. Chris Conneally was
held in very high esteem by staff and parents alike. Her sincere
dedication and unassuming manner impressed all around her,
as Anne O'Connor, a former social worker, recalled:

The Galway Association are a great bunch of people,
they are a very dedicated staff and they did well above
and beyond what their working day really was. Chris
Conneally for example, she was fantastic. She was the
Head Teacher in the School for people with moderate
disability, and she used to run a disco on a Thursday
night, it was the highlight for those young people who
couldn’t go to an ordinary Disco. They always loved
music and Chris had a great bunch of volunteers, a lot
of them Leaving Cert students and college students who
danced with the service users.
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Despite funding difficulties, service developments continued
during 1990. A new group home was opened in Tuam and a
purpose-built group home was constructed in Sandyvale,
Galway, to replace a rented premises. Work finally
commenced on the construction of a new Child Education
and Development Centre in Glenamaddy. 

This was a proud moment for the Glenamaddy branch
which had campaigned long and hard for this Centre, having
coped in difficult circumstances over the years. The original
building, a three-roomed house, had been made available for
a minimum rent by Brogan’s Bakery in 1977, and was
renovated with help from the community. Mary and John

Collins recalled that their child Nora was just four when she
first attended the Centre. The progress over the years would
not have been possible but for the great spirit of people in
Glenamaddy, who always clubbed together, said Mary Collins. 

During the summer, plans for the new St Joseph’s School
were agreed and submitted for planning approval, according
to the Annual Report, which also commented on the
importance of the branches and an enthusiastic staff.

They assist in linking with local communities, in the
integration of our services, and in fund-raising. We are
deeply appreciative of the work of the officers and members
of our Branches throughout the county. The Association
is fortunate in having a dedicated and committed staff team
who share our aspiration of providing high quality services
to our clients and their families.

In June, the Association’s new factory, Firefly Viswear, began
with the production of clothing products at Ballybane
Industrial Estate. The construction of the factory had been
financed with funds raised by Galway/Salthill Rotary Club,
and by the Association’s participation in Rehab Lotteries.
Michael Bruton replaced Dr Emer McHale on the Board as
a nominee of the Western Health Board, and he, in turn, was
succeeded by Dr Marita Glacken, Michael Moran and
Elizabeth Healy, each of whom were remembered as having
made a unique and valuable contribution. The
representation on the Board of the Association had begun
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with Stephen O’Donoghue (Programme Manager for
Special Hospital Care) joining the Board of Directors in
1977. The Health Board’s Chief Executive Officer, Éamonn
Hannan had liaised with the Association since the
establishment of the Western Health Board in 1971. Fearing
a conflict of interest, this level of involvement with the
Association was eventually phased out in 2002. The WHB’s
subvention for the year came to over two million but the
year-end accounts for the Association showed a deficit of
over £410,000. Most of the Association’s increased services
in the past few years had been developed on a sanctioned but
non-funded basis, according to the Annual Report for 1990.
“This has caused a severe drain on our funds and is
unsustainable in the future.” 

In 1991, Tom Garvey had taken over again as Chairman.
For the second time in a decade, he thanked his predecessor,
Peadar Burns, for his drive, humanity and dedication over
the years, and congratulated him on the honour of being
appointed a life member of the National Association for the
Mentally Handicapped of Ireland. 

On May 30, the Association hosted the Connaught
Region Special Olympics in Tuam, organised under the
chairmanship of Therese King with the help of Tuam Branch
members. In July, three Galway Association students
participated in the World Special Olympics in Minneapolis,
America, bringing home four gold medals, one silver and one
bronze. The athletes who brought much pride to the Galway
Association were Therese Feeney (gymnastics), P.J. Farrell
(soccer), and Marguerite Fahey (bowling). Marguerite was
also awarded the Connacht Tribune / First National
Building Society Sports Personality of the Month for July.

A very positive development in 1991 was the Supported
Employment Scheme, which allowed for trainees to be

supported in a regular job, initially by staff from their specific
training centre and ultimately by a colleague at the place of
work. The scheme was operated in Galway City and Portumna.

In Glenamaddy, the Dóchas Child Education and
Development Centre, which had been operating for many
years in rented premises, finally moved in November to the
newly completed unit. In Galway, the new principal of St
Joseph’s School, Breda Dolan, had been spearheading a
spirited campaign in the early 1990s for the construction of
an appropriate school building. Following renewed lobbying
by the school’s Board of Management, by parents, staff, and
the Galway Association, hopes were raised. 

On 29 November, St Joseph’s School received a visit from
the President of Ireland, Mary Robinson, which helped
further boost the prospects for the new school. Soon
afterwards, the Department of Education invited tenders to
build a new St Joseph’s School at Thomas Hynes Road,
Newcastle, Galway. The site had been purchased by the
Association from Galway Corporation. By the end of 1991,
expenditure incurred by the Association came to
£3,264,631, with funding from the Western Health Board
nearing £2.5 million. 
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In 1992, the Galway Association celebrated its 30th

anniversary. The year began with the heartening news that
the Galway Association’s star Special Olympian, Marguerite
Fahy, was to receive a Sports Star of the Year award. 

With increasing pressure on resources from central funds
and growing competition for funding from other charities,

it was felt that a comprehensive plan for services in County
Galway was required. To this end, an Inter Agency group was
established together with the Brothers of Charity. But the
company’s financial status remained critical: it commenced
the year with a projected deficit of £350,000. Some help
came from two National Lottery grants, and special funding
from the County Galway Vocational Education
Committees, another “special” grant (via WHB) from the
Department of Health. This reduced the operating deficit
to just over 1%. As Tom Garvey, Chairman, announced in
the Annual Report for that year. “We have yet to be provided
with adequate resources on a reliable and equitable basis”. 

During 1992, 16 businesses and firms in Galway City,
Clifden and Glenamaddy provided placements for the
Association’s young adult trainees. Unit Directors from the
Training Centres saw this as a positive development and
hoped that perhaps it might lead to part-time paid jobs in
the future. In particular, it was felt that the 

experiences gained in the open market cannot be
replicated within the Training Centre. This is especially
true in the area of social interaction. Training within a
sheltered environment cannot anticipate other people’s
reactions and the problems which can arise. (...) The
placements have clearly influenced people’s opinions of
the abilities of people with a mental handicap as all
trainees involved with the scheme have performed real
work. Those involved believe the Vocational Placement
Programme gives tremendous insight into each trainee’s
capabilities and plays an important role in expanding
people’s awareness (Annual Report, 1992).

Feedback from those involved in the scheme was positive,
according to the same Annual Report. One of the trainees
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VOCATIONAL PLACEMENT PROGRAMME 1992
During 1991, the Galway Association developed a work experience programme for young
adults involved in the vocational training programmes carried out at St Joseph's V.T.C.,
Galway, Críost Linn V.T.C., Clifden and St Francis V.T.C., Kilkerrin, Ballinasloe. A
Vocational Placement Co-ordinator was appointed to co-ordinate, support and monitor
the work experience placements.

The purpose of the placement programme is to allow each trainee to explore their
vocational interests and to experience what it is like to be in a real work setting, in a gradual
fashion. It proves both to the trainee and to others that they can do useful, valuable work
and provides the opportunity to meet with and work alongside people without disabilities.
Each trainee has an opportunity to experience an area of work that is of interest to them
one day per week for three months. The trainee is accompanied, trained and supported
by the Vocational Placement Co-ordinator or a staff member from the Training Centre. 

In 1992, 16 businesses and firms in Galway City, Clifden and Glenamaddy provided
placements. These included multinational firms, banks, chain stores and local businesses.
The work involved varied from office work to food preparation to hairdressing. The
placement programme provides a most valuable experience for the trainees involved. It is
an enlightening experience for co-workers also. A whole new range of experiences are
presented to the trainee. Experiences such as developing a work routine and all its
associated elements, developing relationships with co-workers and using canteen facilities
were features of the placements. Each work setting is a valuable training ground which
tests the skills and adaptability of each trainee and provides important information as to
how each trainee copes in a new environment. (Annual Report 1992)



involved commented that she loved the work and enjoyed
the whole process of actually going out to work. She enjoyed
meeting and working with her co-workers and had good fun
with them. A trainee’s mother spoke of her son’s enthusiasm
for work every week. He insisted on having his clothes
prepared the evening beforehand and on returning home,
reported at length on the activities of the day. The placement
had boosted his confidence, she said, and he was aware he
was doing a real job and that there were expectations of him. 

Recognising the fundamental importance of volunteerism
to its work, the Galway Association decided to employ a
Volunteer Coordinator. Ann Donoghue was appointed
initially, followed by Tony Cunningham and Linda Keane.
The main task of the Volunteer Coordinator was to develop,
recruit, train and support volunteers to befriend people with
intellectual disabilities. 

There were now 47 branches in the county as a whole. By
this time, in excess of £100,000 of the Association’s income
was being raised annually by the branches, through
collections, Race Nights, sponsored walks and cycles, Gala
dinners and auctions, and other such fundraisers. By this
time also, many of the branch founders were beginning to
feel their age and were having problems finding new blood
to take up the reins. Some would say the age of volunteerism
was coming to an end.

In 1993, the Association was awarded a number of quality
standards following a Quality Programme spearheaded
within the organisation by Quality Coordinator, Breda
Crehan-Roche, who had been seconded from her post as
Unit Director at St Teresa’s, Ballinasloe. The programme had
been launched at a Staff Seminar on 29 June 1992 and this
led to the establishment of a team with representatives from
each service. Some 21 Quality Action Groups were formed

and their work fed into the introduction of the Quality
Assurance System, which in turn saw the Association being
awarded the “Q” Mark by the Irish Quality Association in
November, 1993. Three months later, in January 1994, the
Association achieved the ISO 9002 accreditation from the
National Standards Authority of Ireland.

Annie Nolan succeeded Tom Garvey as Chairman of the
Board. One of her first tasks was to lead a deputation from
the Association in June to meet the Minister for Health,
Brendan Howlin TD, in Dáil Éireann. At the meeting, the
Association sought to highlight its long-term funding
problems, and this process led to extensive and protracted
negotiations involving the Department of Health, the
Association, and the Western Health Board, whose
allocation amounted to £2.8 million in 1993. Agreement
was reached on core funding and a mechanism established
for agreed future service developments. This was the first
time since its foundation over 30 years previously that the
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Association’s activities were on a secure financial basis,
recalled Tom Hogan, who was the CEO at the time.

I had dealt with several other Ministers. Brendan
Howlin was helpful in putting our organisation on a
financial footing; during the Rainbow (coalition) and
he was certainly the best Minister I had met, period. He
gave a commitment that he would put in place a multi-
annual approach to fund waiting lists particularly, to
reduce the waiting list and from that point of view it was
a visionary approach.

The Policy and Planning Committee under the

Chairmanship of Joan McNicholl completed a major
report on the Development of Services for the years 1993-
1998, which identified future service needs for the
Association’s service users. One of the recommendations
to be implemented included the formation of a broadly-
based Consultative Forum involving Board members, staff
and parents, for the discussion of ideas or concerns of
general interest. A consumer survey was also completed
amongst users of the services, according to the Review of
1993. “The information gleaned is of considerable
assistance to the Association in determining how best to
respond to parental needs.”
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Brooklodge Nurseries at Ballyglunin was given a new lease
of life, thanks to an EU-funded Horticulture Project, with
this time the focus placed on organically-grown produce.
The garden and former monastery at Ballyglunin had been
donated to the Association some years previously by the
Franciscan Brothers. Brooklodge applied to the Irish
Organic Farmers & Co-operative Association, and after two
years’ conversion were awarded the organic symbol. They
soon had a vegetable box scheme in place, supplying directly
to the consumer and to various outlets, such as Silke’s in
Galway. The nursery sold also bedding plants in the Spring,
little Christmas trees at Christmas and later found
themselves supplying businesses and organic market stalls in
Tuam and Athenry. With success came the challenge of
coping with the demands of the marketplace. In time, this
became more and more apparent to the Association, as
Christiane Gottschalk explained. 

We put one ad in the Galway Advertiser for two weeks
running. We started off with 25 and then we increased
it and eventually we had 96 people on the scheme and
we were really trying to produce as much as we could.
On the one hand there was a great buzz in the place but
on the other hand we were getting more and more
service users who really weren’t able to keep up with the
pressure and to move along with everyone, and you
would ask yourself ‘how fair is this?’ because the service
is there for them and not to make money. 
At that stage anyway, everything had changed, the
emphasis had changed from being a commercial place
to being more service user focused. Not that we ever
hadn’t been, but the more people we got the more it
became apparent, and within the Association all that
changed as well.

This was an issue that was to become more evident with the
other two industries as well, as time progressed. Finding the
right balance between providing a service to users and
offering a commercially viable service. Sheila Duddy of St
Joseph’s Training Centre explained that there was more of a
holistic approach now, with the emphasis being on training
and developing social skills, rather than on output. At the
outset, the message had been that ‘it’s very important for
your self-esteem to be able to do useful work’.

At the 1994 AGM, the Association’s new Chairperson,
Annie Nolan, appealed for more people to get involved on
the Board. The Board, which met once a month, she said,
consisted of 15 people. Most of its business was done
through subcommittees and the one dearest to her heart was
the Visiting Subcommittee, “because this is the one which
is the human face of the Board and the one which has
personal contact with all the staff and people.” She went on
to make a few comments, commending the Board:

Éirim an Iarthair e 1990s 71

American Ambassador (centre) on
a visit to Snipe Industries in the

mid-1990s. L-R: David Joyner;
Manager; Orla Kearns; Jean-

Kennedy Smyth; Michael
O'Sullivan and Daiden Ó hEocha.



Its great strength is the time which is so generously given
by so many people in a voluntary capacity. However, it
is vital that this be maintained and I am therefore
making an appeal this evening to you all to look for
more people to become involved at branch level and to
stand for election to the Board in due course. It is
important that a flow of new people be maintained and
encouraged.

During the year, the Board approved a new process which
allowed for the appointment of two staff nominees, elected
by staff, to the Board. Margaret McGinley and Breda
Crehan-Roche were elected as staff representatives on the
Board. Both had been instrumental in developing QUEST,
a set of comprehensive programmes compiled for  adult
service users which comprised a Checklist of Opportunities,
Quality Experiences, and Activities for Adults and Staff to

share. QUEST was used by staff as a means of identifying
quality interventions. A record could also be kept in the
Checklist of activities which adult service users enjoyed and
would like to participate in more often.

In October, Niamh Bhreathnach, Minister for Education,
performed the official opening of the new St Joseph’s School.
For the Galway Association, this was an historic and
emotional day full of pride for all its founders in particular.
Much had been achieved since that day in January 1964,
when the school opened in a rundown building next door
to Kevin O’Rourke’s house in Newcastle, with 12 children
on the rolls. The new school was bright and spacious with
fully equipped classrooms, a large gymnasium, dining room,
canteen and extensive play areas.

In 1995, the Association participated in a Community
Employment Scheme, run by FÁS (Foras Áiseanna
Saothair), the Irish National Training and Employment
Authority. Over the years, schemes such as Teamwork and
Social Employment had proved beneficial to the Association,
but the new scheme was lauded due to its provision of
training for its participants. This training was provided in
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three categories: work-related training, career development
and personal development, and by the end of the year, 12
people had been successful in securing employment,
reported the FÁS supervisor, Tomás Treacy. 

In its Review of 1995, the Association reported that the
Government’s Health Strategy Document, ‘Shaping a
Healthier Future’, published in 1994, recognised the need
for the establishment of a national database to facilitate
future planning based on more reliable statistics. This had
now been completed in the Western Health Board Area,
with the help of the Association, and others. In the early
1960s, when no such database was available, the founder
members had to conduct their own audits.

Dan Quaid reported that the CARA programme, which
he had spearheaded over the years for the Association, was
still popular in many secondary schools. However, it was
now being gradually phased out and replaced by a new
programme called Breakthrough aimed at disability-
awareness for young people in transition year in secondary
schools. The aim of the programme was to enable students
to recognise that both they and people with a disability have
a shared place in the community.

In Renvyle, Connemara, Mary Salmon offered to donate
a valuable site to the Association in honour of her late
husband, Stephen. Her wish was for a centre to be built for
use as a holiday complex for people with disabilities, which
was lacking in the Connemara area. Unfortunately this
project ran into planning problems over time, according to
a Clifden branch member, and the project could not be
realised.

During 1996, two members of the Association were
runners-up for national awards, Nellie McGrath for an Irish
Life Award, and Billy Pope for a Sun Alliance Insurance
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Origin of St Francis Adult Day Service
The first Franciscan Brother arrived in Kilkerrin from MountbeIIew in 1842. Brother
Paul Waldron originally lived in the local priest's house from where he gave religious
instruction to parishioners on Sunday mornings. Soon he began giving general instruction
in local houses. In return, he received potatoes which he sold at the local market. The
money raised was used to commence the building of a monastery and a temporary primary
school on land which Brother Paul received during the division of the local Vesey estate.
Local scholars gave their labour free of charge.

In 1871, a permanent primary school was built and local children received their
education there until the new monastery school for boys was opened in 1951. In addition
to providing education, the Franciscan community provided alms for the poor and it is a
well-known fact that during and after the Famine at least 130 people were fed daily at the
Monastery, where local people were also employed on the farm. Nine Brothers tended to
the interests of the community. 

In 1976 a new school was built in the village of Kilkerrin and all the local National
Schools (including the Monastery School for Boys) were amalgamated. In 1982, the
Franciscan Community donated the building and fine grounds to the Galway County
Association. In January, St Francis Adult Day Service opened in the two-classroom
building. By 1988, the number of trainees attending was 12 and overcrowding was a
problem. In May 1989, the building was refurbished and five young people moved there
from the local CEDC, Dóchas.

A variety of training programmes and activities was offered at St Francis in the following
areas: craft work, industrial sewing, basic assembly and woodwork, horticulture, self-help,
and domestic, community, leisure and relaxation activities and skills. Trainees also
participate in weekly horse riding and swimming sessions and enjoy an annual day out to
such places as the Aran Islands, Bunratty Folk Park, Lough Rynn House and gardens. 

The staff team is supported by a professional team and regular contact is maintained
between staff and families. The needs of each person and their family are always a priority.
St Francis Adult Day Service offers opportunities and experiences to each adult to enable
them to grow in independence and autonomy and to become a fully participating member
of their community.
Rosaline Monaghan, Unit Director, St Francis A.D.S. ( from: Annual Report 1995)



Group Community Project Award. They both received
£500 which they promptly donated to the Association. 

The year became a milestone for the Association that
would mark its future development. A five-year plan for the
development of services, in which the Association
participated, was prepared by the Western Health Board.

The Plan would be based on the information contained in
the much-talked about intellectual disability database that
service providers had long been looking for. This database
was an essential tool in the planning of services and was
regarded as a welcome development. All persons attending
the Association’s services or on its waiting lists would now
be included in this database. Those on waiting lists would
be monitored monthly by the Galway Liaison Group whose
task it was to identify needs and to prioritise the required
services for the Western Health Board Coordinating
Committee on Mental Handicap Services.

Coming to the end of her term as Chairman, Annie Nolan,
in her address to the AGM, said that during her four years
in office, she had come to fully appreciate the Association
and how it worked, and praised the commitment of all the
staff and the great strength given to the Association by the
voluntary sector. “I can only say the concern shown at Board
level for our staff and for the people we serve is exemplary.”
Particularly so, she said, during the distressing circumstances
of the last year, when an allegation of sexual abuse had been
received. 

A major investigation was immediately initiated by the
Galway Association. The Board put in place two groups,
one to ensure that the investigation was thorough and
would be brought to a speedy resolution and the second
group to see whether more safeguards could be put in
place to protect all the members of the Association. The
Gardaí were involved at an early stage and the matter has
been fully investigated by them.

This proved to be a very distressing period for parents and
particularly for everyone in the Association who had the best
interests of everyone attending the services at heart.
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Cheque presentation by the first
group of Friends, 1995. Back, L-R:
Marian Higgins, Norma Joyce,
Dolores Deeley, Vicki Crowley,
Bernie Power, Brigid Brophy, John
Sherry, Barbara Bourke. Front:
Regina O'Gorman, Annie Nolan,
Charlie Sinnot, Daiden Ó hEocha. 

Galway Association Board
members Margaret McGinley;
Nellie McGrath and Nuala Scott;
mid-1990s.



The acute shortage of residential places continued to be a
major problem, not just in County Galway, but nationally
too. Nonetheless, the Association was able to establish a
respite facility in Portumna and to extend its service
provision at Abbeytrinity Group Home, Tuam, from 5 to 7
days, with additional respite options at the weekend. 

In December, the replacement building for Snipe
Industries was handed over by the building firm. The new
premises, situated in the Liosbán Industrial Estate, had a
floor area doubling that of the previous premises. The
Association ended the year with an effectively balanced
budget, compared to a deficit of £94,395 in 1995.

On 19 January 1998, Joan McNicholl, who had been
involved with the Association since its foundation, died. Joan
McNicholl had served the Association since its inception and
was described as a person who down through the years had
been thoroughly unswerving in her dealings on behalf of the
disabled. Calm and thoughtful as a Board member, she did
not hesitate to make her views strongly known when she
considered it necessary to do so, recalled Daiden Ó hEocha. 

I think I can safely say that Joan, despite her
commitment to the school, was involved in most
activities in one way or another. If she was not hand-on
at some task, she fought for their causes at the main
Board level, taking part in the discussions and decisions
concerning them.

In the Annual Report, the Association’s new Chairman, Ann
Donovan, also expressed the Board’s appreciation of her
dedicated approach over the years: “The Association as it is
today owes a great debt to Joan’s unstinting commitment and
dedication. Nothing but the best was considered for those
within the care of the Association.”

As a celebration of the work of Joan McNicholl and Chris
Conneally over the years, Bishop McLoughlin
concelebrated a special Mass in Galway Cathedral on
Sunday, 5 October which was attended by members of the
voluntary sector, and by service users, parents, friends, and
staff from all over the county.

In his Review of 1997, Tom Hogan, CEO of the
Association, referred to the publication by the Department
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of Health of the report, ‘Assessment of Need for Services to
persons with a Mental Handicap 1997 to 2001’. The report
quantified the shortfall in both day care places and
residential places throughout the State. Notwithstanding the
publication of the report, he wrote, the allocation towards

service development during the year remained
disappointing. Development funds received by the
Association during the year had allowed for the provision of
16 additional day places throughout the county, and the
opening of a new respite facility in Tuam. Other
developments during the year included the replacement of
two group homes rented by the Association, one in Galway
City and the other in Clifden. Whatever about figures and
statistics, the failure to secure accommodation was deeply
disappointing for the Association’s frontline staff, and indeed
for parents in particular, as expressed by one parent.

The ones closest to him suffered the most. You know in
your heart he cannot help it but you can only take so
much. We get our usual breaks for which we are always
grateful. Without those breaks it would be very hard to
survive, but we really need a full-time residential service
for our son. He attends an adult day service five days
each week and the staff also have had hard times with
him but as parents, you feel particularly alone and you
just have to struggle on. In our efforts to get a full-time
residential placement for our son, we were told to talk,
write or contact our local politicians, which we did.
There followed the usual exchange of letters which did
not lead to any improvement in our situation. The
amount of funding allocated to mental handicap
services this year was again disappointingly small. What
a waste of paperwork and time but we will keep on
asking and knocking on the politicians’ doors! (from
Annual Report 1997)

Fundraising by the branches continued to bridge the gap in
financing to some extent and to help keep the Association
afloat. Capital fundraising and donations for the year
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TEN YEARS IN THE SADDLE
In 1987, a small group left Galway in a minibus to travel to Dublin for Cooperation
North's 200 mile Mara cycle from Dublin to Belfast return. The cyclist was Mick Finnerty,
with his backup team, Niall O'Sullivan, Phil Parker and Dan Quaid. The £5,000 collected
that year in Connemara was handed over to the Galway County Association for Mentally
Handicapped Children. Mick Finnerty's cycle was so successful it was decided to make it
a ten-year project.

In 1988, a full cyclist team was established to represent the Galway Association in the
Mara cycle and official team jerseys were purchased with the Association's name and logo
clearly visible on the back. These yellow jerseys became well known on the road to Belfast
over the next nine years.

Cyclists who accompanied Mick Finnerty during those years were Michael Cahill, Gerry
Duggan, Peter Farragher, PJ Flaherty, Joe Lenihan, Anthony O'Connor, Dan Quaid, PJ
Scully, Elizabeth Coen, Eileen Costello Conneely, Mary Hearne, Mary Flanagan, Eithne
Bonnar, Nicky Broderick, Mike Gannon, Martin Newell, Peter Walsh, Leo Mangan, Mary
King, Zelie Driscoll, Kieran Finnerty, Jimmy Howley, Norman Quinn, Donal Buckley
and Liam Tansey.

The crucial back-up support on the road was headed over the years by Niall O'Sullivan,
Sean McLoughlin, Michael Dooley, Tom Hogan, Tony Lynch, Michael Walsh and John
Grealish.

Contributions to the Association over the 10 years were in excess of £60,000. The
projects undertaken included contributions towards the site for St Joseph's Special School,
a minibus, sending young people to Special Olympics, leisure and recreational equipment
for the new Snipe Industries building, special computerised equipment for the Speech
and Language Department, and computers for the five Child Education and Development
Centres. ( from article by Team Coordinator, Dan Quaid, Annual Report 1997).



amounted to almost £129,000, comprising the Association’s
annual collection, and monies raised by the branches. For
example, the Clifden branch had held a number of
fundraisers during the year, culminating in a Charity Night,
Auction and Grand Draw. This event raised over £5,000 and
the branch had also received further donations from a Golf
Society called WINGS totalling £2,500. Most branches
however were experiencing difficulties in attracting new
membership and many, if not all, had officer boards whose
members were experiencing burnout. Not all had been as
fortunate in maintaining the momentum of the Galway
Association Cycle Team, started by Annaghdown branch
member, Mick Finnerty, and now celebrating its tenth
annual cycle (see insert). 

The year 1998 saw significant progress in the Association’s
development. In the Budget for that year, the Minister for
Health assigned extra resources to the Western Health Board
for service developments, and the Association’s allocation
now rose to £5.5 million from the Health Board. These
resources enabled the Association to provide an additional
group home in Galway City and additional day places at
Ballyglunin, Tuam and Galway.

The Association’s Management structure was
further strengthened with the appointment of two Area
Heads, one for Galway City and the West, and the other
covering East Galway. These appointments were in response
to a comprehensive review of the Association’s structures,
inspired some five years previously by Joan McNicholl, who
had chaired the Policy and Planning Committee. 

For any large organisation, implementing policy and
changes can be challenging; earning the loyalty and trust of
staff and parents forms an important part of this process, as
one senior manager recalled. 
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I’ve always found it’s very easy to engage workers from
the philosophical side because most of them have been
trained with that philosophy in mind. What you need
then is two things: you need determination on the part
of Management to say we’re going to change it, secondly
that you don’t spend 10 years negotiating it because you
can sit around having wonderful high-level discussions
and you find, well, we didn’t decide to do anything.
Once the decision is made, you provide the leadership
and the resources to say to people: look we’re going to
do it together, we’ll work together, we’ll stumble along:
we might make the odd mistake, we’ll have parents
worried but we’ll get there, and they did. Frontline staff
are very good if they get that leadership. 

A successful Parents’ Seminar was held in March. Following
the seminar, the Community Education Subcommittee
undertook to provide regular Newsletters for circulation to
branches, parents, and staff, and the first edition was
published in the Autumn.

For the Association’s services in Clifden, it proved to be a
significant year. Críost Linn Adult Day Service relocated to
purpose-built premises adjacent to the Station House
complex during the summer. In August, the Board of
Directors held a meeting in Clifden to mark the event and to
express the Association’s appreciation to the Sisters of Mercy,
who had formerly provided the Association with premises
always at a nominal rent. The contribution by the religious
orders to the Association’s work was soon to be corroborated
in a momentous gesture by the Presentation Sisters.

With its experience, leadership and commitment over the
past 35 years, the Association had become well-respected in
the voluntary sector. Two of its key figures were honoured
in April with the election of the Association’s Chairman,
Ann Donovan, as President of the National Association for
the Mentally Handicapped in Ireland for a two-year term.
The Chief Executive, Tom Hogan, was elected Chairman of
the National Federation of Voluntary Bodies, an umbrella
group representing service providers. 

In a further confirmation of the stature achieved by the
Association over the years, Blackrock House, Salthill, Galway,
was generously handed over to the Association for a small
sum by the Presentation Sisters. The Order had decided to
sell the 14-acre site to developers but only on condition that
Blackrock House remained intact. During this time, Mary
Timothy and her team at Blackrock House had heard of the
ongoing negotiations for the sale of the House and were quite
anxious about what might happen to their service. They even
considered doing a ‘little protest’ but in the end there was no
need. “The nuns took care of us and fair play to them.” They
were very excited on hearing the good news and called a
meeting of the parents to tell them before the media got hold
of the news, recalled Mary Timothy.

78 A Caring World Ability West

NAMHI President; Ann
Donovan; with Brian Cowen;
Minister for Health and Children
at the NAMHI AGM; Galway;
1999. Photo: Tadhg Keady.



Ballyglunin: Bríd Preston and
Raymond Power about to

plant out tomatoes. 
Photo: Dave Ruffles.

We knew what was happening and we wanted to tell the
parents first before it got to the papers; parents always
were that little bit insecure, because (they recalled the
time when) there was no services, and if Blackrock
House goes, where are we? It was all in the interest of
doing their best for their sons and daughters. We called
a meeting and I told them and that was really, really a
great day. 

Further good news came later in the year on the sporting
front when Galway won the 1998 All-Ireland Football Final,
after a gap of 32 years. Members of the Galway Team visited
a number of the Association’s centres throughout the county
with the Sam Maguire Cup. 

The year 1999 saw some considerable developments in
services. Two group homes were rented in Tuam and in
Ballyloughane, on the outskirts of Galway City. Both homes
each were to serve five adults with an intellectual disability
for whom purpose-built homes were to built in due course.
Blackrock House was being refurbished to cater for adults
with a severe disability and to accommodate the
Association’s administrative organisation. Further
redevelopments were planned at Snipe Avenue, Galway, in
Carraroe, Glenamaddy and in Tuam. 

Part funding for many of these developments will come
from the commitment shown by the Government to
address waiting lists. In this respect, the Association
appreciates the national campaign mounted by the
Federation of Voluntary Bodies, the National
Association for Mental Handicap in Ireland, and the
Parents and Sibling Alliance, to highlight the need for
additional places and the elimination of waiting lists for
services. (Annual Report 1999)

The former monastery building (in Ballyglunin) donated to
the Association in the early 1980s by the Franciscan Brothers
had proved unsuitable, due to structural problems. This was
demolished in 1999 and a purpose-built facility was
completed during the year. The extra space allowed for the
expansion of the programme of activities for the service users
when the weather was unsuitable for horticultural activities,
which recommenced in 1999. 

Renovations were started on Blackrock House. The
rebuilding would allow for a continuation of the day service
all on one level while also providing accommodation for the
administration and support services of the organisation.

With the increase in Government funding, and the birth
of the Celtic Tiger, life was becoming more difficult for
everyone right across the voluntary sector, as Ann Donovan,
Chairman of the Association, noted at the AGM.
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The upturn of the economy and the subsequent demand
of the market place are placing unprecedented burdens
on peoples’ lives and availability to engage in voluntary
work. This is affecting all voluntary organisations, not
least the Galway Association. (Annual Report 1999)

During the year, Daiden Ó hEocha and Tom Garvey, two
more of the early pioneers, moved on. Tom Garvey had
become involved in the early days of the Association, and
contributed enormously to its development. He served as
Chairman for several years and chaired the Finance

Committee from its inception to his resignation. On hearing
the news, Maureen Lyons of Portumna was devastated; she
had served with him on the Board. “I thought when he left
that it would fall to pieces, but it didn’t thank God.” Daiden
Ó hEocha had helped coordinate the school runs in the early
days, and later succeeded Gerald Corbett as Chairman of the
Workshop Committee. She subsequently chaired the Boards
of Snipe Industries, TEAM Products and Firefly Viswear.
Her entrepreneurial skills and contacts over the years had
proved very valuable for the Association.
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GALWAY COUNTY ASSOCIATION FOR
MENTALLY HANDICAPPED CHILDREN

MISSION STATEMENT
The Association, founded by parents and friends in County Galway, provides a
comprehensive, efficient and innovative range of personal, high quality, community based
services to people with a mental handicap, on the basis of identified needs, enabling them
to reach their full potential.

We are committed to developing local services at standards of excellence, according to
accountable, flexible and cost effective programmes. These are agreed through
consultation with service users, their families, and staff members, in partnership with
statutory and voluntary sectors. (Annual Report, 1993)
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With the arrival of the New Millennium, the Association’s
Chairman found herself echoing what Declan Costello had
said at one of the early meetings in 1963, when he reminded
the audience of the grave difficulties that lay ahead. In her
address to the AGM, referring to the challenges now facing
the spirit of volunteerism, Ann Donovan called for a new
approach and for a different and imaginative way of doing
things in the future. 

It will not be easy but we should attempt it. With our
very committed membership working with an equally
committed staff we can do it. Look at all we can gain for
the people in our service and most importantly consider
its effects on the wider society and their perceptions of
people with learning disabilities.

For its part, the Association wished to mark the Millennium
with a gesture of international significance, and at its AGM
in 1999 the members had approved a motion to support a
Parents and Friends’ group in the Balkans. This group aimed
to improve the quality of life of persons with an intellectual
disability residing in an institution in the town of Batak,
Bulgaria. In the Spring of 2000, the Association’s Chief
Executive, Tom Hogan, had visited the institution in Batak,
which cared for 97 children and was located in a snowbound
town in an isolated mountain range. He was shocked at the
lack of proper sanitary facilities, the inadequate heating
system, the broken windows and the lack of programmes to

occupy the residents, most of whom sat or wandered about
in the cold. 

This was a brave step for the Association to take, reported
Tom Hogan. It reflected the progress achieved by the Parents
and Friends Association from which the Association had
evolved over a period of almost 40 years. The AGM
approved a contribution from the Association’s voluntary
funds to the Parents and Friends movement in Bulgaria
which in turn helped improve the quality of life there for
over 200 people with an intellectual disability. With this
initiative came the introduction of a voluntary staff
deduction scheme known as the Millennium Fund, and the
total expenditure on this project in 2000 was in excess of
€10,000. Almost a decade later, the scheme was still in place.

During the summer of 2000, Gerald Corbett, one of the
Associations founders, and Managing Director of Corbett
and Sons, died in his 96th year. His obituary in the Connacht
Tribune described him as an influential figure in the
commercial life of Galway City who also had a great record
of fairness and honesty. “Gerald’s quiet manner and
courteous disposition gave little inkling of his profound
interest in people and their welfare.” In his homily at the
funeral Mass, Rev Jack O’Connor described Gerald Corbett
as a man of great faith who in his daily life put into effect his
principles and Christian beliefs.

In July, the extension and refurbishment of Blackrock
House was completed to cater for the day service in the
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An early Group Home
in Clifden

basement and for the administration and support staff, which
by now had moved from the rented premises in Quay Street. 

One of the difficulties encountered by the Association
during the year had been in recruiting appropriately qualified
staff. As a result, some start-up dates for new services were to
be delayed and other staff had to work additional hours or be
flexible in their working arrangements. This reflected the acute
shortages of care staff, particularly for residential services and
likewise in the area of speech and language therapists.

Peadar Burns, Finbarr Colfer, and Mary Hambleton
retired from the Board during the year. Peadar Burns had
spearheaded the Association since its early days, having
served as Chairman and acting Director of Services through
some of the most difficult periods of the Association’s
development. His leadership skills and advocacy for service
users were described as exemplary. 

Additional resources were made available in Budget 2000 by
the Minister for Finance, Brian Cowen, and this enabled the
Association to provide 20 more day places at Clifden,
Portumna, Tuam and Galway. Extended respite provision
was provided at Tuam Respite Centre and Portumna Respite
Centre. Residential services were also extended.

Houses were purchased at Oldfield, Kingston, Galway, at
Fairlands, Newcastle, Galway and at the Birches in Tuam,
once again replacing rented accommodation. These projects
were funded through the Department of the Environment,
by Galway County Council and Galway City Council. The
Sisters of Mercy had also helped out over the years in Tuam,
as Della Burke explained. “The Mercy Nuns were always
friends of ours from day one, so were the Presentation nuns.
The Mercy Nuns gave us a site and both orders helped us all
along the way.” 

The Association closed the financial year with a total
income and expenditure figure of approximately
£10,500,000. Of this figure, £9.5 million had been allocated
by the Western Health Board.

The placement of group homes within the community,
first introduced in 1978, was regarded as a welcome and
much-needed development which however required more
adequate resourcing, according to some staff and parents,
who felt that group homes located in urban areas lacked the
necessary outdoor recreational space (and staffing). One
person commented that if the residents were inside too
much, it leads to isolation from the community. “When they
go Bowling or to the cinema, they are still inside. If they had
a bigger garden somebody might come by and say hello.”

During 2001, various capital projects were undertaken. In
Glenamaddy, the Dóchas Child Education and
Development Centre was extended to provide space for
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additional children. Construction work commenced on a
purpose-built Child Education and Development Centre at
a site purchased (at a nominal sum) from the Bon Secours
Sisters in Tuam. St Oliver’s CEDC moved from its rented
accommodation at Kilmore, Tuam to the new centre. The
former Tigh Nan Dooley CEDC at Carraroe was
demolished and a purpose-built replacement constructed.
These projects were assisted by capital grants from the
Department of Health & Children and the Western Health
Board, with the balance coming from money raised from
fundraising activities.

In March 2001, Brian McDonald, Staff Representative on
the Board of Directors, visited Bulgaria to view progress at
first hand. Since the Bulgaria project’s inception in 1999, the
Joan McNicholl & Founders Fund (the Millennium
Fund/staff payroll deduction scheme) had enabled the
Association to contribute to human dignity improvements
in services for persons with intellectual disability in Bulgaria. 

Over the years, the Association had been supporting a
number of employment ventures, primarily in Tuam and
Galway city. During 2001, the Association joined a syndicate
under the auspices of the Department of Enterprise &
Employment, which included the Brothers of Charity
Services, the Irish Wheelchair Association, and Enable
Ireland. This initiative was aimed at facilitating the
movement of people from sheltered employment to
supported employment. The Community Employment
Schemes operated under the auspices of FÁS were now
coming to an end. These schemes were seen to have been of
great benefit to the Association, helping core staff improve
the quality of services, and in particular in generating
goodwill amongst the scheme participants. The Community
Employment Schemes were regarded as effective training

programmes for many people who progressed to become
full-time members of staff of the Association or of other
service-providing bodies. 

During the year, St Joseph’s School established links with
its next-door neighbour, the Galway Educate Together
National School. The arrangement, together with an
Outreach Programme with the transition year students in
Coláiste lognáid, allowed for pupils to visit between the two
schools. This proved to be of benefit to pupils and staff of
both schools. 

After significant growth over a period of five years, 2002
turned out to be a year for consolidation and even
restrictions in some services. The Budget in December 2001
had fallen short of expectations and the Association’s new
Chairman, Marie O’Dowd, confirmed that various
adjustments would have to be made with the utmost care and
sensitivity. In her address at the AGM, she assured parents
and carers that 

our Board is committed to maintaining standards for
those in our care and to continuing employment in a
manner that will have the least impact on the delivery of
services. People are our most valuable resource and we
boast a proud tradition of highly skilled, dedicated and
caring staff, who are ever ready to embrace the challenges
as they arise. Much of our strength derives from the active
involvement of our Chief Executive and the
Management Team, who together with the very active
participation of staff, contribute largely to the smooth
running of our organisation. (Annual Report, 2002)

The success of a large organisation, continued Marie
O’Dowd, depended largely on the calibre of its leaders, and
she praised the past and present Board Members who for

Nan Dooley, who originally
donated the house and site for

TND at An Cheathrú Rua,
Conamara.



many years had guided the Association to what it had
become. She lamented the loss of Billy Pope, who had passed
away shortly after retiring from the Board the previous year.
“Billy was a very enthusiastic member, who served us well for
eight years and was actively involved in many of our
subcommittees”.

Funding from the Western Health Board rose to over
€13m in 2002. Monies collected by the branches for the
same year amounted to €131,867 (€134,079 in 2001, and
€172,080 in 2000). The strain of constant endeavour was
becoming more evident by the year. Of the 35 branches listed
in the 2002 Annual Report, three had raised less than €200,
and 12 less than €10 for the year. Other branches remained
strongly focused on one or two major fundraisers each year
and continued to perform well in financial terms but annual
returns were now falling year by year. 

During 2002, a working group that had been reviewing
sexuality and relationships presented their report to the
Board. This was an effort to move things forward from the
sexuality policy formulated by a working party of Board
members, social workers and psychologists back in 1988. At
that time, according to a senior manager, policy decreed that
intimate relationships could only be seen as part of a

marriage relationship. “So it was, basically, if you are not
married, thou shalt not do anything.” Having to discourage
heterosexual relationships created problems for staff,
explained the Manager. On the other hand, parents had no
great enthusiasm for developing that side of their sons’ and
daughters’ lives. The group formed in 2002 had set up focus
groups with staff members, parents, and with service users
and the report outlined the different groups’ expectations,
as the Manager explained.

Service users were saying ‘yes we want relationships, we
want to have intimate relationships, we want to do the
same kind of things that everybody else does.’ Staff were
saying ‘well, we think that maybe some people can
develop those kind of relationships and we think that
other people just don’t have the capacity to develop
those kind of relationships,’ and parents were saying ‘we
really don’t want to go there,’ so it was very useful to do
that work because it acknowledged where people were
at and it showed that there was a very different set of
opinions held by the three stakeholder groups. So the
policy was formulated and it was saying if people were
felt to have the capacity to develop sexual relationships
that they should be empowered to do so and that we as
an organisation should give them the knowledge and the
information to enable that to happen. (Annual Report,
2002)

In 2003, Ireland hosted its largest sporting event ever with
the World Special Olympics. Over 7,000 athletes from 160
countries participated in this special event and it was
remembered as a wonderful experience for the many athletes,
volunteers and spectators from around the world. The same
year was also designated by the European Union as the
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European Year of the Disabled. The Galway Association
participated in the games, with nine service users proving
very successful in their respective disciplines. In gymnastics,
Robert Gill won gold, silver and bronze medals, and Roy
Murphy (both from St Joseph’s School) won a silver medal.
In Kayaking, Rory O’Toole (Snipe Industries) won a bronze
medal. In Motor Activities, Helena Moohan from St Teresa’s
CEDC Ballinasloe, Lorainne Garvey, Mary Glynn and
Éamonn Killeen from St Dympna’s ADS, Portumna and
Donal Page and Nichola Lucas, St Dympna’s CEDC were
presented with gold medals.

The cutbacks of the previous year had been restored in the
meantime, and the Association was now operating on a
break-even basis, reported the Association’s Chairman,
Marie O’Dowd, who said this had been due in no small
measure to the input of staff, parents and carers. “The
voluntary sector has an enormous contribution to make, as
fundraising plays a large part in the provision of services.”
Marie O’Dowd hoped the voluntary sector would continue
to work for the less fortunate in society. Great credit was due,
she said, to the branches, The Friends and Angel’s Quest.

Despite the significant increase of resources made available
to the Association, some services had to be suspended for
part of the year in order to meet various pay awards for staff,
including Benchmarking.

The Association’s site at Snipe Avenue, Newcastle, Galway,
was redeveloped during the year. This site had originally housed
the prefabricated St Joseph’s School, the Care Unit, the
Training Centre and the original Snipe Industries. The new
facilities included a refurbished St Joseph’s Training Centre,
Beechwood Adult Day Service and a new group home. 

During the year, the Board reviewed the terms of
reference of its finance and audit committees in order to

take account of legislative changes and to reflect best
Corporate Governance practice. The Board also authorised
a detailed examination of the internal controls systems of
the Organisation.

Reflecting the increasing range and cost of the
Association’s services, the Western Health Board
subvention rose to almost €17m in 2003. Such steady
increases in State funding over the years (£1 million grant
in 1983) were demonstrably an endorsement of the
Association’s strategy. It had come a long way in 40 years
(£1,000 raised in 1963), when so much depended on the
commitment of parents and volunteers, and on the work
of the branches. Keeping all those close links together
would now be the key challenge, and not to become too
centralised, as one senior strategist explained.

Commemorative plaque at public
park adjacent to Chester Beatty

Library; Dublin City.



If you become recipients of state money there is a
tendency to institutionalise yourself. So you have the
flags, you have the buildings, and you have everything
else but you can actually be within a community and
be apart from it at the same time. Our vision, from an
individual point of view, is about people’s dreams and
ambitions. How you bring that together in provision
for groups is really about engaging people with their
communities. What we’re doing, I suppose, is
reversing some of the trends of the past, where you
had some big centres and people travelling quite a lot.
So there’s a practical reason for wanting people to get
the provision nearer − they don’t spend too much
time travelling either. 

In 2004, St Joseph’s Special School celebrated its 40th

anniversary. Also during the year, an extension to the Snipe
Industries premises was completed and fitted out on the
upper floor of the Training Centre at Snipe Avenue, to
accommodate the new Sheltered Occupational Service. 

Looking back on the AGM for that year, the Association’s
Chairman, Marie O’Dowd remarked that a new era had
arrived in the history of the Irish Health Service, with the
establishment (in January 2005) of the Health Service
Executive as the single accountable body for the delivery of
all health services in Ireland.

Following an extensive consultation process involving
service users, their families and staff, the Galway Association
adopted a new vision for the future which committed the
Organisation to enable people with intellectual disabilities
realise their dreams and ambitions. Based on that vision, a
pilot person-centred planning programme was established,
commencing with 50 service users. 

The Association also established a steering group on
advocacy which included training for service users, their
families and staff. The role of the steering group was to
develop advocacy in services. A pilot project commenced in
December 2004 with two centres – Brooklodge Nursery,
Ballyglunin and TEAM Products, Tuam. This marked the
beginning of a coherent approach to an advocacy framework
for the organisation, as one of the coordinators of the new
project explained. 

At the beginning of 2005 the establishment of the
Sheltered Occupational Services was established and 93
service users from a number of centres began a new
journey in their life; this came about through a
combination of economic circumstances and requests
from service users for more alternative types of service.

The Chief Executive of the Association, Tom Hogan, was
seconded on a part-time basis to work on the Change
Management Team of the Interim Health Service Executive.
After 17 years leading the Association, Tom Hogan planned
to step down as CEO. In May of the previous year, he had
received a distinguished service award from The
International Association for the Scientific Study of
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Intellectual Disabilities. At the AGM, the Chairman, Marie
O’Dowd referred to this as a very prestigious award. “We
salute him for his clarity of vision, hard work and dedication
to the organisation and wish him long life and much
happiness in his retirement.” She announced that the new
CEO was Breda Crehan-Roche, who had previously worked
with the Association from 1983 to 1996. 

Addressing her first AGM as CEO of the Association,
Breda Crehan-Roche reported on a significant number of
improvements in the services throughout the county in
2005 (see Appendix A). In a new departure, nine young
graduates from St Joseph’s Training Centre had rented a
house in the Riverside area of Galway city to provide
themselves with a base for their individual day programmes.
The house also provided them with opportunities to have
overnight stays away from home. In making this possible,
the Galway Association acknowledged the help received
from the Community Welfare Office of the Health Service
Executive. 

The Association, reported the new CEO, had also been
liaising with a number of government departments and
statutory bodies such as the Department of the
Environment, Heritage and Local Government in relation
to housing, likewise with the Department of Education &
Science and County Galway and City VECs in relation to
the educational component of service provision; with the
Department of Social & Family Affairs in relation to
disability allowances, and with the Department of
Enterprise, Trade & Employment in relation to training and
employment opportunities for adults with intellectual
disabilities.

Going forward, said Breda Crehan-Roche, the Association
would need to build on the good work to date and work

together with people with intellectual disabilities, their
parents and family members, and with the statutory and
non-statutory service providers. 

While acknowledging our successes, we are acutely
aware of unmet needs and we will continue to engage
with the Health Service Executive and the various
Government departments, umbrella groups and lobby
groups, in order to influence and contribute to the
development of services for persons with intellectual
disabilities.

The challenges and opportunities posed for the Galway
Association are numerous; we will need to react to new
legislation such as the Health Act 2004, the Education
for People with Special Educational Needs Act 2004,
the Disability Act 2005, and the requirements of the
Health Service Executive, together with the changed
role of the Department of Health & Children and the
Government’s multi-annual investment for services for
persons with intellectual disabilities in relation to future
service provision. (Annual Report 2005).

Páraic Lawless, in his first year as Chairman, also gave an
indication of the changes taking place in the Association’s
vocabulary. The term ‘mental handicap’ was to be changed
henceforth (and in the Articles of Association) to
‘intellectual disability’. 

With modern Ireland fast making its mark in the global
village, language usage was coming under scrutiny. A new
name was also being sought for the Association, as the old
name (Galway County Association for Mentally
Handicapped Children) had become something of an
anachronism. Following prolonged dialogue with a good
deal of service user involvement, the new name, Ability West,



would be formally adopted in 2007. 
With all the focus on new branding, a Ballinasloe member

whose son was cared for by the Brothers of Charity
remarked: “They should give up calling it the Brothers of
Charity Services − service for those people is not a charity.
It’s a right. They are citizens and they are entitled to the same
care as ordinary people.”

During 2006, Advocacy Groups were established in
TEAM Products, Tuam, and at Brooklodge Nursery,
Ballyglunin. Service users were provided with extensive
training and support from staff in the various centres.
Advocacy Groups were also beginning to emerge in other

Centres; they raised several issues with the Chief Executive
and the Management Team. Service users’ advocacy groups
were also reported as having an influence on the services
provided by the Association. 

Twenty two service users from the Sheltered Occupational
Services and Snipe Industries participated in an Assertiveness
Workshop as part of an assertiveness programme developed
in conjunction with the Clinical Psychologist, Drifa
Hardardottir. The various workshops aimed to enhance
communication skills and develop self-advocacy skills for
service users to enable them to speak up for themselves.

With a Budget of €20 million for 2006, the Association
saw itself in a secure position to continue meeting the service
needs of people with intellectual disability in County
Galway into the foreseeable future. Towards the end of 2006
the Association received some once-off funding from the
HSE to meet its core deficits and it was hoped that this
funding would be repeated in 2007 and in subsequent years.
Funding from the Department of Justice, Equality and Law
Reform, under the Independent Living Support Programme,
provided for various aids and appliances for the Association’s
service users, thereby enhancing their quality of life.

During the year, the Association hosted a Parent/Family
Seminar and went on to implement recommendations from
this seminar which included a newsletter, Family
Connections, the convening of local parent/family meetings,
and an annual seminar. At the Seminar, two parent/family
representatives were elected to the Board of Directors. 

In providing day services for adults, the organisation had
18 centres throughout the city and county in 2006, including
the Employment Centres, Sheltered Occupational Services
(S.O.S.) and Adult Day Services (ADS). Each day service
provides opportunities for a range of employment, training,
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Employee at TEAM. 
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leisure, and social experiences. The Annual Report for the
year stated that the Adult Day Services place emphasis on
developing social and practical skills for everyday living, and
provide a wide range of opportunities for leisure activities,
arts and crafts, and community participation. The
programmes and activities in each centre are intended to
reflect the interests and ages of the people attending the
centre. Adult Day Services also provide opportunities to
learn work skills such as packaging, kitchen work, garment
making, upholstery, woodwork, and gardening.

The Annual Report outlined how the Employment
Centres emphasise the development of work skills, while also
providing opportunities to participate in social and personal
development programmes. Each centre produces goods for
the open market, such as woodwork, upholstered
furnishings, leather products, garden, and horticultural
produce. The centres also obtain contracts for packaging
work and other commercial activities.

A number of people attending the Employment Centres
had participated in the Supported Employment Scheme,
which provided opportunities for part-time supported
employment in the open labour market. A number of jobs
had been secured in local factories, hotels, garden centres,
and offices. The scheme was doing well, by most accounts,
although one Unit Director commented to us that finding
work in the community was not always easy.

Some employers give us excuses like we cannot take
somebody on for ‘confidentiality reasons’ but sometimes
I do not think that that is really the reason. I suppose
they have worries about insurance, even though we
would reiterate again and again that our service users
would be insured. It just might upset the smooth
running of their business for a little while or so.

Sheltered Occupational Services’ programmes are based on
service user preferences, and on suggestions from staff and
the support team. These services were reported as being
flexible in responding to individual needs, providing
progressive and challenging opportunities, and further
developing life experiences. Although based in Snipe Avenue
and Liosbán Industrial Estate, service users could frequently
access amenities and activities in local communities. The
Annual Report 2006 cited the following programmes:
Personal Care, Healthy Living, Art, Music, Independent
Living Skills, Interpersonal Skills, Computers, Drama,
Physical Education, Active Relaxation, Community Skills,
and Literacy. 
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Although very time-consuming, according to the
Report, these programmes have contributed greatly
to providing structure, education, and quality to
facilitating classes. “Service users have gained
immensely from the individualised, focused
approach. A number of service users have also been
linked into re-entry to training opportunities in the
Training Centre.” The Association acknowledged the
assistance of Galway County and City VECs for the
teaching staff that have focused on communication,
literacy and numeracy skills, food and nutrition, and
other classes in a number of its centres.

New admissions to the Tuam Adult Day Services
had resulted in pressure on space requirements, and
an extension to Milaoise ADS commenced in
September 2006. Three service users from
Oaklawn ADS, and one service user from St
Oliver’s CEDC, settled into this new service
situated at No. 16 Woodfield, Galway Road, Tuam,
Co Galway. The new house was described as a
wonderful addition to the excellent, client-centred
Milaoise ADS and as an example of a high quality,
community-based day service.

In September, a review was organised of the
Association’s business, direction and organisational
arrangements, with specific emphasis on Finance,
Human Resources and Management structures. The
purpose of the review was to ensure that the
Association remained ‘strong and effective in regard
to the available resources as it leads into the future’.
The review was carried out by an external consultant
and its recommendations were endorsed by the Board
in November, as outlined by a member of the Board.

GROUP HOMES
Group homes for adults are located throughout the County and City. These group homes provide
part-time, five day or seven day residential service. They are ordinary houses in local communities
and aim to provide each person living there with a home away from home, living alongside friends
and supported by staff. Staffing levels depend on the needs of the residents. The ethos of group
homes is having a place to live within the community, where people can feel at home and live a
fulfilling lifestyle. Each person is encouraged to partake in local social and recreational activities
and avail of opportunities in areas such as personal development, relationships, advocacy, and self-
advocacy. Family members and friends are always welcome.

The Galway Association provides a variety of respite services for service users, their families, and
carers. The demand for respite continues to grow and despite our best efforts, the Association cannot
always meet this demand. Breaks for service users are provided in a variety of respite services and
settings.

Residential Respite Places: This planned respite provides our service users with a respite break in
a setting away from home. The service user can avail of an overnight stay or longer in a house
specifically designated for respite breaks or in a group home. This service is available to both children
and adults. In planning these breaks, we endeavour to provide respite to groups who are compatible
and who have similar interests.

Crisis Placement: These placements are available to support families during a time of crisis, e.g.
illness, hospitalisation, death, and grieving periods.

Day Projects/Holiday Projects: Currently, we offer day projects to the children attending St
Joseph’s School one Saturday per month and for several weeks during the summer holiday. These
projects are based in Galway City.

Community Support Service: The aim of this service is to provide the service user with a one-to-
one support to facilitate leisure, social and/or self-care activities, outside of their day service. The
activities and times allocated are based on a needs assessment and discussion with parents/guardians.

Home Sharing: This scheme provides the service user with a break with another family in the
community. Families are recruited and trained to host our service users for evenings, overnight stays,
weekends, or sometimes for longer periods.

Shared Care: This service is an extension of the home sharing scheme. Host families are asked to
accommodate service users during term time, on a Monday to Friday basis, to assist individuals to
avail of an appropriate day service. (Annual Report 2006)
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In the organisational review of 2006, the Chief
Executive reported that the first piece of work
achieved during the year was the development of our
five year strategic plan covering the years 2006 to
2010. This plan was developed by a project team
which comprised of all relevant stakeholders. The aim
of the strategic plan is to best position the
organisation in achieving its vision. In May, the Board
of Directors approved the strategic plan and work
then commenced on the development of action plans
to deliver on the strategic area objectives. 

In December, the Minister for Community, Rural and
Gaeltacht Affairs, Éamon Ó Cuiv, performed the Turning
of the Sod ceremony at Whitestrand, ably assisted by two
service users, Martina Mannion and Therese Feeney.

The year 2007 saw some major new developments in
services, resources and in the direction the organisation
was taking. At the AGM, Chief Executive Breda
Crehan-Roche announced the approval of a grant of
€1,091,937 from the Department of Community,
Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs under the Dormant
Accounts Flagship Projects Fund for the provision of
two respite centres at Whitestrand, Galway. She also
reported on the review at the end of 2006 of the
organisation’s business direction and organisational
arrangements, with particular emphasis on Finance,
Human Resources and management structures. “The
purpose of this review was to ensure that the
organisation was in good shape and to enable us to
optimise our impact within the available resources and
to position the organisation well in responding to the
challenges of the future.”

MISSION STATEMENT
The Galway Association is dedicated to enabling people with an intellectual disability
realise their dreams and ambitions.
We do this by:
• Placing their fundamental rights at the centre of our activities and promoting those rights.
• Empowering people to live the lifestyle of their choice and to play a meaningful role in

all aspects of community life.
• Listening and then developing a variety of options that can be used flexibly to meet

identified needs.
• Developing the skills and dedication of our staff in a supportive and motivating

environment.
• Working in active partnership with families, staff, our voluntary supporters, and the

broader community.
• Campaigning at local and national level to resource and realise our vision to achieve these

aims. (Annual Report 2006) 
RÁITEAS FÍSE
Tá Cumann na Gaillimhe tiomanta do chur ar chumas daoine faoi mhíchumas
intleachtuil gach atá uathu a bhaint amach.
Deanaimid sin:
• Trínár ngníomhaíochtaí a bheith dírithe ar a mbunchearta agus na cearta sin a chur chun

cinn.
• Trína chur ar a gcumas an stíl bheatha a roghnaíonn siad féin a bheith acu agus ról a

mbaineann brí leis a bheith acu freisin i ngach gné de shaol an phobail.
• Trí éisteacht agus ansin roghanna éagsúla a fhorbairt ar féidir a úsáid go solúbtha chun

freastal ar a gcuid riachtanais aitheanta.
• Trí scileanna agus tiomantas ár bhfoireann a fhorbairt i dtimpeallacht thacúil agus

spreagúil.
• Trí oibriú i gcomhpháirtíocht ghníomhach Ie teaghlaigh, leis an bhfoireann, lenár dtacóirí

deonacha agus leis an bpobal níos leithne.
• Trí dhul i mbun feachtas ag an leibhéal áitiúil agus ag an leibhéal náisiúnta chun ár bhfís

maidir leis na haidhmeanna sin a bhaint amach a acmhainniú agus a bhaint amach. 
(Tuarascáil Bhliantúil 2006)
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New structures were implemented during the year. Bill
Griffin was appointed Director of Client Services. Four Area
Services Managers were also appointed: Marian Cushen
(City and North Connemara), Kevin Gavin (City and South
Connemara), Madge McGreal (Tuam area) and Gerry
Haslam (remainder of the county). New structures were also
implemented in Finance and Human Resources.

Development funding was provided for three additional
residential places, two and a half respite places and 16 day
places. Despite increased funding over the years, however,
the waiting lists continued to grow and the challenge was to
keep up the services. One option being looked was the
coordination of services, as one senior Board member
explained.

There are still a long waiting list for services, and in
Ballinasloe this has created opportunities for increased
co-operation between Ability West and the Brothers of
Charity in relation to addressing the waiting lists. This
collaboration resulted in a shared venture for respite
services for children and is seen as being the best way
forward and is a better use of resources.

The Home Sharing scheme, which had been introduced in
1985, was also reported to be doing very well. This scheme
aims to involve the community in providing respite
placements for people with an intellectual disability and it
has been shown to benefit the host families also, as one
Ability West social worker explained to us.

Anybody who does shared care or home sharing would
say that they realise that they are doing something
worthwhile. They realise they are supporting a natural
family who is coping with somebody with a learning
disability. They can see the growth in their own family
unit, they can see their own children developing skills
and developing an understanding of people with a
learning disability. It brings out qualities in their own
children that maybe they didn’t see; it allows their own
children to care in a different way. 

This was a voluntary scheme but people were paid expenses.
It was now being extended with a new development called
Contract Families, a joint pilot programme with the
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ABILITY WEST
Based in the West of Ireland, we provide a range of
personal high quality, community based services to
persons with learning disabilities and their families.
Services are provided for children, teenagers and
adults. It is the objective of our services to develop the
potential of each person they serve. We recognise that
each person has the same rights and needs as other
members of the community and strive to ensure that
all individuals participate in their local community. 
(from Ability West website: www.abilitywest.ie) 
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Brothers of Charity. Contract Families must commit to
provide between 10 and 16 sessions per month and in return
they get paid a pro rata retainer fee per month plus a
placement fee. “We are trying to encourage people who want
to work from home to take it on,” said the social worker.

One major development during 2007, following on a pilot
scheme with teachers and Special Needs Assistants funded
by the Department, was the application to the Department
of Education and Science for three of the organisation’s
Child Education and Development Centres (CEDCs) to be
afforded school status. The application was successful and
would lead to additional funding and equipment for the
CEDCs. The Department’s involvement was regarded as
very welcome. Some staff at the centres however had
concerns about pressure possibly being brought to bear on
their own tried and trusted educational methods, and about
the possible centralisation of services in the future, with local
units being subsumed into larger (urban) centres.

In September, a series of articles in the Irish Times called
the role of Sheltered Occupational Service and the Adult
Day Services into question. The newspaper reported that
throughout the State, over 4,000 people were working in
sheltered workshops, performing such work as shrink-
wrapping for supermarkets and inserting leaflets in
mail-shots. They were paid as little as €15 per week, wrote
journalist Kitty Holland, who also referred to individuals
working in Snipe Industries for very low wages. Ability
West’s position was that the activities performed in the
workshops were not classed as work but as a service and, in
some cases, as a therapeutic service. 

Nobody we interviewed believed the workshops/factories
could survive as viable businesses into the future. But they
had served a very useful purpose in their day when the

Cuairt Uachtaráin na hÉireann ar Tigh Nan Dooley
PRESIDENT’S VISIT

Is ionad oideachais é Tigh Nan Dooley do dhaoine faoi mhí chumais fhoghlama. Cuireann
siad an tseirbhí s iontach seo ar fáil go háitiúil sa nGaeltacht, trí  mheán na Gaeilge. Nuair
a bhí  mé beag bhí odh mé féin ag dul siar ann. B’fhada liom go dtiocfadh an bus chuile
mhaidin le mé a thabhairt siar ann. Is iomaí  duine a d’fhreastail ar Tigh Nan Dooley agus
tugadh cuireadh do chuile dhuine acu sin agus a muintir a bheith i láthair ag an ócáid
speisialta.

Chuaigh mise siar le mo mhuintir agus chas muid le go leor daoine a raibh aithne againn
orthu − scoláirí , a muintir agus daoine a d’oibrigh i dTigh Nan Dooley i gcaitheamh na
mblianta. Bhí  chuile dhuine ag caint agus ag comhrá agus ag breathnú ar na pictiúirí atá
crochta ar na ballaí  a thaispeánann stair an Ionaid. Chonaic mé pictiúir díom fhéin ann
freisin. Ní  dhéantar dearmad ar éinne a chaitheann seal i dTigh Nan Dooley.

Chuir an slua a bhí  bailithe an-fháilte roimh an Uachtarán agus a fear céile. Chraith sí
lámh le go leor daoine a bhí  ann. Nocht sí  leacht oifigiúil Tigh Nan Dooley agus chur sí
crann freisin. Bhain chuile dhuine a bhí  i láthair an-sásamh as an lá.

Máíre Ní Choisdealbha (Ón nuachtán, Foinse)

Tigh Nan Dooley is a Child Education Centre for people with intellectual disabilities. This
great service is available in the Connemara Gaeltacht. When I was a child, I went there too.
I looked forward to the bus every morning to bring me there. Many people have attended Tigh
Nan Dooley and everyone was invited along with their families for this special event.

I went there with my family and we met a lot of people we knew, students, their families
and people who worked in Tigh Nan Dooley over the years. Everyone was chatting and looking
at the pictures on the wall that show the history of the Centre. I saw my own picture there as
well. No one who goes to Tigh Nan Dooley is forgotten.

The crowd had a great welcome for the President and her husband. She shook hands with
a lot of people there. She unveiled an official plaque for Tigh Nan Dooley and planted a tree.
Everyone there had a great day. 

Máíre Ní Choisdealbha (from an article in Foinse)



Association pioneered the provision of much-needed services.
Billy Clarke, Sue Patching, Daiden Ó hEocha and others in
the 1970s and 1980s had set out to train young adults with
special needs and to find work for them. Such initiatives had
led to the Supported Employment Scheme, which
commenced in 1991. This scheme had allowed for competent
trainees to be supported in a regular job, but over time, other
less able trainees had found themselves left behind in the
workshops, explained one of the workshop managers. The
changing global market also affected the contracts secured by
the factories, said the manager. Another factor was advocacy;
service users had learnt to tell Ability West what they wanted.

Not everyone wants to do the same thing, five days a week,
said the manager. “At the moment there is a review ongoing
of adult day services by the HSE. Sheltered Workshops like
ourselves will have to make changes.” Training programmes,
therapeutic/leisure activities and supported employment
were now being seen as the way forward.

On 15 November, Tigh Nan Dooley was officially re-
opened by An tUachtarán, Mary McAleese, who met
members of staff, as well as present and past pupils. To mark
the occasion, the President unveiled a plaque and planted a
tree. The educational programme on offer at Tigh Nan
Dooley and at the other three CEDCs in Ballinasloe,
Portumna and Tuam focused on the development of sensory
skills, self-help skills, play, fine motor skills, communication,
computer use, gross motor skills, learning to relate, and
learning through experience. As the children grow older, the
programme is extended to include a wide variety of learning
opportunities which draw on best practice and new
educational developments. The children also availed of
extra-curricular activities such as swimming, horse-riding
and social outings. Tigh Nan Dooley, which is situated in
the Connemara Gaeltacht, was able to provide its
programmes through Irish. Speech Therapy services in Irish
had yet to be provided, however, according to a staff member.
“We accompany the children on the visit to the Speech
Therapist. When a child cannot understand (English), we
explain what she was saying.”

During the year, the organisation continued its staff
training and development programme, aimed at supporting
and enabling staff to develop personalised and individual
services for service users and their families. Investment in
training by the Association over the years has been highly
appreciated by staff, as one unit director explained to us.
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Ag tógáil páirte ag oscailt Oifigiúil,
Tigh Nan Dooley, 15/11/2007.
Máíre Ní Choisdealbha leis an
tUachtarán, Máire Mhic Giolla
Íosa agus a fear céile, Máirtin.
(Foinse)

Máíre Ní Choisdealbha, 1990.



In fairness to Ability West, I would have to say they were
excellent in offering training to the staff, and good
training at that. I have always said that it is important
for the staff to pick up on the training and bring it back
with them and use it. There is no point in one person
having it in isolation when we work as a team, and
teamwork is so important in a small unit like this with
intensive and high needs. 

With the downturn in the economy looming again, the
Chief Executive referred once more to cutbacks in funding.
Addressing the 2007 AGM at the Claregalway Hotel, Breda
Crehan-Roche stated that it was extremely important for
Government funding to continue. 

We work conjointly with statutory and non-statutory
service providers in relation to service provision and
while we have had some success, unfortunately, there are
still areas of unmet need. We continue to engage with
the Health Service Executive and the various
governmental departments, umbrella and lobby groups
in order to influence and contribute to the development
of services for people with an intellectual disability.

The Chief Executive referred also to the introduction (in 2008)
of the Best Buddies Programme to selected second level schools
in four locations. The programme was being funded by Allied
Irish Banks’ Better Ireland Programme. This was modelled on
Best Buddies, a programme founded in America in 1989 by
Anthony Shriver, son of Eunice Shriver, who founded Special
Olympics. The aim of the after-school programme was to
match children aged 15 and over with service users while others
organise social events such as bowling, cinema outings, etc. Two
social events are organised each month and the matched pairs
can keep in touch by phone, by texting, etc. 

At the AGM, the Chairman, Páraic Lawless, received a
special presentation on behalf of the Board for his
commitment and dedication over the years. He extended his
thanks to his colleagues on the Board for their support and
to the CEO, the Senior Management Team and all staff for
their diligence and energy in implementing the organisation’s
vision and “strategic plan which is to ensure that the
potential of each service user is maximised and that they live
the life of their dreams and ambitions.” He referred also to
the decline in volunteerism, and to the problem of
revitalising the branches, as outlined below. 

On a more positive note, corporate sponsorship had
become a significant aspect of the organisation’s fundraising
efforts. Ability West’s Corporate Development Manager, Jim
Kennedy, had organised a major fundraiser with the backing
of Pádraig Ó Céidigh, a Connemara philanthropist and
Chairman of Aer Arann. Pádraig Ó Céidigh explained that
he had a strong philosophy about the role of the corporate
sector in social community affairs. When first approached,
he had the impression that the organisation lacked the
confidence, in running a big fundraiser, to match the monies
raised by large organisations such as Croí. So he gave them a
substantial cheque and the following week, asked them to
return it. Then he told them if they managed to match the
figure on the cheque, he would double the amount. 

Cén fáth Ability West? ‘Sé an fáth, ná bhí Jim Kennedy
i dteagmháil liom; chuir sé duine chugam, duine a bhí
croíúil agus bhí sé sin an-tábhachtach. Sa leath-
Mharatón i Chicago, rinne siad os cionn € 70,000
brabús air. Sin an chaoi ar dhúbail siad an t-airgead.
Anois is féidir leo é a dhéanamh chuile bliain agus tá
muinín acu astu fhéin.
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[Why Ability West? Well, Jim Kennedy contacted me; he
struck me as a warm genuine person, and that was very
important. In the half-Marathon in Chicago, they raised
over € 70,000 profit. That was how they doubled their
money. Now they can do it every year and they have the
confidence to continue].

During the year, former Board member Bosco McDermott
re-established contact with Galway Golf Club, and arranged
for Captain John Whiriskey to visit the service users at
Blackrock House. The revived contact delivered some
€8,000 to the Association. The involvement of Galway Golf
Club with the Association had been initiated by Mícheál
McSweeney in the mid-1960s and this had ebbed and flowed
over the years. 

The branches at this time were finding it increasingly
difficult to raise money. In 2007, branch fundraising had
yielded a total of €115,485 (€138,540 in 2006). The Celtic
Tiger, falling volunteer numbers, lack of time, and a changing
social landscape; all these were causing the surviving
branches to seek new ways of raising funds, as one Branch
member explained.

The envelope collection was going for years but we have
ceased doing that now in the last three or four or five
years. We found it very cumbersome. You were confined
to the parish boundaries as well. There are more new
houses and more new people. They would not be as
parish-orientated as the original people so they would
not be interested. It is the same everywhere. So we (now)
have our dance and we are not confined to the parish
boundaries. You can sell tickets to anyone; you can sell
them at work, and you can sell them to family friends
outside the parish. 

To look at the problem generally affecting its branches
throughout the county, Ability West initiated a review of its
branches in 2006. The CEO and the Chairman had
attended the Regional Meetings during the year and the
Board subsequently set up a subcommittee to look at the
branch network specifically and at revitalisation in general.
At the 2007 AGM, Jody Murphy reported on behalf of the
Board on the branch revitalisation group. Of the 46 branches
listed in 1991, he said, about 12 remained active in 2007;
five had held the obligatory AGMs, while others tended to
meet when organising specific fundraising events and the
like. The revitalisation group proposed the establishment of
Support Networks whose work is intended to complement
that of the branches, while not being bound by the
organisation’s standing rules. 

In other words, a more informal structure was being
proposed, with less emphasis on fundraising and more on
socialising, sharing knowledge and experience, and helping
people with special needs in recreational activities. Over 160
volunteers were now reported to be directly involved as
friends with people with an intellectual disability.

A senior manager explained that the plan was to establish
the new Network of Support groups on a parish basis, where
volunteers could help in taking a person with an intellectual
disability ‘for a spin, for a walk, to the pictures, to a match,
out for the evening, or organising something like an outing
or a disco’. It was further suggested, he said, that while the
Ability West Support Network would take the lead in this,
service users from other organisations would also be made
welcome. 

Referring to the founding members of the branches, the
senior manager said that some of the older volunteers may
at this time wish to retire from their positions, and they
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should be congratulated and acknowledged for their huge
contribution over the years. They should also be invited to
join the suggested new Network Support group in their area
should they so wish. However, the surviving branches that
remain strong and active would not be affected, he said.

It is important to note that the branch revitalisation
group did not at any stage suggest that the branch
network should be wound up and replaced by an
alternative network. The group has been keenly aware
of the excellent work done up to very recently by
branches and volunteers which remain active. 
It is absolutely crucial that the work of the volunteer
branch members, and the importance of the Branch
network in general, is not overlooked or diminished in
any way. It is most important to remember that the
branches and their volunteer members have been the
lifeblood of the Association and the Organisation for
more than 40 years. They worked tirelessly, lobbied
fearlessly, and fundraised furiously to keep the boat
afloat long before any of the current statutory funding
became available.

The founding members of the Association were also praised
by the Chief Executive. “But for them, we wouldn’t be here.
Back in the ‘60s, there were very few services and the
founders got up and got cracking at it and today we have a
fabulous organisation.”

SUPPORT SERVICES
Ability West provides the Administrative and Support Services, including:
Administration, Advocacy and Person Centred Planning, Behaviour Support Service,
Client Database, Community Development, Finance, Accounts, Payroll, Fundraising,
Health & Safety, Human Resource Management, Maintenance and Transport,
Physiotherapy, Psychology, Quality Co-ordination, Respite Services including Planned
and Crisis Breaks, Summer Holiday Projects, In Home Service, Home Sharing, Shared
Care, Social Work, Speech and Language Therapy, Vocational Placement Support, and
Volunteer Co-ordination.

In addition, other services utilised are local health services including GPs, Public Health
Nurses, Health Clinics throughout County Galway (medical, orthopaedic, neurological,
dental, chiropody, audiology, dietician and occupational therapy services provided by the
Health Service Executive), Consultant paediatric and psychiatric services provided
through the Brothers of Charity, Orthopaedic and neurological services provided by
Crumlin Hospital, Temple Street Hospital, and the Central Remedial Clinic in Dublin,
Seating Clinic provided at Merlin Park Hospital, Galway, and Orthotic Clinic, A.P.O.S.,
Kilcolgan, Co. Galway. (Annual Report, 2007)

Members om various branches
attending Regional Meeting in

Annaghdown.
Photo: Dave Ruffles



Since the 1960s, the organisation has grown and developed
into a large, professional organisation. During its pioneering
years it led by example, and its visionary approach has been
regarded as ahead of its time. The Association’s philosophy
of placing services in the local community appealed not only
to families but to volunteers who were glad to get involved
because of the humanity of such an approach. Throughout
the difficult years especially, all branches in the county
remained united with one goal in mind, and they continued
to campaign for many years in order to secure the much-
needed services. The culture of volunteerism, the engine of
the organisation during its formative years, also prevailed
generally amongst the staff of the Association whose
commitment went far beyond the line of duty.

The first Board of Directors of the organisation was
founded in 1972. The Regional Committee represented the
various branches and in its day it wielded a lot of influence.
Important decisions could be taken at this forum. Ultimately
power devolved to the Board, and then more to the
Executive as services and the organisation grew, explained a
former manager with the Association. “Even the Board of
Directors probably aren’t as involved hands-on now as the
earlier Board of Directors.” 

In 2007, Ability West received a subvention of almost €23
million from the Health Service Executive (HSE) and other
statutory bodies. But finding capital for day facilities still
remains a complex issue, explained the ex-manager. Securing

funding from the Department of the Environment to build
houses is not too difficult but getting the money to run them
is another matter.

Services are growing and at some stage will level off, but
the reality is that there are a lot of people still on waiting
lists for services. So there are funding issues in revenue
terms and there are funding issues in terms of capital
funding. 

Organically, the organisation has grown and prospered.
With higher standards and tighter controls come other
problems, not just in Ability West but throughout the sector.
Some service users, particularly those with Down syndrome,
can be extremely affectionate but carers are advised no longer
to hug their charges in case it might be misconstrued.
According to a former night nurse, everything has become
too controlled and by the book. Before, you could use your
common sense, she said, but that’s not the way it works now.
“We had more fun in the past.” 

A former Development Officer with the Association
recalled the organisation’s unique character at the time, given
the structure of the organisation.

It had a group of people who were lay people who were
not hung up on different religious philosophies or
constrained by religious ethos. They were just
committed to providing what was needed from a day-
to-day basis, for meeting the needs of people with an
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intellectual disability whether they were children or
adults, and they just worked at securing as many services
as they could to make that happen.

According to an ex-manager of the Association, it was far
easier to influence the Association in his day, and to respond
fast. Every organisation, as it becomes bigger, suffers from
size, he said. When things are small, decisions can be made
more informally and there is a great sense of ownership for
people making those decisions. Resources might be tight, but
they are making the call. “As things become bigger, you have
to involve more people in the decision-making process. So it
necessarily becomes a bit more complex.” 

Some parents, from their perspective, felt there was more
contact when the organisation was smaller. “We knew what
was going on. Now you don’t really know. That direct
contact is gone. You were sort of like a big family at one stage
and now it is very corporate.” In response, the Chief
Executive said such concerns would not fall on deaf ears.

Our vision is to enable people with intellectual
disabilities to realise their dreams and ambitions. I have
always been extremely service user focused and at the
end of the day that is my job. My door is open if parents
want to contact me directly at any time.

A senior strategist explained that Ability West had now
moved from the days of providing a one type of service to fit
all, with services now being based on individual assessment
and on the individual person’s plans. At times, they may not
always be able to tick all the boxes with the type of services
that families and service users want, she said. Sometimes
there can be challenges between the family and the service
user as to the future plans. 
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NUMBERS OF CHILDREN AND ADULTS IN DAY SERVICES
Source: Annual Reports to 1991 and Active Clients database records 1993-2007

AnnuAl AdulTS ovER ChIldREn ToTAl numbER 
REpoRT yEAR AGE 18 ATTEndInG

1974 20 125 145
1975 20 140 160
1976 24 158 182
1977 30 153 183
1978 40 141 181
1979 199
1981 234
1986 263
1987 281
1988 147 139 286
1989 168 132 300
1990 176 129 305
1991 184 128 312
1992 198 115
1993 203 115 318
1995 224 118 339
1998 243 113 361
1999 270 105 383
2001 291 114 396
2003 293 98 406
2005 312 94 410
2007 340 ??? 434



For families, the bottom line will always be the provision
of a service that meets their needs. In this new
environment, Ability West may not always end up as the
organisation providing the service – the most important
thing is that the person who needs the service gets it.
This may mean a shift for families in coming to terms
with moving from one service provider to another in
order that service users get the service that best meets
their needs. 

Ability West, like other organisations, has had to change in
order to comply both with national and regional policy. As
a result, it has lost some autonomy in deciding where and
how funding will be allocated across its services. This
presents Ability West with one of its greatest challenges,
explained the senior strategist: finding ways of meeting these
demands, while also continuing to provide services for
people who need them but who are not categorised as
eligible for funding at a particular time. Nevertheless families
need support and assistance now, she said, not when
something happens to a carer or when money is available. 

At all times Ability West advocates for the needs of
service users, but prioritisation dictates where funds are
made available. The Senior Management Team is very
conscious of the demand and need for services and tries
to be innovative in how it can best meet both needs.
Ability West tries to be as flexible as possible to provide
services – this may mean looking at alternatives, looking
at what level or type of service that can be provided
within existing constraints. We are aware that the level
or type of service provided may not always be the ideal
or even match families’ expectations, but every effort is
made to give a service that will in some way ease the

pressures on families in caring for their family member
with an intellectual disability within a safe and
appropriate environment.

With the Health Service Executive also reviewing its funding
policies, changes are expected in the years to come which will
also affect Ability West. When interviewed, Priya Prendergast,
Local Health Manager HSE West, and a former head of the
Association’s Social Work Department, believed that Ability
West’s future growth might be to the detriment of the
traditional local involvement. “I think the organisation’s
ambitions are positive but I think there will be losses; it will
lose some of that historical goodwill and involvement.”

Breda Crehan-Roche agreed that volunteerism had
suffered in recent times, but this was an issue, she said, not
just for Ability West but for the whole of the country and
society. She could also see changes in the years ahead for the
organisation, in terms of the services it provides.

As a leader in new innovative services, I think things will
change a lot. In a lot of ways, service users will be
directing their own services with direct budgets. I think
there will always be a service provider required but
services will change. What’s important is that people
with intellectual disability are enabled to reach their
potential and live the life of their choice as close to their
local community as is possible. 

The Association was founded initially by parents and
friends; by 2007, its successor Ability West was providing
services to over 430 individuals with special needs. Another
service provider within County Galway is the Brothers of
Charity Services, which provides services to over 1,000
individuals. Historically, both organisations shared a mission
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in providing services for people with intellectual disability,
explained Brother Alfred Hassett, a former Board member
of the Galway Association in the early days (in 2007,
National Director of the Brothers of Charity Services in the
UK). Each organisation had its own strengths, he said.
“There was a very close identification between the way the
Galway Association did things and the way we did things.”
In looking at the legacy of both organisations, Brother Alfred
hoped that the citizenry of this country, through the work
of Ability West and the Brothers of Charity and others, had
come to recognise the requirements of people with
intellectual disability. And he expressed the wish that people
in general were now adopting a more caring role. “Hopefully
they are coming to treat them as fellow citizens, and when
that happens, that mission is fulfilled.”

Redefining the role of people involved on a voluntary basis
has been ongoing throughout the voluntary sector. In facing
this prospect, Brother Alfred felt that the challenge was to 

animate the citizenry of this country again to make sure
that in a different period and in a different set of
circumstances, that people who come to look at the
needs of a citizen with disability will look with the same
vision that the Association had in the very beginning,
that we all had at the beginning. 

A former Board member felt that the lack of voluntary input
at management level would affect the development prospects
of the organisation. “The ethos that was strong when I
joined is no longer there to the same extent, as the
organisation professionalizes and becomes large.” A former
chairman of the Association agreed that this
professionalisation was affecting the voluntary sector, and
commented that the connection between the staff and the

voluntary had also become somewhat tenuous. “The
challenge is to define the role of voluntary persons and their
involvement in the future of the organisation.” Another
former Board member supported this view. “I also feel that
volunteers probably don’t know quite where they fit in, and
I don’t know that people in organisations are sure that they
want volunteers. They have been looking at this (problem)
for years.”

At branch level, too, age and the lack of new members has
made it very difficult to guarantee continuity as effectively
as before. For any organisation, involvement at local level is
advantageous, indeed vital according to a former secretary
of the Board. “If they lose that support, they lose a voice.”

Has the organisation become a victim of its own success?
It is regarded now as a professional, well-funded
organisation, and some people might wonder why they
should bother joining branches or supporting fundraising
events. Historically, fundraising kept the organisation afloat
(“The level of fund raising will always be influenced by the
level of activity and services provided by the Association...”
Annual Report 1977). Nowadays, fundraisers remain very
important to the organisation, and help to enhance existing
services. With the improvements in services over the years,
however, parents now feel under less pressure to become
active in raising funds for the organisation. Involving young
parents of children with special needs is more difficult
nowadays, explained a branch officer in Portumna, whereas
in her day, they had no choice.

A former Board Chairperson agreed that volunteerism had
suffered but she remained hopeful nonetheless. “People look
at us now and say ‘you are a successful organisation – what
do you want fundraising for?’ But there is always room for
people to come in and help.”
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Reviewing the work and structure of the branches could
lead to many positive developments in the future, it was felt,
if the organisation managed to maintain its meaningful links
with the voluntary sector.

Looking back on the struggle for proper services over the
past four decades, the former Board Chairperson well
remembered times of despair but her outlook remained on
the positive side.

There were lots of highs too. It’s a great buzz to go out
and find a new unit open and you feel: God, this is great
− another one open. I think that our expectations, these
days, are so much higher than they used to be. Many
things have changed for the better. I must say I’m very
proud of what people have done in this organisation. I
think lots of families are much happier than they were
and please God we can keep on doing this.

The Association’s success in securing services in County
Galway is best exemplified by the fact that people relocated
to Galway from abroad because of the quality of care here,
according to the Principal of St Joseph’s School, Breda
Dolan. “They move to Galway as opposed to moving
somewhere else. I’d say it’s largely due to Ability West and
the School.” 

A former Board member concurred. “It’s a big professional
organisation and I would go as far as saying it is probably one
of the best in the country. Why? It grew from parents, from
what they wanted, and that interest is still there.”

By the beginning of 1974, the Association had 12 paid
members of staff. By 2008, it had grown into a large
professional organisation with almost 500 people on the
payroll (not all working full time), providing services to over
430 individuals in the county. It continues to attract a caring

staff who believe in the provision of services in a respectful
and dignified environment. In praising the quality of the
staff, a former manager remarked that people in other
organisations had always been impressed by the heart and
spirit of people in this sector. Working with children and
adults with special needs enriches people and is very
rewarding, he said. “I think there is still a welcome and
warmth in Irish people. There is still a generosity of spirit
and hopefully we won’t lose it. Let’s hope we can still attract
the people who are interested in people.”
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CHANGING TIMES
A Senior Strategist’s View

In recent years Ability West has had to move from its original promise of a “cradle to grave” service for all those attending
its services. This shift has come about for a number of reasons including changes in the way funding is provided, the
demand placed on service providers by funders, the introduction of Service Level Arrangements which detail the
quantum of services which a service provider such as Ability West is contracted to provide by the Health Service
Executive, and the detailed reporting schedules. The introduction of individual funding based on pritorisation dictates
where and who funding is provided for. Decisions on how funding is allocated across the intellectual disability sector
is now made at national level, utilising information from the National Intellectual Disability Database. 

However, despite growth and change, the founding beliefs of the organisation still remains central to day-to-day
operations and we face ongoing challenges in how we can remain true to these in the face of economic and cultural
changes all around us. Success comes at a price. The changing and challenging landscape in relation to funding at national
level means that Ability West comes under increasing regulation on how money is spent, standards in service, value for
money requirements and good corporate governance. These challenges, while demanding and regulatory driven, give
Ability West the opportunities to show that its services are comparable with national standards and that finances are
being managed and services run within budgets, all of which can be linked back to the original aims to provide high
quality community based services in a cost effective manner. Our raison d’être is extremely important and we must ensure
that we never forget why we exist, which is of course to provide services to the person with an intellectual disability.

As an organisation that grew to where it is today from listening to parents, Ability West will continue to provide
services in an open and transparent manner. We encourage the involvement of parents and family members and our
doors are always open. Such contact may be through the local Unit Director, Area Service Manager, Director of Client
Services, or indeed through the Chief Executive or a Board Member. Ongoing contact at local level is especially
welcomed. The area of contact and communication is one that in an ever changing society can still present difficulties,
despite all the modern methods of communication, for parents, families and branches. The area of communication is
one of the goals/issues highlighted as part of the 5 Year plan and our intention is to have services as close as is possible
to the person’s community. 

Changes in modern society have impacted on the level of participation in Branches and volunteering with the result
that some branches have fallen by the wayside and others are reduced to those stalwarts who have been involved for
decades and have been the backbone of the branch structure. Another area that the Board are reviewing is the Articles
and Memorandum of the organisation. Times have changed and we must change with the times, otherwise we get left
behind; what is important is the we remain true to our Vision Statement (see page 86).



Ita Antonio with her son, Jose.
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* All photos by Dave Ruffles.
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My son Jose’s appearance was different to the others. Although
my three children are part Portuguese, because my husband was
Portuguese, it was difficult for people here to diagnose him as
having Down syndrome. I think it was a medical student in the
end who found out because she happened to look at his hands.
They are different because the lines come right across and out.

I had only nursed two healthy babies ever, and when he was
born it came as a terrible shock. It was very hard to accept but
I decided I will make him as nearly ‘normal’ as I can. My
husband and my two children were a great support. There was
an awful lot of worry for the children but they really were
splendid and they are both nurses today. 

After Jose was discharged from the Regional Hospital, they
said look us up when he is about seven years and we will see
what we can do about education and I was left with that. So I
went to my brother who worked in a psychiatric hospital in
Dublin for help and he put me in contact with Psychologist
Seamus McLoone and Ann Crean in the Brothers of Charity.
Their support was ongoing. They watched his development etc.
and then they told me about St Joseph’s School. When he was
five he got a place in St Joseph’s, and off he went.

I got involved with the Association straight away and started
fundraising and what not and my husband and I used to give
talks about Jose as well. We travelled all over the South of
Ireland with a film we made about him. 

In the film I spoke about how important it was to start the
children off early and about the various things that helped them
to advance and that it was a continuous job, really. 

Jose works out in Brooklodge Nurseries in Ballyglunin. He
must be there 11 years now. He is a very good gardener, like his
father was, and he does all my lawns in the summer and lots of
other work around the place. He looks after me as well, of
course. He looks out for me, because I am slowing down. 

My involvement with Ability West was mainly attending
Parent-Teacher lectures which we organised, and fundraisers. My
husband, Lord rest him, he was very good. He was an engineer
and he used to go around the whole of the West. They had a little
workshop attached to St Joseph’s, and he would go around the
factories and see what was going to be thrown out, and take them
with their permission to bring to Billy Clarke (for the Workshop). 

When Ability West was smaller we were much closer. We
knew what was going on. Now you don’t really know what is
going on. That direct contact is gone; you were sort of like a big
family at one stage...

Jose’s real interest and love in life is the Church and he serves
in Bushy Park still. He is also a born actor and he loves dancing.
Sometimes on a Sunday night Silkwood are playing in the
Salthill hotel and he has a star part in that. They’re a mighty
band. He was very fond of Joe Dolan and he impersonates him
and they give him the floor to do an impersonation.

Ita Antonio



Mary and Denis Crowe with their
daughter, Anne Marie.
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When our daughter Anne Marie was born in August 1973 it was
a shock to us at first, but as time passed we realised it was a great
blessing and Ann Marie is the centre of attention in our house
and gives a lift to everyone who comes into contact with her.

We had some experience of Down syndrome as my wife Mary
looked after a girl with Down syndrome when we lived in
Birmingham. We got very good advice from a doctor in Galway
maternity hospital; he told us it was very important to keep her
stimulated. Mary talked to her and exercised her limbs for hours
every day and she could read before she started school. She did
a computer course with Kay Tighe in the Bridge Mills. She can
type with both hands without looking at the keyboard. She
loves reading, swimming and dancing.

When Anne Marie started school in St Joseph’s in Snipe
Avenue, they only had prefabs, but the Principal, Chris
Conneally, and her staff were absolutely brilliant. We could see
she was making progress from the start. The school was in a very
bad state with faulty wiring and leaks, it was broken into and
vandalized a few times, so all the parents and teachers started
to have meetings. We all lobbied our TDs over and over again
and went to Athlone to talk to Mary O’Rourke who was the
Minister at the time. After years of pressure it was built and it’s
a lovely building now — state of the art.

I have been involved with fundraising for about 20 years
collecting with Mary around Riverside and the Tuam Road area.
It was stopped a couple of years ago as it was considered
dangerous to continue collecting at night in Galway city. It still
goes on in some country areas. 

The Annaghdown branch does a sponsored cycle every year
to Westport, Ennistymon, Clifden etc. They take a different
route every year. Between 50 and 70 people go on the cycle
every year; they stay overnight at their destination, everybody
pays for their own B&B so all the money collected goes to
Ability West. When they come back there’s a meal ready for
them in Regan’s Pub in Clonboo followed by music and
dancing. Cars, pick-up trucks and mechanics follow the cyclists
in case of a breakdown.

I was involved with the cycle for 10 years, driving a minibus
with the collectors; we used to collect in all the towns along the
route. The Annaghdown branch has been running this cycle for
the past 21 years. They raise in excess of € 20, 000 every year.
It’s a great social occasion for young and old. 

Education and services for children and adults with special
needs have improved beyond our dreams since our daughter
Ann Marie was born in the seventies.

Denis Crowe



Anne Gill and son, Robert.
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I was lucky in the way that I was told that my son had a
disability. Ann Donovan’s husband was the Paediatrician at the
time. He was very good and broke the news gently but firmly.
Even when he mentioned Down syndrome I could not think, I
knew it was a handicap but I did not know what it was. I
suppose it is shock and all that goes with it and you don’t expect
to hear news like that when your baby is born. 
I just had to get on with it and thought to myself: we have him
now; we have to look after him. 

In the early stages I thought: this child is going to be one of
those people who do not do anything and never walk, talk or
anything. That was my instant thought.

Robert improved very well, and he has good speech today
which is a bonus. We had great support because two days after
Robert was born another lady arrived in and she had a little girl
and it was her first baby, and like me she thought that this did
not happen to anyone else. We have been firm friends and
Robert and the little lady are firm friends. They are in the same
school and they have been together from day one. We were a
great support for each other.

We went to the one-to-one sessions run by the Galway
Association and met a lot of parents with children the same age
as my own. So it was a great support to have other people to talk
to, you know: Does he do this? Does he like that? Did he walk
yet, did he sit up... We had that from day one and that was a
great help and a great support. I mean, when something like that
happens, you think you are the only person in the world that it
has happened to. As time goes on you meet other people and
you talk. It is a great help, I found. 

Most schools at the time would not take a child with a disability,
even a mild disability because they would disrupt the class. It
was an agonizing decision really to decide whether to place him
in mainstream or special schooling. I did ask the Principal (of
the mainstream school) and he said he would be willing to take
him no problem, but I thought to myself he is not going to
manage and it is not what I want, I have to do what is best for
the child. So we decided to send him to St Joseph’s special
school and I have never regretted it.

To have a child with special needs is an education in itself
because it teaches us an awful lot. Things you take for granted
with your other children, they go to school at four, they go to
playschool, they go into baby infants, they go into first class, it’s
automatic. With a special needs child that is not how it goes.
You have to start from scratch. 

It is more of a struggle but I found that as he got older things
became easier in that sense because there was more help out
there if you needed it whereas in the earlier days, no.

For the future, I would like if Robert was able to work
outside, somewhere like Dunne’s Stores or Tesco’s, in
Supported Employment, and to live in a group home. I don’t
think too far ahead. You would drive yourself mad. Thank
God the Association is there and the services are there and
they are improving. 

After completing his final year in St Joseph’s School, Robert’s
intention was to proceed to St Joseph’s Training Centre, also run
by Ability West. Robert was also involved in the Special Olympics
in Dublin. He does gymnastics and plays football.

Anne Gill 



Mary Hambleton and her son,
Colm.
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We adopted Colm from Romania when he was 18 months old.
It was not until he was three years old that we were aware he
had autism. I didn’t want to accept it all at the start. I continued
to bring Colm into mainstream services in the hope that he
would eventually get better.

I felt huge guilt at having brought disability into the home
and we were worried about how it would affect my older
daughter. Would her childhood be normal? Could we parent
and meet her needs as well? But as time went on I got used to
the idea. I think, being a nurse, I was very aware of the labelling
that used to go with people with disabilities and we didn’t want
my son to be labelled in this way too. Many people had never
even heard of autism back then. When I told people that my
son was ‘autistic’ they used to think I was saying ‘artistic’! Our
dreams and hopes for this little boy just went out the window;
the goalposts had shifted.

In the early days, when he did not have language skills he
would get frustrated easily when he could not make his feelings
and wants known. New environments just overwhelmed him
and he could not tell you. So when they are very tiny, it
manifests as challenging behaviour or as a child you think is out
of control. There is no smacht on them; many people are
blissfully ignorant until disability visits their own door.

Parents have to keep themselves informed. You try new things
and you try what works for you. Something will work for you
and it might not work for another child. You develop your own
little strategies. We labelled everything in the house to make it
easier for him. So I would say mug and that was the word
everyone used. You did not say cup; you did not say beaker. You
stuck to the same word and you would have the word printed
up in the press where it was and you would have a picture of it

because they are very visual learners. If you stood up long enough
you were labelled yourself with the word and with the picture!

Parents almost need to be more expert in their child’s
disability than the professionals that they meet. We are the ones
in the long-term relationship with this child, until the day we
die. No disrespect to a professional but they will flit in and out
of our child’s life. As his parents, we are in for the long haul.

We are very happy with the level of support that Colm has
had and particularly the level of support that he got in St
Joseph’s school. It has brought Colm on a lot. I accepted a long
time ago that Colm would not be able for mainstream schooling
or anything like that and they have challenged him to the extent
that he can be challenged and have made him as independent
as he can be. He is able to say no and mean no and I like that he
has been given that strength. He has self-respect and I do not
think that he would allow anybody to disrespect him. We love
his sense of confidence in himself. This has been continuously
reinforced by staff throughout his time in St Josephs – they have
helped make him the kind, caring man/child he is today.

Having someone with disability gave me strength and I have
qualities that I never realised I had because they had never been
challenged before, you know. I suppose we were happy in our
own little world and all of a sudden we found ourselves in a
different world, one that we hadn’t asked for. We are his
advocates and that is it. I did not realise that I had the strengths
that I had because it has not been all plain sailing and at the end
of the day, my husband and I are in the long-term relationship.
We are his carers; we are his primary educators and above all,
his Mam and Dad, who love him very much. As the song goes
"We are Family." 

Mary Hambleton



Seán McDonnell worked in Snipe Industries since
its foundation in 1983. e Centre's focus
initially was on production and output and later
shied more to improving the development of
work skills, while also focusing on the personal
and social development of its service users.
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I was born in 1947. I worked in Tuam for four years, doing
painting and then carpentry. I liked the work there. But my boss
used to give out to me a lot. I don’t know why he did it. Maybe
he didn’t like me. I wasn’t very smart, I didn’t have the brains or
the will to fight back.

I went to school in St Patrick’s primary school in Galway. I
was happy the first year in the school and then I think my life
started to go wrong; I got into the habit of being a dreamer.
That’s why I couldn’t get on in school. I used to dream about
War. I had a fight with friends, I got a habit of staying indoors
and playing with toy soldiers. I used to dream for pleasure. 

At 16 years, my dad took me out of school as I wasn’t
learning. I remember a psychiatrist saying to me ‘you’re a very
unhappy boy’ I suppose he was right. I was unhappy ‘cos I didn’t
have friends, I wasn’t doing well at school, I wasn’t content. I
knew there was something wrong with me. I lost control of
myself, I was living in a dream world. If I knew what was wrong
with me I’d probably have got rid of the dreams. 

When I was 19 I had the will to get up and make use of my day,
go to Mass. I think I sorted out my own life. It was a matter of
getting my self-respect back and then I got control of my life
again. I decided I’d stand up for myself and stop being a coward
and be honest and get rid of all those bad habits I had and
control my life and I thought all would be better then. My
brothers and sisters all did well at school, I felt so different from
everyone else in the family. I remember when I was about 20 I
regretted not doing my Leaving Cert, but I don’t regret it
anymore. I think the biggest thing I’m proud of is looking after
my parents, for about ten years, I made life easier for them. I
had to straighten myself out first before I could do that.

I’ve been with Ability West for the past 35 years. I was in St
Joseph’s Training Centre with Sheila Duddy for a year. The staff
there were very nice. I’d rather work with Ability West than to
be at home doing nothing, I’d go crazy doing nothing. They
gave me work to do, they helped me out a lot. 

Seán McDonnell



Mary Keane with her son Killian.
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Killian is number six in our family. He was born in 1971. 
I must say it was a bad experience. The doctor informed my

husband Pádraig over the phone that his wife was after having
an M O N and Pádraig thought he was going to say monster.
He didn’t say a monster, he said Mon (Mongol) and Pádraig
said what do you mean? Sure, he was only Down syndrome. 

Ann Donovan’s husband was a paediatrician, a marvellous
man, I didn’t really how what to do with Killian, how to handle
him but the paediatrician was very kind. At the time, also, there
was a man who came from Liverpool called Rex Renworth, who
had a Down syndrome little girl. He gave us basic facts, how to
put the bottle in the mouth, their tongues are normally too big,
jaws are too small, various things like that. Make him sit up,
smile, keep smiling and keep looking at his eyes and keep him
propped up, so he doesn’t get chesty; they were all the basics.
He also wrote a book that we found helpful. You could see light
at the end of the tunnel. 

Once you rolled up your sleeves and got down to rolling him
on the floor, moving his arms and legs, sitting him up and
singing… He is still very fond of the music; most people with
Down syndrome seem to be fond of music. 

So we got on about doing the best we could and remembering
you had to be one step ahead with them all the time. Don’t wait
for them to walk, don’t wait for them to do this, that or the
other; you might be waiting a long time. But anyway, when he
was about 3½ I knew we couldn’t do any more so there was a
Montessori school in Galway, run by a Mrs. Hosty. There were
other people going in to the same Montessori school and we
would take it in turns to drive for an afternoon session and that
went on until Killian was 5½. 

At that stage I had joined the Association here. There was a
girl called Ita Nash at a meeting one night in Loughrea, she came

up to me and asked me would I join the Association. I didn’t
feel like it but anyway it was the best thing that ever happened.

Killian was in St Joseph’s School until he was 18 and then he
went to the Training Centre where Sue Patching was. Another
marvellous person, they seem to have marvellous people all
round, there was Christy St George and Keith Kelly, who did
the woodwork and artwork. 

Killian goes to the Sheltered Occupational Service (SOS) in
Snipe Avenue. They are very meticulous in what they do, no
matter what you ask them to do it will be done perfectly, like
making a bed. They don’t like change (people with Down
syndrome); you cannot hurry them. I never thought the day my
young son was born that he would be meeting me at the door
one day looking at his watch, 'you said you would be home at
10.30, it’s 10.45'! 

Now, since he has come to the SOS he has a complete
different programme. He has yoga, bowling, drama, literacy,
advocacy – being taught to speak up for themselves and to argue
and to say ‘no I don’t want to do that!'

The Ability West staff are a very, very caring bunch of people
and I’m not just saying that. I really mean it. They are interested
in each individual and they know them inside out. 

In 1985, they were looking for volunteers to help make life
more interesting for the young adults. After the meeting in
O’Dea’s Hotel, Loughrea, we were coming down the stairs and
this lady, Mary was her name, she asked would I be willing to
help them with drawing and painting. It was through her help
we started off where we are today in the St Brendan’s Training
Centre, formerly the Paddy Haverty Training Centre and
formerly the Vocational School where I was a teacher. I taught
Commerce before I married in 1959. When you married that
time you had to retire!

Mary Keane



Lizzy Kelly with her son, Michael.
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Michael has Cerebral Palsy. He was about one and a half before
I knew he was handicapped; I knew absolutely nothing about
the services. 

I cried for three days, non stop, day and night. Then I thought
God forgive me, I could have lost him and I would not have him
at all! A few doctors and myself believe that he is handicapped
because of a delayed birth. 

Michael was three before he sat up, and he sat up then, for
football. He does not do anything for himself, really. He will
hold the cup and he will have a drink and he would have a
sandwich but he could not spoon-feed himself.

When he was four, the doctor told me to go and see Betty
Houlihan down in the Day Centre. She was an absolute
godsend. Michael started in St Dympna’s (Child Education
Development Centre) in 1977.

In the beginning, they had only one room in St Dympna’s.
The Portumna Branch at the time went and got tiles and they
got volunteers to put them down. People did not have money
and you did not know how to go about trying to get it. So the
adults did the yearly walks with the children from the National
and Secondary schools; that was very good, really, but the roads
became dangerous and insurance was a problem. Then we did
tea parties. We made sandwiches, cakes and buns and things
ourselves, and supplied music. We also did the raffles and a man
up the road here gave a calf that they raffled. In the last few years
we have a golf classic and we have the Easter Raffle. When they
are getting the tickets ready for the raffle they use a sewing
machine. One of the parents in the branch, Eileen Fitzpatrick,

and her daughter make up all the tickets on a sheet on the
computer. Her husband cuts the tickets and Eileen puts them
on the sewing machine to perforate them!

Attitudes have changed towards people with disability. One
time, when people had a handicapped child, the child was left
in a room on their own. 

One girl married into it. She was two or three days in the
house and she could see the food going every now and again.
She did not know before she got married or anything. She asked
where the food was going or who was getting it. 

It was her husband’s brother and the husband never told her.
When he handed in the food he would close the door and let
him carry on with it. The brother was 30 at the time. Where
this girl married, they told her he was handicapped and he was
not able to come out around the room and they did not bother
letting him out and he was afraid of people, naturally. So she
kept coaxing him and going to the room and talking to him and
she managed to bring him out and put him sitting at the table
and he would have his dinner at the table with everyone else.
This was in the early 1960s. 

Portumna have been very good over the years. I have been a
member of the Portumna Branch for 30 years, and Chairperson
for the past four or five years. We cannot get new people to join.
We have asked over and over again for young parents. They got
it too handy, everything was there for them. All they had to do
was walk in. Maybe if they had had it as difficult as us. No
matter how hard I try, I cannot get anyone to come collecting.
It makes you feel why should we bother if nobody else will?

Lizzy Kelly



Eileen Molloy with her son, Séamus.

118 A Caring World Ability West



Éirim an Iarthair Profiles 119

I remember when Séamus was born, I knew nothing about him
only that he was normal and good looking and heavy and big.
He was 3 months when he got diarrhoea and vomiting and he
was in the Fever Hospital and he spent a month there. That was
the time when it came up that he was handicapped. I remember
the nurse said 'ah Séamus there is nothing wrong with you but
you’re too fat'. 

So the doctor then called me and he told me that he was
handicapped and I said 'what’s that doctor?' because I had never
heard that word before. 'He is handicapped,' he said. It could
happen to me, he said, and it could happen to you, it could
happen to anyone. He will be slow walking, he said, slow,
talking, slow, getting his tea. 

Dr McNicholl was the doctor, he was the head of the
‘handicaps’ that time. He was a nice doctor, when I called up
then after the second sickness, he called me in and he was
talking to me for a while; he was all right. 

There were no supports around that time, but I managed
okay, he was nice and quiet, I used to bathe him and powder

him and put on his nappies. He was over in Lourdes for a week
and he got sick there. When he landed in Dublin they sent him
down in an ambulance. At 12 o'clock the knock came at the
door. I saw the ambulance and the nurse said 'don’t get upset
now, Séamus is here now in the ambulance, he got sick in
Lourdes and we brought him from Dublin in the ambulance.' 

Séamus was the first one that opened the door in Blackrock
House around 40 years ago now. He is going there today and
every day. He loves it there. They bring him out in the morning
and bring him back in the evening. 

Séamus was initially supposed to go to Dublin. We got the
two letters together, one from Blackrock House and another to
go to Dublin. We were delighted to send him to Blackrock
House and not to Dublin because he could stay with us all the
time then. 

Séamus is happy out, happy as Larry. Only for him I would
be dying long ago. Even the lads know that now. They know
well that he is keeping me going. You have to laugh about some
of the things he would be saying and doing.

Eileen Molloy



Teresa O’Connor with her son, Brian.

120 A Caring World Ability West



Éirim an Iarthair Profiles 121

When Brian was diagnosed with autism nobody knew what it
was, really. Some people thought when you said he was autistic
you meant artistic. We did not know either. I would always
describe Brian as mentally handicapped. I see him as being
mentally handicapped with autism thrown in. He can cope very
well in lots of ways. He has all these rituals. When he comes on
a Friday the first thing he has to do is empty the bins, which is
great. Then he goes next door and he will take all their cans and
jars and bottles and brings them in to our place. When all our
bins are full, himself and his Dad will go to the bottle bank. 

As a teenager, it was very difficult. That was when we started
looking for residential care. He changed very quickly from a
child to a teenager. At around 13, his voice broke; he went from
about a size 5 to a size 9 shoe very quickly. I suppose the
hormones were flowing. He was not at all aggressive until then. 

It was very upsetting for my other children because he is the
eldest. In a way they never had a chance to experience a normal
childhood because Brian was always there. I remember I asked
Enda once, he was quite small then, what he thought about
Brian going on home sharing and he said 'it gives us a break
from calming him down.'

Brian was 23 when he moved to Residential Service at the
Group Home in Oldfield. He has a much better life there than
he would have at home. He goes to two discos some weeks and
they are always going out for a bite to eat or a drink or whatever
and he goes on holidays with them. He actually has a fabulous life. 

Brian has been happy no matter where he has been, really. I
mean, he moved from the school then at 18 to the Training
Centre and he loved that too and then he moved to Snipe
Industries. Everywhere he went he seemed to be fairly happy
and blended in. He loves work, you see. He doesn’t like
holidays; he loves structure. What really freaks him is something
he has not experienced, say his first time on a boat, a train, a
plane; they were all new and huge milestones. 

Ability West run a very varied programme at the SOS. Brian
loves to do rugs and cushions there. His work is perfect. He picks
out his own wool, but he would do that for ever and ever. He is
also very good at jigsaws. They have them framed where he lives.
Neighbours used to give us (difficult) jigsaws belonging to their
kids because they knew that he was good at them.

Brian’s carer, Kevin Whelan, wrote a book called ‘Izzy Baia’
about Brian and this was made into a radio documentary. Brian
even made money on it. Each time it was repeated the money
went down, it was repeated three or four times on radio.
Having said that, money does not mean anything to Brian; he
would be quite happy with a Mars bar. It was nice, though, that
he was recognised. 

I feel we have been lucky that we got services when we
needed them and we got respite when we needed it. Maybe at
one stage we were not getting enough but were still never left
without a service. 

Teresa O’Connor



Margaret Reardon’s daughter,
Brigid Mary.
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Margaret Reardon

I was pregnant with twins but I lost one of them at birth. They
never told me what happened to my son. They said he had a
heart complaint and that’s all, and I never got to see him.

I was not brought in to see my daughter, Brigid Mary,
immediately. When she was born a nurse said to me: 'Tell
your husband that I want to talk to him.' She said not to
worry, that there is always a home for them. I never did put
her in a home and I reared her through bad times when it was
very difficult to get nappies or anything. I knew nothing
whatsoever about mental handicap at the time. 

I did not react against her when she was born. She was six
weeks before they let her out and she was only 3 lbs. 

I used to go down on the bike to the hospital in the morning
to feed. She was so tiny they taught me how to feed her and hold
her. She had a nappy on her in Out-Patients and they took the
nappy off her and threw it in the bin. I said to the nurse that I
wanted to keep it as I had not many and I could bring it home
and wash it, so I brought it home. The nurse said to me: 'Ring
your Public Health Nurse immediately.' I did not know
anything about a public health nurse. I rang them then and from
that day I haven’t looked back. 

I got the nappies which was most important of all. A Social
Worker told me one day that we were going to get an allowance.
I was on cloud nine − money was scarce. It was small at the time
but it was great. Times were tough, they are better now. 

Brigid Mary was 7 years when she first stood up. The priest
came in, he was doing the rounds. I had her in a cot in the
kitchen and he asked me why I didn’t seek any help for her. 

Brigid Mary went to school in the Care Unit in Snipe Avenue
when she was 11. Mary Timothy was there at that time. She was

happy in the school. It was lovely. She was brought there and
brought home. She was spotless coming from school every
evening, which was great.

After the School, she went into Blackrock House Adult Day
Centre. She has been going to that Centre for over 20 years now.
All through the years, the nurses and teachers were always so
pleasant and so welcoming. 

In the earlier days it was easier to get respite (care) than it
is now. You could ask at that time if you were really stuck, if
you wanted to go to funeral and they would keep her for the
night but it’s different now. It is more restricted and more
children want breaks. I get one break in the month. To be
quite honest, over the years they were mighty. You only had
to ask that time and they would take her in and there was
respite but then they changed it and they did away with the
respite in Blackrock house. 

I am older now and not as well able to go. Brigid Mary still
lives with me, she’s 46. It’s just the two of us in the house. My
husband is dead for 16 years. 

She keeps me going because I would not put down a dinner
if I did not have her. A bit of bread and tea would do me, but
I put down the dinner when I have her. I am awful content
and I am happy that I have her but I do not think of what is
to come. I live in the present and I am happy and I can look
after her when she comes home every evening. 

When it is your child, no matter how it comes into the world
it’s yours and you have to love it. She is special; there is
something special about her. I am very fond of her. I cannot
describe it. 
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Ba as Sruthair, i gContae Mhaigh Eo, do Nan Dooley ó dhúchas
ach chaith sí deireadh a saoil i mbun siopa ar an gCeathrú Rua.
D'éag a máthair nuair a bhí Nan dhá bhliain d'aois is phós a
hathair, James, arís ina dhiaidh sin. I 1937, chuaigh sí go Sasana,
áit ar chaith sí sé bliana ag obair in ospidéal. In 1950, fuair a
huncail Risteárd bás agus cheannaigh Nan an siopa a bhí aige
sa Cheathrú Rua le cúnamh óna muintir. Ag an am céanna, bhí
a deartháir, John Dooley, ina Thoscaire Aspalda san Ind-Sín, áit
ar chaith sé cúig bliana faoi ghlas bhaile. I 1959, agus é an-tinn,
b'éigean dó filleadh ar an Róimh. Le linn na seascadaí ghlac sé
pairt sa Chomhairle Vatacánach.

Bhronn Nan Dooley a teach (margadhluach £12,500 ag an
am) mar thabhartas ar Chumann na Gaillimhe i ndeireadh a
saoil. Ba mhian léi go mbainfí úsáide as an teach do ghasúir Ie
riachtanais speisialta agus sa mbliain 1976, sheas seiceadóirí a
heastait, a deartháir, an tArdeaspag John Dooley agus a deirfiúr,
an tSiúr Berchmans lenar iarr sí. Bhronn siadsan an teach ar
Chumann Chontae na Gaillimhe do Ghasúir Ie Riachtanais
Speisialta ag an am ar mhéid ainmniúil. Bhí a deartháir, an
tArdeaspag féin, i láthair nuair a osclaíodh an t-ionad go
hoifigiúil ar 29 lúil 1977.

Bhí sé mar aidhm aici i gcónaí go n-osclófaí an teach mar
ionad seirbhíse chun freastal ar pháistí i nGaeltacht Chonamara
le riachtanais speisialta. Is iomaí gasúr a ndearnadh freastal
orthu san ionad ó shin i leith. Is é seo an t-aon ionad lonnaithe
sa Ghaeltacht atá ag reáchtáil seirbhísí trí mheán na Gaeilge.

Seirbhís oideachais lae do ghasúir idir a 3-18 bliain atá á
tairiscint ag Tigh Nan Dooley agus clúdaítear riachtanais
speisialta go léir na ndaltaí i gcuraclam an Ionaid. Foireann
mheasctha a chuireann an tseirbhís ar fáil (múinteoirí agus
banaltraí). Coibhneas ar fheabhas atá idir múinteoir is dalta,
rud a fhágann go mbíonn an deis is fearr forais ag na daltaí. Lena
chois sin, bíonn fáil ag gach dalta ar fhoireann ildisciplíneach ó
Éirim an larthair. 

Áirítear seirbhísí an Teiripeora Urlabhra agus Teanga, an
tsiceolaí agus an fhisiteiripeora ar sheirbhisí na foirne seo.
Cuidíonn sé seo Ie gach dalta an dul chun cinn is fearr a
dhéanamh i gcúrsaí oideachais agus sóisialta. 

Riarann an fhoireann bainistíochta atá lonnaithe i dTeach na
Carraige Duibhe, i mBóthar na Trá, Gaillimh, an maoiniú go
léir a fhaightear agus bíonn tacaíocht airgid ar fail ó
Fheidhmeannacht na Seirbhíse Sláinte, ón Roinn Oideachais
agus Eolaíochta agus ó Údarás na Gaeltachta. Is mór an cúnamh
don Ionad freisin na feachtais bhailithe airgid a eagraítear go
háitiúil.

Mar gheall ar an tacaíocht seo agus ar an gcúnamh airgid a
cuireadh ar fáil, bhíodar in ann an bungaló inar mhair Nan
Dooley (a thóg Pádraig Riobáird Ó Ráinne ca. 1945) a leagan
agus a thógáil as an nua in 2002 mar ionad oideachais, ionad
inar féidir seirbhís úrscothach a thairiscint do na gasúir. Táthar
ag súil amach anseo gáirdín na gcéadfaí agus áit spraoi speisialta
a fhorbairt ar an láthair seo chomh maith.

Tigh Nan Dooley − lonad Forbartha agus Oideachais Leanaí sa Ghaeltacht
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Nan Dooley was born in Shrule, Co Mayo and later worked as
a shopkeeper in Carraroe, Connemara. Her mother died when
Nan was but two years old and her father, James, remarried. In
1937, she went to England, where she worked for six years in a
hospital. In 1950, her uncle Richard died and Nan bought his
shop in Carraroe with help from her family. 

Around this time, her brother, John Dooley, was an Apostolic
Delegate in Indochina, where he spent five years under house
arrest. In 1959, he became very ill; he was called back to Rome.
In the 1960s he participated in the Vatican Council.

Towards the end of her life, it was Nan Dooley's wish for her
house to be used for children with special needs and in 1976,
the executors of her estate, her brother and sister, Archbishop
John Dooley and Sister Berchmans honoured this request. The
house had a market value of £12,500 at the time, and was
handed over to the Galway County Association for a nominal
sum. Nan Dooley's brother the Archbishop officiated at the
official opening of the centre on the 29 July 1977.

The intention had always been for the house to be used for
providing a community-based service for children with special
needs in the Connemara Gaeltacht area. This Centre is the only
Gaeltacht-based Centre providing services through the medium
of Irish for children with special needs.

As an educational and development day service for children
with special needs between the ages of 3-18, Tigh Nan Dooley
offers a full educational curriculum. Delivered by a
multidisciplinary staff (teachers and nurses), the Centre offers
an excellent teacher/pupil ratio, allowing for the best
development of its students. In addition each pupil can avail of
the excellent multidisciplinary team of Ability West.  This
includes speech and language therapy, as well as psychology,
physiotherapy and social work services. This allows for the best
educational and social development of each pupil. 

The staff at Tigh Nan Dooley are supported by the full
management team based at Blackrock House, Salthill, Galway.
All funding is administered through Head Office, with financial
support from the Health Service Executive, the Department of
Education and Udarás na Gaeltachta. Local fundraising events
continue to support the Centre also.

It was this level of support and financial contributions that
allowed the original bungalow, the home of Nan Dooley (built
by Pádraig Riobáird Ó Ráinne ca. 1945), to be redeveloped as
a purpose-built educational centre in 2002. Future plans for
Tigh Nan Dooley include the development of a sensory garden
and purpose-built play area on this site. 

Tigh Nan Dooley − A Child Education and Development Centre in the Gaeltacht
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My abiding memory of my father's role in the GAMHC was
that he seemed to spend endless time on an old coinbox phone
in our hall, talking to people like Marie O'Sullivan, Mícheál
McSweeney and others, organising committee meetings, sorting
problems, setting up branches in places like Tuam. I also have a
half recollection of some involvement, or at least
encouragement by Declan Costello, then a TD, later Attorney
General (1973-77), Justice and President of the High Court.

A great deal of time and energy went on fund raising and one
of the highlights of the year was a raffle for which the First prize
was a Connemara pony or £100 depending on the winner's
preference. Many's the summer's day I spent outside the Imperial
Hotel on Eyre Square selling raffle lines.

It's hard to think now how small were the beginnings. Initially
just a few hours a week on a Saturday afternoon in St Joseph's,
a house next door to our own, owned by Miss Crowe.
Youngsters were driven there from around the city and county.
Then they took more space and went full-time before the (semi-
permanent) prefab was established in Snipe Avenue.

In particular I remember a girl called Kathleen from
Moycullen who my father used to drive home once a week,

with other people taking turns on other days. She lived with
her family up a side road and my mother used to take care of
her in our kitchen before my father got home from the
Claddagh School to bring her out. It was a real example of
volunteerism in action. 

It's probably not too much of an exaggeration to say that in
those times some families felt they had to keep children with
Down syndrome out of public view and that all sorts of
barriers had to be broken down. Compared with modern
times, there was nothing available by way of psychological
assessment in schools.

I remember when my father died in 1978 it was recalled that
he had a difficult time in securing the support of the Bishop of
Galway, Dr Michael Browne, and that he literally had to put
his foot in the door of his Palace to secure an appointment.
The Bishop would have been wary of any initiative that he did
not control, one presumes, but my father was able to quote the
documents of Vatican II to him, with their emphasis on the
role of the Laity in the Church. The Bishop subsequently
became a supportive patron of St Joseph's when it moved to
Snipe Avenue (1967).

Kevin O'Rourke, Founder Member
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Annaghdown Branch members (2008), L-R: Mícheál
Faherty, Winnie Farragher, Michael Finnerty (Treasurer),
Agnes Fox, Eileen Regan (Sec.) and Michael Cahill (Chair). 
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The Annaghdown Branch was formed in 1970. From the start,
they have been involved in organising dances and functions,
hosted in Regan’s Pub in Clonboo, where Eileen Regan’s
generosity is always in evidence. The branch has also organised
card games, fashion shows, and door-to-door collections. The
sponsored cycles began in 1983, when Branch Treasurer, Matt
Newell, organised a cycle to Sligo. He did four cycles with the
branch. Some 50-55 cyclists take part each year, backed up by a
team of 10. The cyclists paid their own way and after the day’s
long cycle, they stayed overnight in a hotel, explained Michael
Cahill, who refers to the event as a fun cycle.

“We give them a meal and a trophy out of it as a remembrance
of the year and the occasion. We have a good night in the hotel,
ceol agus craic and a sing-song. The songbook would run out
maybe about six in the morning and you’d be heading for bed
that time. You’d have to be on the bikes then again for 10 or 11.
There would be anything up to 80 miles coming back; none of
the cyclists do less than 150 miles over the two days.”

Michael Finnerty did the first Maracycle for the branch, a
200 mile round-trip, from Dublin to Belfast. To date, he has
done the Maracycle 10 times, Michael Cahill has done eight.
Michael Finnerty started with the Moycullen Branch in 1983,
and moved to Annaghdown 10 years later. 

“I was chairman of the Connemara Association as well. We
used to have our meetings back in Peacocks. I’m still hanging
on. I enjoy it. It’s great to help ones that can’t help themselves,
that’s my way of looking at it. We’ll keep moving another few
years. We threatened to finish this year but the cyclists won’t let
us. Every year we hand over a bigger cheque than the year
before. This year (2008) we handed over €23,500, €22,000 last
year and that’s just for the cycle alone. We have an annual
collection then which is roughly €4,000.”

The team have cycled to Sligo, to Bóthar in Offaly, Tullamore,
Kilkee, Ennistymon (five times), Ennis, Athlone, Clifden
(twice), Westport (five times) and Castlebar. “We couldn’t go
directly to the places as the crow flies, we give them a nice, tough
cycle.”

According to Agnes Fox and Winnie Farragher, they have
never been short of volunteers. “The cycle would be the last
weekend in April each year. We have to limit it to 50-55 because
it gets too dangerous otherwise.” A member of the Garda
Síochána, Frank Hannan, and a local man, William Merrigan,
help out on their own motorbikes. “It’d be too dangerous
without them. You have to have a bike up front and a bike
behind to stop the traffic.” 

Winnie Farragher is an old hand at raising funds, and has
been known to raise €3,000 on her own steam. 

“I go to the pubs. I just ask the owner of the premises can I
sell lines. One bar over in Clare says ‘Oh, she’s here again’ when
they see me. I start on St Patrick’s Day at the parade in Headford
but I went to Tuam this year instead because there was no
parade in Headford. I had a friend of mine with me, Nelly
Casey, and we did very well. Some of them are very generous.
The biggest single amount I ever got in the pubs was a €50.”

Each year, in addition to the sponsored cycle (the main
fundraiser), the branch organises a successful envelope
collection. For their delegated collectors, they host an
entertainment night as well as the annual Christmas Dinner
Party for parents and carers. An Annual Day outing was
organised too but had to cease owing to insurance difficulties.
Over the years, the branch has fundraised to send children and
parents to Lourdes. They also bought four synthesisers
(learning computers) for Snipe Avenue, made donations to the
John Paul Centre, and have purchased two buses. 

Annaghdown Branch – Tired but sásta
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Brigid Brophy was 17 years old when her father, Billy Clarke,
asked her to help in the Workshop in Bridget's Place,
Woodquay. Later, she became involved in major fundraising
drives, firstly for the Association, and then in other causes such
as building a school for the tsunami victims in Sri Lanka. 

At the Workshop in Woodquay, she helped out in the kitchen
preparing the lunches and in bartering for cheaper food around
the town of Galway. So what was it that motivated a young
teenager in the early 1970s to get involved?

“I was in boarding school for five years. The La Sainte Union
of Sisters in Athlone were a French order of nuns and we were
always sent out on Saturday’s to help in a school they ran for
handicapped children. You were sent down to some of the
underprivileged in Mel’s Terrace and places like that in Athlone
that were not the most salubrious of areas. You were sent down
to do your bits and pieces and you did not argue. It was part of
your education.”

The early fundraisers including the first Rallies were for
kitting out the kitchen and the laundry sections and then an
area where her father designed a fold-up wall bed which Sue
Patching used to teach the girls about making beds, laundry,
and cooking. Music, they felt, would be very good all around,
and O’Connor’s in Shop Street helped with the funding of a
sound system for the Workshop. Another fundraiser she
remembered her father organising was a Swim, Dine and Dance
event in the Brothers of Charity complex in Renmore. They
called to all the hotels in town, such as the Odeon (now an
office block), the Imperial, the Skeffington, the Salthill Hotel,
and the Ardilaun. 

“I remember Ann Kelly lent me her estate and one place gave
us soup for 120 people; somebody else gave us spaghetti

Bolognese for 120. The tickets were quite pricey at the time and
you brought your swimsuit and your towel and we had bands
again playing for nothing and you ate as much as you wanted.
We did not pay for anything that night. It was a huge success
and it was never repeated because I suspect a few people tried
to swim when they should not have been swimming.”

One novel idea involved Daiden Ó hEocha hosting a 'free
lunch' in a beautiful old (University) building at the back of the
Quad, which very few people had ever seen. People who came
were asked to commit themselves for a year, helping to organise
a major fundraiser or the like. And they did: Dr Ann Gibbons
of Barna, John Sherry of Lydon House Catering and Charlie
Sinnott of the Connemara Coast and Gateway Hotels did their
bit; Tommy Godwin organised golf tournaments, Paddy Daly
organised concerts, with appearances by Frankie Gavin, Cois
Cladaigh and other choirs, and Veronica Murphy organised the
floral decorating of the Augustinian Church at Easter time.
Brigid Brophy did three Rally drives for the Association and
when the first Training Workshop opened in Snipe Avenue, this
became their next project. Friends and associates were recruited.
Jack Lee got the draughtsmen at HGL O’Connor Architects to
help, so the design cost nothing. Seán Stewart’s building firm
came on board and his men also gave hours of labour for free. 

“Dad had the ability to do that in the sort of way that people
did not feel that they were giving and I have used his tactics an
awful lot with anything that I am involved in. He was a great
believer that if you asked for something in kind from someone,
you might not be a millionaire but you would have a skill or
something, so you would ask would you give so many hours,
people always gave freely of their time and they still do if you
ask them sort of in the right way, and you get things done.”

Brigid Brophy 
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Peadar Burns with his son, Cronan.
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The Ballinasloe Branch of the Association started in 1965. I
wasn’t in it for a while after that until Cronan was born, until
we knew he was a Down syndrome.  At that time there was not
much being done in the line of services for the mentally
handicapped. There was St Hilda’s in Athlone; that worked all
right for a while. 

When Cronan was born that time, they didn’t tell us... After
about a week, they made an appointment with Dr McNicholl.
We brought him down to McNicholl and he examined him and
said, 'I will have to be frank, he has Down syndrome'. Down
syndrome to us was a big word we didn’t know what it was, we
hadn’t heard of it before. Mary broke down entirely and I said
to the doctor, 'will he walk, do you think?' 'Well, he will walk'.
'And will he talk?' Sure enough he did walk and he did talk and
he had some choice language that you wouldn’t want your aunty
to hear, he did walk and run and fished.

They built a school in Snipe Avenue, Newcastle Road, which
was prefabs; they had a training workshop and had a school.
The people on a voluntary basis brought the children in and it
eventually became a charge on the Health Board; it worked all
right but they weren’t too generous with the money. We went a
few times on deputations to various ministers but they were
constrained too, there wasn’t much money around then. At that
time if you got a £1,000 from the Government or from the
Health Board or from the County Council they would think
'go away now; and we don’t want to hear from you for a couple
of years'. They thought that.

When we got going in Galway, they had a Board of Directors.
I got on the Board, in fact I was Chairman for a couple of terms.

You had great people on the Board who were planning all the
time and, of course, they were being fed by the branches as well,
where the most need was and the most neglect was. Then the
powers that be began to see at last that the mentally
handicapped had a right to education. An education for them
might mean teaching them how to hold a spoon, use a fork or
something like that. That was education for them and that’s
what they needed, basic life skills.

In the meantime, practically every town had a branch; this
was to give the parents of those special children a voice in the
running and to keep the local representative fed with needs. It
didn’t invariably mean that there was a rush to help but it was
always there. You had branches around here in Ballinasloe,
Ahascragh, Mountbellew, Kilconnel, Eyrecourt, Killimor.
There were branches in every small town and I suppose mostly
their function was fundraising but they did it. At that time,
Ballinasloe could sometimes raise €20,000 in a year. It was a lot
of money in bad times. We must have saved the Government
thousands each year. 

There is not so much voluntary money being put into it now;
nothing like there was: I remember £113,000, some years. That
would not go far nowadays but it was a big amount in
comparison with what it was costing. 

You ask me do you think there will be enough of money (for
services). Why shouldn’t there be? They are born into the State
and they have rights according to the Constitution and an effort
will have to be made, maybe that’s wishful thinking, I’m not
sure. There seems to be plenty of money for everything else. 

Peadar Burns
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I trained in England and then worked a few years in Scotland
with people with disability, after which I worked one more year
in England. Then I started off in the Galway Association,
working as a psychologist for 13 years before starting with the
Brothers of Charity.

The Brothers of Charity would have been working in
Kilcornan since the early 1950s, based in Kilcornan. At the very
start, they used to be on the Board of Directors of the
Association. It was a very small operation but very cooperative.
The differences between the Brothers of Charity and the
Galway Association are largely historic. They have grown
organically in different areas, but there are lots of similarities,
and good working relationships at this point. To date, there has
been no competition for funding. There would be some
element but there is an agreed prioritisation system. There is a
shortage of funds, and of course waiting lists so it is those who
have the greatest need will get the services first. 

We are divided into three sectors, the East and West sector
and the Children’s sector. I am the head of the East sector which
provides services in Kilcornan, Athenry, Gort, Ballinasloe. The
Brothers of Charity at this stage is quite a big organisation; 800
staff, 1,000 clients, and it is too big. We are trying to organically
make it smaller and more manageable. While it is still one entity
and funded as one entity in terms of Galway services, the three-
sector structure keeps it manageable. 

In my mother's time, in the Association, people were more
involved in decision-making because the funding they raised
was very significant; It was a required element in one respect.
There were balls held, an annual raffle for a Connemara pony,
and that was a big thing. And then the practical help of the

drivers, for instance, driving people in when there were no
Department of Education buses, in the early days. Before the
Department of Education came on board, there was a network
of drivers. My mother was the Principal at the time so she would
have coordinated the driving. She was a great organiser. People
had the rota, and they did it. 

Learning disability is not regarded as a major cause now;
cancer might be. But at the time it was a cause that a lot of
fundraising was done for. For years, money was given with very
little control or accountability and it is only right and proper
that accountability be discharged and systems set up in terms of
standards. Again, it is important to get that right. Ultimately it
goes back to respect for people, and getting a team of people
together who really care what they are doing, who have a passion
about it. That is the kind of system you are trying to generate. 

Ultimately the most important people are the frontline staff,
the people actually doing the work. Most people who come to
work in this area genuinely have a vocation or an interest in it.
They are not coming for the money. Obviously bobs are
important; everybody has to put a crust on the table but most
people do genuinely have an interest. 

It depends possibly more on local management than on the
hierarchy of the Brothers of Charity organisation or of the
Galway Association. Who is the head of the local centre? Or
who is the team leader in a house? This often sets the tone of
that person, how they support the staff and how they are
motivated and keep it going. And if you have got a good person
in there, at that level of a local unit, you will have a good service
regardless of whether it is run by the Galway Association or the
Brothers of Charity.

Seán Conneally
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Obair ranga a bhíonn mé ag déanamh i dTigh Nan Dooley.
Obair scoile, chuile mhaidin. Bíonn lón ann ansin, is tar éis an
lóin bíonn spraoi ag na gasúir is tagann an bus aniar ag a 3.00 sa
tráthnóna. Tá sé aisteach, ceapann daoine go bhfuil sé deacair
Gaeilge a mhúineadh do na gasúir seo. Béarla nó Gaeilge,
piocann siad suas go tapaidh é.

Tógadh ar oileán mise – Oileán Inis Bearachain agus bhí go
leor áilleachta sa saol. Bhí an saol go deas, réidh ciúin ann.
Thaitin an scoil go mór liom. Bhí múinteoir maith againn a
thuig go gcaithfeadh muid dul i bhfad ó bhaile le leanúint ar
aghaidh lenár gcuid oideachas mar nach raibh aon scoil dara
leibhéal sa cheantar ag an am. Mar gheall air seo, d’imigh mé go
Bostún nuair a bhí mé 14 bliain d’aois go dtí m’aintín agus
m’uncail thall. Bhí uaigneas orm, ach nuair a bhí mé thall píosa
bhí mé ceart go leor agus bhí muid ag caint Gaeilge sa bhaile.
Lean mé ar aghaidh le mo chuid oideachais thall agus i
gcaitheamh na laethanta saoire d’oibrigh mé i scoil le páistí le
deacrachtaí foghlama. Chuir mé an-suim san obair seo ó thús
agus rinne mé suas m’intinn leanúint leis mar ghairm bheatha.

Phós mé fear as an gCeathrú Rua i mBostún agus tháinig
muid abhaile i 1971. Tar éis tamaill thosaigh feachtas sa
cheantar le seirbhís lae a chur ar fáil do ghasúir le deacrachtaí

foghlama i gConamara Thiar. Mar thoradh air seo tionóladh
ollchruinniú ar an gCeathrú Rua i mhí na Samhna 1975 agus
bunaíodh coiste le hionadaithe ó bhailte éagsúla i gConamara
le hIonad Traenála a chur ar fáil sa cheantar. Bhí daoine ann
freisin as Ceantar na n-Oileán, Camus, Rosmuc, Leitir Móir,
An Spidéal agus Carna. Bhí mé mar bhall den choiste ó thús
agus mar Chathaoirleach ó 1981 ar aghaidh. Le cúnamh láidir
ó mhuintir na háite, d’éirigh leis an gcoiste Ionad Traenála a
bhunú i dTigh Nan Dooley ar an gCeathrú Rua i 1976.

Rud amháin faoi mhuintir na háite, bhí siad ann dúinn agus
rinne muid féin an-obair. Bhíodh dinnéar againn in Óstán na
Ceathrún Rua agus dhíoladh muid an oiread sin ticéad, is
bheadh damhsa againn le ceol a bhí in aisce. 

Ní raibh mórán coistí eile ann ag an am. Bhí an coiste seo mar
an phríomhchoiste sa cheantar, agus idir na dreamanna uilig,
bhíodh díolachán earraí mór millteach againn. Bhíodh na hallaí
lán le hearraí againn. Bhíodh na monarchain ag déanamh rudaí
dúinn. Bhíodh dream nach raibh dada acu ag cniotáil, ag crochet
agus mar sin de. Bhíodh Wheel of Fortune againn agus bhíodh
an tAthair Pádraig Stándúin ann, agus chodlódh sé i mála
codlata ar an úrlár thar oíche sa Halla ar fhaitíos go dtógfaí aon
rud. Bhí sé ar an gcoiste ag an am. Bhí daoine go maith i gcónaí.

Máire Devane
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I work mornings in the classroom in Tigh Nan Dooley. The
children then have lunch and then they go out to play. The bus
arrives to bring them home at 3.00 pm. It’s a strange thing:
people think it is difficult to teach Irish to the children here.
English or Irish, they pick it up no bother. 

I was born on the island of Inis Bearachain; it was a beautiful,
serene place to be. I loved school. We had a great teacher who
knew we would have to travel abroad to continue our education
because we had no secondary school in the area that time. That
was why I went for Boston at the age of 14, to live there with
my aunt and uncle. I was lonely but that went away after a while
and we spoke Irish in the house. I continued with my education
over there and during the holidays I got to work in a school with
children with learning disabilities. This kind of work was very
interesting for me and I decided to make it my career.

In Boston, I married a man from Carraroe and we returned
home in 1971. Some time later, a campaign was started in the
area to get a day service going for children with learning
disabilities in Connemara West. This culminated in a big
meeting in Carraroe in November 1975 and a committee was

formed with delegates from different villages in Connemara to
set up a Training Unit in the district. There were people there
too from the Lettermore area, Camus, Rosmuc, Spiddal, and
Carna. I was involved in the Committee from the start, and
Chairperson from 1981. We had great support from the various
areas and we succeeded finally in setting up a Training Unit in
Tigh Nan Dooley, Carraroe, in 1976.

The people in this district were always very good to us, and
we worked hard over the years ourselves. We’d organise a dine
and dance function in the local hotel and we’d sell a lot of
tickets; we didn’t have to pay for the music.

There weren’t many other groups going at the time, and our
Committee was the main one in the area. With the various
branches, we organised very big sales of work. We had the local
halls full of goods, and the factories made things for us too.
People who had little themselves were knitting and crocheting
for us; we had the Wheel of Fortune and Father Pádraig
Stándúin was always on hand, he would even spend the night in
the Hall in a sleeping bag, to keep an eye on things. He was on
our Committee at the time. People were very good to us always.

Mary Devane
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Ann Donovan served also as
Chairman of the Galway
Association (1997-2001) and as
President of the National
Association for the Mentally
Handicapped in Ireland (1997-
1998). 
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I came to live in Galway in 1970. Around 1976, at a coffee
morning in Joan McNicholl’s, she mentioned that volunteers
were needed in the care unit in Snipe Avenue. I “joined” up and
for the next number of years. I went to the care unit one
morning per week where I helped the most dedicated staff,
Mary Farrissey, Maura Hosty, Mary Timothy, Bridie Tedders
and Unit Director Kathleen Duggan. 

I found the Association an extraordinary place. There was
very little money in those days, so buildings were added on to
when needs had to be met. This happened mostly at the
school, where the buildings had to grow with the children as
they grew older. Notwithstanding the buildings, the rapport
between pupils and staff was extraordinary under the
legendary principal, Chris Conneally. The school was
described by a visiting expert on disability as “what a
marvellous atmosphere in that school” and I am happy to say
the same atmosphere remains. 

Money was short so our friends donated old clothes and toys
which were put to very good use in the various units.

In 1979, Kathleen Duggan resigned from the Board of
Directors and I was co-opted as Director representing the care
units and I have been there since then!  The Board members are
mostly volunteers, parents, friends and siblings from the four
regions with two elected staff representatives. The commitment
of the Board members over the years has been outstanding.
Never in all my years has a meeting been cancelled where there
was not a quorum. This commitment of Directors and staff
working together is responsible for the continued success of
Ability West. There are still problem areas to be addressed, for
example, the need for more residential and respite care. The
great worry for parents nationally is “what will happen when I
die”. We are making progress in these areas but because of recent
cutbacks, difficulties have arisen, but please God these cutbacks
will not continue forever. 

We would love to have more volunteers – we have plenty of
areas where they can become involved. Even in busy lives, with
a little organisation of our time, perhaps we could spare a couple
of hours a week!

Ann Donovan
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Pearl Finnegan

I was a senior student nurse in my last year. I was on night duty
and this child came in for surgery, an umbilical hernia, and
immediately I saw the child was profoundly handicapped. The
child had very successful surgery but during the 17 days with
us the child spent its nights screaming and it was a huge
disturbance in the paediatric unit for all of that time. I spent all
my nights walking the corridor singing to him it was the only
thing that calmed that child down. 

The child’s name was Jimmy. It was a Joe Dolan number that
had just become popular at the time and the name of the song
was ‘Wait till the clouds roll by Jenny’. But of course I changed
it to Jimmy and the singing and the music had a profound
calming effect on the child. It was the only way we could keep
him quiet so the other children could sleep. 

From the night that Jimmy came into the hospital to the
night he left us not one relative called to see him. No phone call
nor relative nor father nor mother, and I thought that extremely
sad. Then, it came to the time for Jimmy to be discharged. The
usual telegram was sent to Jimmy’s mother and after two days
Jimmy’s father had failed to come in to collect him. So, matron
sent out another letter and there was no response to the letter.
Matron had to call the local Garda station to send a Garda Car
out to find the local parents. 

The mother did come in the Garda car in the cover of
darkness again and she was hysterical when she was told the
child was being discharged. She told us if she had to take him
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home she would commit suicide. He was seven years of age;
from the time he was born she had not endured a night’s sleep.
We could see why, with his continuing piercing cries and
banging his head off the sides of the cots. So Matron took her
threat very seriously and decided not to take the child home in
case the mother would commit suicide.

She got in touch with the authorities in St Brigid’s
(Ballinasloe) and she explained the case and they agreed that
the child would be admitted to St Brigid’s that night and would
be looked after indefinitely. 

I was 20, I qualified at 21. I kept in touch for two years with
Jimmy in St Brigid’s. After two years Jimmy died; two years later
his mother died. I lost all contact with the family then. That
resurrected my interest. It had a profound affect on me, to see a
mother rejecting her own flesh and blood. Yes, I suppose it was
the one hardest and cruellest experience that I had had in my
life up until then to see a mother threaten to commit suicide.

A public meeting was called for Mountbellew’s hall, on 27
October, 1967 and I was the first person in the door that night.
It was announced by the local Connacht Tribune and the priest
announced it at Sunday Mass. That is how it all started for me.
We held our first meeting a week after the public meeting and
we got to work straight away. Now their existence was being
acknowledged and it was time to get them out into the light of
day − or shining the torch on the darkness which would be a
more suitable description.

Parents were very slow to come forward. They couldn’t let go
of their anonymity. They didn’t want to come out. It took great
coaxing and great encouraging. There would have been some
forward-looking parents that were being given the opportunity
to express themselves to come out of the closet, and they now
felt in a much stronger position to lead the drive. 

Mountbellew went from strength to strength. Our
ambition always was to have a centre in Mountbellew; 40
years later we are just about to obtain that now. But, we were
patient. Other areas needed it more, Tuam, West Galway and
then East Galway, Glenamaddy. But Galway city retained
most of the services. It was almost becoming a Campus for
intellectual disability. 

The emphasis now is really not to set up as many services in
Galway city but to try and keep the service users in their own
area. You see, our old Mission Statement was to look after them
from the cradle to the grave. Now our new Mission Statement
is – A place to live, a place to learn, a place to work and a place
in the community. Those are the four pillars now and if you
analyse them that’s the way it should be.

Over the years, working with the different branches was
wonderful! It was a network of brotherhood, really. Some of
those county meetings back in the 1970s and '80s, they were
bursting with energy and zeal and determination. No giving up
and no giving in. That was the atmosphere at meetings.
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Michael Fleming, former Board
member, and a member of the Finance
Committee of Ability West.
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I spent about four to five years on the Board of Directors. It was
Tom Garvey who asked me would I be prepared to join. I would
have to say that I was pleasantly surprised with the tremendous
commitment. Even in the early years, when things were difficult,
there was great commitment and some great people.  

During that period we came through some very difficult
times in terms of resources and we had many trips to Merlin
Park, the then Western Health Board, meeting their Chief
Executive who I suppose was good to us. But it always took
some time and effort to extract extra funding from them and I
suppose that still goes on to a certain extent. 

The cost to run the Association by contrast to today was quite
small and indeed today, Ability West is a very big organisation.  

On the Finance Committee, we meet once a month and we
go through all the transactions and all the new transactions
coming on stream, like new houses or new vans to be replaced,
anything to do with finance. We are very lucky; we have a few
good people in there and we keep a close eye on the budget and
on what’s going on and we have John McHugo there who is with
us for quite a long time and is good at his job and we have our
CE who seems to be on top of things.

One particular person that I have fond memories of and a guy
who was to me the backbone of the Galway Association in the
1960s and right into the ‘70s was Billy Clarke.  He was one of
the founder members of the factories which started off and Billy
was a tremendous driver and a great person; he gave a huge
commitment over and above the call of duty. There were
tremendous people there both in a financial capacity and as

employees and I would cite Chris Conneely and Daiden Ó
hEocha.  They would be people that I would have worked side
by side with and Peadar Burns, Tom Garvey and Bosco
McDermott.  Some of those have now moved on and are no
longer with us and it was unfortunate to lose them. They were
the people, along with good employees, that the Association
was lucky enough to have at that time.

When I decided to step down from the Board I went on the
Board of the three factories and I am still involved in there.
That was a tremendous industry at the time and now I gather
it is changing, which is inevitable; you have to move with the
times. We were operating on a very tight budget, trying to
produce the goods and bring them onto a marketplace.  That
was okay then but not now because we are competing with the
Eastern Block and products are coming in from there and being
produced way cheaper than we can produce them, so there lies
a lot of difficulty in that. 

I suppose the one thing I would like to have done would be
to have given it more time but in the early years I was rearing a
young family and holding down a job as well and it was not that
easy to give it more time.  

I would salute the people that are involved today because we
are in a busier world and people find it hard to be committed
and give their time to voluntary bodies.

I am delighted, having been associated with the organisation
throughout the years to offer some input and some help to see
the Association where it is today.

Michael Fleming
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Tom Garvey was Chairman of the
Region Committee between 1971-
1972. He also served as Chairman of
the Board of the Galway Association
in the years 1972-1974, 1980-1982,
and 1991-1993.



Éirim an Iarthair Profiles 149

The first involvement I had with the Association was in 1963,
when a brother of mine, Seán, ran dances in Glenamaddy and
raised money for the fledgling Association. It was easy enough
to organise what were called ‘staff dances’ and as a social activity,
dancing was quite popular in those times if well organised. You
were guaranteed good crowds and, additionally, Seán’s business
had strong customer loyalty in those days.

Bands such as Mick Delahunty and Maurice Mulcahy played
for us. It was Ballroom dancing. People would come and pay
their ten shillings. We ran it on a totally non-profit basis, paying
the band and any immediate expenses such as advertising. The
rest was profit and you could raise anything from £200 to £500,
which was a worthwhile sum in the 1960s. 

That’s very briefly how I became involved. I liked the
people I met; they were people of very high integrity with no
axe to grind or hidden agenda. They simply worked for the
equality of treatment in care, education and development to
a high standard, and in a community setting, where possible.
It was very rewarding and satisfying, giving a wonderful sense
of achievement. 

Some years after I got involved a number of us set about
structuring the organisation a bit better. We established
additional branches throughout the county and adopted a
corporate structure, a Limited Company without shares. That
was advantageous to avoid liability by any person and it put it
on a statutory basis, with independent accounts audited, and
AGMs held yearly. I was then Chairman, followed in 1974 by
Peadar Burns, a man whose commitment and broad vision have
always been a tremendous source of inspiration.

We received good support from the Brothers of Charity.
Brother Peter was a great source of advice in organising services
and approaching Government Departments. The County

Medical Officer was very well disposed towards us and after
that, we had direct access to Mr Éamonn Hannan, CEO of the
newly-established Western Health Board, who had a major
budget to deal with hospitals. He and Programme Manager,
Stephen O'Donoghue, showed a good appreciation of our
objectives. The budget for what was then termed ‘Special
Hospitals’ was huge at the time, and I suppose we were getting
our small portion! 

Getting Health Board clearance to recruit staff was a
challenge, as was making sure the budget balanced, or that
deficits were manageable. Being summoned to the Health
Board because you had gone over budget, and taking
consequent abuse from the CEO, was no great pleasure! Also,
one couldn’t let the Association’s expectations grow too much
if we, as a Board, could not see ourselves having the resources
to make a start on some particular service for a further year. 

I tried to confine myself as the years progressed to the Board
and to one or two of its committees.

When I left in 1999, the problem of declining activity at
branch level had been there a few years. Membership was
ageing, and young people weren’t getting involved. There wasn’t
the same urgency of need, because services were being more
fully funded. Voluntary fundraising wasn’t as critical and I
would say people felt a little separated from the services, which
had increasingly become well staffed and managed. 

Not just the need for the voluntary sector was affected, but
the connection between the staff and the voluntary had become
somewhat tenuous. It is not an easy issue to address. The change
that has occurred was inevitable. I don’t have thoughts on how
best to approach a review of this area. The challenge is to define
the role of voluntary persons and their involvement in the
future of the organisation.

Tom Garvey
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Brother Alfred

Brother Alfred Hassett, National Director of the Brothers of
Charity Services in England when interviewed, was 13 years of
age when he wrote away to join the Brothers of Charity. 

In the 1930s, the Brothers of Charity Services began
providing services for boys with learning disabilities in Lota,
Cork. The younger children (aged below 6-7) with learning
disabilities were cared for by the Daughters of Charity and by
the Sisters of Charity in Dublin. Young adults then moved from
Lota to Kilcornan and when Kilcornan was full, the young
adults from Lota had nowhere to go. Some were located in
psychiatric hospitals. The Brothers then started looking at the
localisation of services. Woodlands, Renmore, was also
developed in Galway in the mid 1960s. 

When Brother Alfred arrived there first in 1963, there were
eight Brothers in Kilcornan; the top floor of the Estate Mansion
(now the administrative section) had 60 residents and the next
floor 55, all sharing dormitory-type accommodation. 

Brother Alfred, a former Board member of the Association,
taught in Cork and in Dublin after qualifying, and in 1974, was
asked to move to Galway to work with 'slower learners'. "When
I saw the potentiality, I felt I was blessed. It was such a
wonderful time to be working in that field; you had all the
opportunities opening up: the funding was becoming available,
the ideas were changing, and communitisation of the services
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was coming on board. I was working with some wonderful
people at that particular time in the services; they would go that
extra mile if something was needed.” 

A huge part of the work was voluntary, he said. The Brothers
received no wages, and the staff often agreed to help out in the
evenings in activities with the kids. When he arrived, the Holy
Family School had two units with seven dormitories, with six
children in each dormitory. “The care staff themselves came in,
in support of the Maintenance staff that we had, and they
divided those buildings into three units of 12 in each section.
They built partitions, they papered walls, they built block walls;
they did this during the summer period while the children were
away – as volunteers.

It was an enjoyable period for a young idealistic Brother in
his late 20s, working alongside his equally optimistic peers, and
the abuse that later came to light was a terrible shock to them.
“In some cases, it did go on under our noses but the vast
majority of people were so positive that they couldn’t conceive
that this was happening.”

Over time, the Brothers succeeded in getting people with a
mild intellectual disability back into their own homes or into
group homes in the community. 

“Hopefully what has happened in the Brothers of Charity is
that we have recognised that we have a mission to help people

with a learning disability, a mission that is now the mission of
the general citizenry of this country and that the citizenry of
this country, through the work of the Galway Association and
the Brothers of Charity and others have come to understand
better what the requirements are of people with intellectual
disability, and hopefully they are coming to treat them as fellow
citizens, and when that happens, that mission is fulfilled." 

"One thing I would like to see, having secured the succession
arrangements within our services, would be to see to what
extent can the congregation, or the Galway County
Association, or other people like us, to what extent can we use
the resources available to us to sustain the spirit and ethos
within which things were done. There was a very close
identification between the way the Galway Association did
things and they way we did things.

Society needs to be challenged a bit more with some of the
values of the Galway Association, and maybe the Association
needs to look back at those roots – how do we continue to
animate the citizenry of this country again to make sure that in
a different period and in a different set of circumstances, that
people who come to look at the needs of a citizen with disability
will look with the same vision that the Association had in the
very beginning, that we all had at the beginning.
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Tom Hogan, Chief Executive,
1988-2005 .
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When I joined the Association in 1988 as Chief Executive I
found an organisation that was not adequately funded. It had
about 110 staff. The objective was to put it on a sound financial
footing with funding for the services then in place. So for the
first couple of years, my priority was to try and get the financial
structures consolidated. Thankfully that happened. Once the
organisation was on a sound financial footing there were
opportunities for development. The original services were
children’s services but the emphasis changed to adult services as
they became adults. 

When I joined, there were few residential services. Now
most of the revenue expenditure goes on group homes and
respite services, and that was a shift. When I joined, the
organisation relied a lot on the input of the voluntary people.
Quite a lot of the founders would have been still members of
the Board at that stage. 

We had a period of expansion in the late 1990s through to
the Millennium and that has continued thus far. The then
Minister for Health, Brian Cowen, put a lot of money into
services. He was certainly the best Minister I had met. He gave
a commitment that he would put in place a multi-annual
approach to reduce the waiting lists for day and residential
places, and from that point of view it was a visionary
approach. During that period as well, I was Chair of the
National Federation of Voluntary Bodies, so I had direct
dealings with the Minister. Brendan Howlin (Cowen's
predecessor) would have been the other one who was helpful
in putting our organisation on a sound financial footing
during the Rainbow Coalition.

There is a perception about the health services that there are
inefficiencies there. I believe Ability West runs efficient and
effective services and there is a strong value for money culture

coming from its history and origins. Because pay awards are
negotiated nationally by HSE, anomalies have arisen where, for
example, social care workers are paid more than the nurses and
that’s an ongoing HR issue which won’t be easily resolved. An
organisation like Ability West can do nothing about that
because those things are negotiated nationally by the HSE. 

I think some of the commentary about long waiting lists may
be fair but some of it is unfair. There was a lot of money put
into services in the last 10 years. I compare it with the 1980s
and early 1990s. There was a severe waiting list for residential
places and I know of elderly parents who were afraid of dying
and wondering what would become of the son or daughter for
whom they were caring. I am now working as a Management
Consultant and work with the voluntary agencies and the HSE
and I don’t perceive that there is quite that deficit at present.

The philosophy of the organisation was to develop
community-based localised services and that’s what it did. In
relation to the quality of services, we were foremost in
developing quality systems within our sector. 

Looking back, I am satisfied that in my time I did the best
that I could with the resources at my disposal. I had never
intended to stay on that long; 18 years. I will always have a
major interest in disability issues. 

I think the organisation has been very fortunate that it has a
very committed Board. There have been some fantastic chairs
within the organisation. Ann Donovan would come to mind
as an outstanding chairperson who brought a lot of unity to the
Board where there may have been disunity before that and had
an understanding about how to get things done sensitively. The
organisation is fortunate in having very loyal staff and also a very
loyal voluntary sector supporting it in various ways, including
financially. There is great energy and enthusiasm there. 

Tom Hogan
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Michael Kennedy, first Secretary
(CEO) of the Galway Association
(1973-1978).
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I was the first Secretary (CEO) for the Galway Association. My
office at the time was in a Care Unit for severely handicapped
children, a small little room. I had to use my own typewriter
and type all letters, and share the phone with the school. After
some time, I got proper office accommodation.

At first, it was a shock to the system. Kathleen Duggan who
was the nurse in charge, came in to me and handed me a list of
26 children waiting for a place. What was I supposed to do? St
Joseph's School for moderately handicapped children was well
established; Chris Conneally, the Principal, and her teachers were
doing a magnificent job although in very difficult circumstances.

Later on, day care units were established in Carraroe,
Glenamaddy, Portumna and Tuam, which eased the situation
somewhat. What would happen when children inevitably
became adults was for the future, although a major achievement
was the new purpose-built Training Unit for post-school
children, run by the indomitable Billy Clarke.

It was a difficult five years. For a starter, getting some sort of
administrative system set up. The accounts used to be done by staff
in the Bank of Ireland. I had to take all that on and got that up
and running, and get some sort of semblance of order on things.
Attending Board meetings and Central Committee meetings, and
a lot of dealings with CIE over bus transport for the school.

The vast majority of the voluntary workers were totally
committed and interested but we were taking big leaps in the
dark in setting up these new Centres, when I took over the job
I don’t think that was the plan at all, I think the plan was to
organise things as they were. Nobody ever told me. Tom Garvey
was always supportive, Peadar Burns later on and Bosco
McDermott was absolutely brilliant. The Brothers of Charity
Service gave vital support and had very dedicated members like
Brother Damien, and excellent professional staff.

We dealt with two banks. Des O'Rourke in the Bank of Ireland
and Michael Sugrue in the Allied Irish Bank were always
supportive. Without doubt, we could not have survived without
the support of the Departments of Education and Health, and
in particular the Western Health Board, through Éamonn
Hannan CEO and Steve O'Donoghue, Programme Manager.
Séamus Keating, then County Manager and Dr Paddy Power,
County Medical Officer, also contributed.

There was a lot of goodwill in that way, and the vast majority
of the people you were with were only interested in one thing
− making progress and getting services set up and established.
That was their only interest; totally voluntary and totally
dedicated. The frustrations were when you were trying to fix
up a child here or there and looking to the future as to what was
going to happen to them when they pass through school. 

But the real champions were the various local branches and
their loyal and committed voluntary workers. When you saw
what the problem was, and when you met people on the Central
Committee who were totally committed; if you said ‘I want
£100,000 to do something tomorrow,’ they would literally try and
find it. You couldn’t but be interested. I suppose in some ways it
was against me, in some ways I was too pushy for certain people’s
liking but I used to come from those Central Committee
meetings inspired, absolutely inspired by the dedication of people.
You wouldn’t hear one word of criticism at those meetings, a
parent might stand up and say, ‘what are you doing about my
Johnny,’ or whatever. I suppose ultimately it was one of the reasons
why I left; in some ways I was becoming too involved. 

It was a difficult five years, but it was rewarding. Once you got
to grips with a problem, once you were able to do things. Even
when I left, there were an awful lot of problems but the fact that
you did something for somebody; that meant an awful lot.

Michael Kennedy
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Páraic Lawless became Chairman
of the Board of Directors, Ability
West in 2005.
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I was Principal of Ballinasloe Vocational School until 2006 −
37 years teaching, the last twelve and a half as Principal.
Stressful enough. That’s what I find in this job; it is interesting
but not stressful. A different kind of stress, you wouldn’t be up
all night wondering about things. 

I have been involved in the local branch in Ballinasloe for
about 20 years or so. We have great support in Ballinasloe.
Envelope collections, door-to-door and cake sales during the
year. And every second year we have a golf classic which brings
in quite an amount of money. 

We would go after the Western Health Board; people we
knew, as well as our TDs. Before that, for the ordinary parent
all there was, was the local politician, really, hoping they'd come
up with something. That’s the way it used to be.

We had a very active branch until recently. In the last five
years, 10 branch members have died. Nearly all were over 60 so
we are left now with a small number and they are all in their
sixties but they are doing some fundraising. A Committee has
been formed to re-vitalise the branches. 

Ability West changed a lot in the past 10 years. In some areas,
there are far too many similar organisations on a small scale
overlapping each other. Even here, there is some overlap
between ourselves and the Brothers of Charity with regard to
transport, etc. There is also Western Care who cover Mayo.

There are other small organisations, such as Down syndrome
Ireland, which don’t have funding like the Brothers and
ourselves. We are the two main organisations. 

We have over 430 service users and the Brothers have about
1,000 in the county. About twice our size.

We feel we are providing a good service and we can provide
more if we can get the funding. There are some areas in the
county where we have no service. It would be nice to build up
there because services are required everywhere; that is the
bottom line.

Our strategic plan is to have the services community-based
in the next few years. It’s costing a fortune bringing people into
Galway anyway and it would be nice to have them nearer their
home where parents could visit them. It would still be
residential in local areas.

The bottom line is to ensure, as Chairman of the Board, that
all the services are provided properly. As Chairperson of the
Board, I am the person to whom the Chief Executive is
responsible. We consult every day. 

We have a good team working here. We reorganised the
structure in 2006. There used to a big Management Group;
now it is down to four with three Divisions: Finance, Client
Services and Human Resources, all are under the Chief
Executive. 

Páraic Lawless
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Bosco McDermott gave many years
of voluntary service to the
Association, as Secretary, and as a
member of the Board.
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I was a member of the Galway football team that won three
All-Irelands in 1964-66 and a number of people had gathered
money to make a presentation of a television set to each of the
members. The team decided rather than take the individual
TV themselves, they would designate the money to a charity.
That’s how I got involved and from there, for about 25 years I
stayed involved. 

When I joined the Association the thing that struck me most
was the spirit of volunteerism, how people could give so much
of their time and energy to a cause without seemingly anything
in return. Anybody who has worked with the handicapped will
tell you that the experience they had is invaluable. You are paid
back a hundredfold. 

I see a lot of the people that the Galway Association employed
down through the years. They stayed a long time, they became
involved. They saw the clientele as people that had an enriching
effect on themselves and became attached to them like you
become attached to your own child or grandchild. The likes of
Mary Timothy; she is now retired from Blackrock House but if
she goes into the ADS in Blackrock House they all want to see
Mary because Mary was their friend, she wasn’t their boss or their
teacher; she was the one who looked after them. Some of them
had such a high regard for some of the staff that they treated
them like parents or foster parents or someone that loved them.

An example of that volunteerism was the driving. They had
a rota of drivers because there was no school transport; they
needed to bus in a dozen or more kids from in and around the
city, maybe a 10 or 20 mile radius. I didn’t do the driving
because I was a full-time teacher. In a secondary school in the

1960s you were a figure of authority with a strap or a cane in
your hand and you imposed discipline sometimes in a cruel
enough way which was totally at variance with the love and
care that was showered on these kids and coaxed into whatever
learning they were getting. Perhaps that was one of the reasons
why I found that to be a bad method and I was therefore a bad
teacher and maybe I learned from that to become a better
teacher, to leave the strap behind. My association with
handicapped people helped me to become a better, more
caring teacher.

Where did that spirit of volunteerism come from? I’d say
partly from my parents because they were disposed always
towards helping people. When our next door neighbour died
young, my father and my uncle who were either side had horses.
At that time, we did all the work on the land with horses. Now,
this woman couldn’t keep her horse but my uncle and father
came along every Spring and they ploughed and they harrowed
the land and they sowed her crop until the kids grew up big
enough and that’s where I got that. You just turned up some day
and opened the gate and you went in and ploughed the field as
best you could. 

I thank my parents for their example. Another factor I’d say
was religion, I’m a huge Jesus man, I’m not a huge Church man,
in fact I spent a lot of my life anti-establishment. I’m anti
establishment anyway but I’m a huge Jesus man. Even if
someone could prove to me in the morning that Jesus was not
God, He'd still be my hero, my ideal, my buddy. He had a great
humane side of him and he paid the ultimate price as a lot of
people have, who stick their necks out even in today’s world.

Bosco McDermott 
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Jody Murphy with his son, Roy.
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I am from Lackagh, Turloughmore, so I would have joined
the Lackagh branch when our son Roy was born on 22
February 1990. He was born with Down's Syndrome so that
was initially how I got involved with the Galway Association,
now Ability West.

There was a good vibrant group at the time (about 12-15 in
the group) and I became vice-Chairman of the group from 1993
to 1999. At the time, the group was involved with the envelope
collection which was run usually every September in Lackagh,
and an annual dance.

Jimmy Magee used to run a few charity events every year so
the branch got onto him and we had the Jimmy Magee All Stars
in Lackagh, about June ’93. It was a very big undertaking for the
group at the time. It made a lot of money, I think about £4,500
which in 1993 would have been a lot. It took everyone a few
months to recover from it but it was very good.

In the Lackagh Branch, as well, we started (in 1995) sending
people with special needs to Lourdes, along with a Carer. We
do it now every year and the local Branch funds it. We had our
envelope collection and usually that money went directly to the
Galway Association at the time, and then we had our annual
dance so the money from the annual dance paid for sending
someone to Lourdes. We send them with the Galway Diocesan
Pilgrimage on the first of July and it is going very well. 

In the mid-1990s, we started having a Carers' social evening,
and this was funded from our dance as well. What we did was
we brought all the Carers in the parish out for a social evening,
usually by bus, and usually we went off somewhere and had
dinner and drinks, with live music, sometimes. 

I became Secretary of the Branch from 2000 to 2003. I didn’t
mind doing it but it was heavy going, a lot of organising. Then
in 2003, Roy, my son, was involved in the Special Olympics

(Gymnastics) and he was selected to represent Ireland in Dublin
which was very rewarding but was very demanding for six
months. It really was time-consuming so I just gave up the
Secretary because I just did not have time to do it. I was up and
down to Dublin every second week, training every three days a
week, weekends. 

The World Games were very good, very exciting. There was
a lot of pressure for the few days while he was competing; I
could not relax. He did very well, extremely well. He qualified
very high, luckily he still got a silver medal on the second day.
We were very proud. Roy really enjoyed it too. He took it all in.
Proud as punch. The parish rallied around him. They had a
dance in his honour before the Special Olympics. And they had
bonfires and a welcome-home reception on his return. The
whole parish got in behind it. 

In May, 2005 we started a Disco on the last Friday of every
month for service users. This was done in coordination with
Linda Keane, the Volunteer Programme Manager, and the disco
is going very well. They come from far and wide to it; some
people actually come from Roscommon. We had problems
getting DJs for our Disco so we went out and bought our own
kit. Patsy Burke and myself set it up. We set it up ourselves every
night and John Maloney, one of the service users, comes there
most nights and he is the DJ. 

After the Special Olympics I took a break for a few years
from attending the North Galway Regional meetings but I
resumed again in 2006. I was elected to the Board of Directors.
I was approached a few times before I consented. Breda and
Páraic (CEO and Chairman), they are all very good. I must
complement Breda, she is very committed, as is the Chairman
of the Board. I am enjoying it so far. 

Jody Murphy
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I have only a hit and miss second level education, I have no Inter
Cert or Leaving Cert; nothing but a guardian angel was sitting
on my shoulder. My mother said never do anything unless you
do it with a will and everything I did for the Association was
done with a will. That would be my parents’ ethos. There was
nothing in our house but work, work, work. My father was a
self-made man. He told me at 12 years of age, you have enough
education, you are going working and that was all the career
guidance I got and you never contradicted your father; you did
what your father told you because he was the man of the house.
My mother didn’t like the idea but that was it.

I was a salesman for the Association for Snipe Industries,
Firefly and TEAM, that’s how I started but I was voluntary with
them for about six or eight months in St Joseph’s Training
Centre. When the position became vacant in TEAM Products
for Manager I applied for it and I got it and I was in TEAM as
Manager from 1989 to 2006 when I retired.

In the factories (in the 1990s), the pay was a problem. It was
always a bone of contention, they wanted more. But in wanting
more, the Association had been very good to them, anyway. The
Association provided them with buses, provided them with
meals, provided them with shelter, looked after their health
requirements. So why pay them as well, that time there was
Disabled Person’s Allowance. But they were getting a token
payment, it could be from £5 a week depending on their output
up to £15 and on rare occasions £20 a week. A lot of people
thought they should be getting more, because these three
industries were making a profit. But they were only making a

profit on what they produced, time was never costed into the
profit because they had to provide the service anyway. 

With Supported Employment, the Galway Association were
ahead of FÁS by about five years. We were ahead of most of the
associations in the country, in the way it was set up and the way
it was maintained and there were very few casualties of jobs
being lost. It was an exciting time; it was a time I thoroughly
enjoyed, watching people with learning disabilities going out
and getting paid.

It wasn’t money with me. It wasn’t salary. I didn’t know that
great buzz was there and this is not in any facetious way I’m
saying this: I was always, thanks be to God, and I’m not a very
bright person, but I have always been way ahead of the posse,
not the posse that’s coming after you to shoot you or anything,
but in everything I did, there was the father’s heart and shades
of the mother’s heart. I was minding them but as a father I was
showing them. That’s the way I felt; I don’t know whether my
superiors felt that way about me or not. I felt that way in doing
the job I was doing, so how could I go wrong. 

One other brilliant achievement, it was brilliant for the
community because the community applauded it. We served
Mass in the Cathedral, five mornings a week with two different
people on each morning, 10 people Mass serving and you would
want to see them: people with moderate handicap and the
community applauded it and still applaud it. Community has
the answers for everything that’s there, they have the answers if
you work it to do it, community has it.

PJ Murphy
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Cad a spreag mé? Is ceist é sin a bhaineann le níos mó ná Ability
West, ó thaobh cúrsaí saoil de agus cúrsaí gnó de. Caithfidh gnó
agus comhlacht brabús a dhéanamh le maireachtáil ach dar
liomsa freisin tá cúraimí breise ar ghnónna agus ceannairí
gnónna na tíre seo: cúraimí moráltachta, cúraimí sóisialta,
cúraimí ceannaireachta, agus go dtéann sé sin isteach mar
phréamacha in áiteacha éagsúla i gcúrsaí forbairt pobail, forbairt
náisiúnta, forbairt dhomhanda.

Tá an chaoi a ndéantar gnó ag athrú go mór agus feiceann
daoine atá ag plé le gnó go bhfuil impleachtaí i bhfad níos mó
acu ar a gceantar fhéin, ar an bpobal, ar an saol ná mar a chonaic
siad roimhe sin. Feiceann siad anois go bhfuil go leor imeachtaí
eile atá fíorthábhachtach agus feiceann siad gur mhaith leo a
bheith ag cothú fás agus borradh cheanntracha éagsúla.

Tá scileanna ceannaireachta acu agus tá scileanna cur le chéile,
fís agus rudaí a chur i gcrích agus is féidir leo na scileanna sin a
úsáid ar son forbairt shóisialta agus forbairt dhaonna is pobail
go ginearálta. 

Cá bhfuair mé é? Ó mo cheantar agus, is dócha, ó mo
thuismitheoirí. Bhí mé ag baint leis an gClub Óige nuair a bhí
mé 13 bliain d’aois is bhí suim agam i ndaoine a bhí ag iarraidh
níos mó ná forbairt aonarach. Tagann sé uaidh sin. Tá ceathrar
gasúir agam agus tá siad sláintiúil, buíochas le Dia. Tá an t-ádh
orthu. Ach, ní chuile dhuine atá mar sin, faraor. 

I 1999, bhí mé ag iarraidh fáil fit agus aclaí. Dúirt mo bhean
liom: 'Cén fáth nach ritheann tú an New York Maratón?' Dúirt
mé, 'ní bheinn in ann é sin a dhéanamh'. Bhuel, tháinig mé
chomh fada le Central Park agus 22 nó 23 míle bainte agam
agus bhí mé ag cur ceisteanna orm féin, cén sort amadáin mé
fhéin? Shocraigh mé ar an NYM a dhéanamh in Árainn agus
d’athraigh mé ó bheith ag smaoineamh ar an bpian go raibh mé
ag bailiú airgid d’Ospidéal na nGasúr. 

Tá os cionn 1.5 m bailithe againn ón bhliain 2000 agus is as sin
a tháinig an smaoineamh. Feiceann tú an treallamh ar féidir a
cheannacht ar son na ngasúir. Sin rud an-láidir de. Ceanglaítear
muintir na nOileán isteach le rud mar seo. Bíonn an t-oileán
uile bainteach ann. Ardaíonn sé an misneach. Tagann daoine ó
chuile áit sa tír atá ceangailte is ag obair le hAer Árainn. Bíonn
deireadh seachtaine an-mhaith le an-chraic is spraoi le sprioc
leath-Mharatón a bhaint amach. Feiceann siad go bhfuil siad ag
déanamh rud eicínt an-mhaith do dhaoine nach bhfuil aon
aithne acu orthu go deo agus tarraingníonn sé daoine síos go
dtí na préamhacha, na grassroots. 

Go minic, cailleann muid mar dhaoine an taobh sin den scéal.
Cailleann muid céard é an fuinneamh a choinníonn muid ag
imeacht agus bíonn muid ag smaoineamh, daoine gnó, cén
chaoi ar féidir liom níos mó brabach a dhéanamh agus níl ansin
ach ráiméis ag deireadh an lae. Tá sé tábhachtach chun go
mbeadh muid ábalta coimeád ag imeacht, ach tá rudaí i bhfad
níos bunúsaí ná sin. 

Bheadh sé an-deas dá ndéanfadh fiontair is luchtanna gnó sa
bhaile cineál iniúchadh pearsanta go bhfeicfeadh siad céard atá
siad a dhéanamh. An rud is tábhachtaí ar féidir leat a thabhairt,
ní hé do chuid airgid. An rud is tábhachtaí ná do chuid ama.
An rud a dhéin mise le Ability West, thug mé airgead dóibh
agus mo chuid ama chun go mbeadh siadsan in ann a rud féin a
dhéanamh amach anseo.

Agus dá dtabharfadh lucht gnó roinnt bheag ama, atá níos
tábhachtaí ná airgead, chabhródh sé le dreamanna éagsúla
forbairt a dhéanamh. Ní hamháin é sin. Feicfidh siad féin go
bhfuil an saol i bhfad níos foirfe acu féin agus go bhfuil siad i
bhfad i bhfad níos sásta leis an saol; go bhfuil siad níos
compordaí leis an saol. 

Pádraig Ó Céidigh
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What inspired me? That is a question which has to do with
more than just Ability West, when it comes to social and
business issues. Business does need to make a profit to survive
but in my view the business sector in this country and its leaders
have other responsibilities too: moral responsibilities, social
responsibilities, leadership responsibilities. And that has to be
rooted in other aspects of community development, and on a
national and global level too.

The way business is conducted is changing a lot and now,
more than ever, people involved in business are recognising
that they can have a greater impact in their own localities, in
their own community and on life in general. They recognise
the real importance of other things in life and they want to
be involved in fostering growth and development in
different areas.

They have leadership skills and organising skills; they have
vision and they know how to achieve objectives. These are skills
they can put to use in helping to promote social and community
development in general. 

Who inspired me? My own locality and, I suppose, my
parents. I was involved with the Youth Club when I was 13 years
old and I became interested in people who had more than self-
advancement on their agenda. That is where I got it from. I have
four children and they are all healthy, thank God. They are
lucky but not everyone is so lucky, unfortunately.

In 1999, I wanted to become fit and agile. My wife said to
me: ‘Why not run the New York Marathon?' I said, ‘I wouldn’t
be able for it.’ Well, I managed to get as far as Central Park and
after 22 or 23 miles, I said to myself what kind of an eejit am I?
So I started organising the NYM then on Inishmore and instead

of thinking of the pain I began to concentrate on collecting
money for the Children’s Hospital. 

Since 2000, we have collected over €1.5 million and that is
where I got the idea. You get to realise the amount of equipment
that can be bought for the children. This is a big part of it. The
Islanders are also drawn into an event like this. The whole island
becomes involved. It boosts confidence. People come from
every part of the country who are involved with or work for Aer
Aran. Everyone has a great weekend with the craic that goes
with running the half-Marathon. They see also that they are
doing something very worthy for people they don’t even know
and this draws people down to their grassroots, so to speak. 

We often miss out on this side of things. We forget about the
vigour that keeps us going and we business people tend to get
bogged down in thinking about how are we going to make more
profit but in the end of the day all that is just rubbish. Of course
it’s important, to keep us afloat, but there are other things that
are much more fundamental than that. 

It would be great if enterprises and the business community
in Ireland were to take a look at themselves and see what they
can do. Money is not the most important thing you can give.
Time is. What I did with Ability West, I gave them money and
along with that, I gave them my time, so that in the long term
they can go out and do their own thing.

If the business community were willing to give a bit of time,
which is way more important than money, it would be of great
benefit to the various groups in making progress. And not only
that. They will also come to see their own lives in a more
positive light. They will be much more satisfied in life and more
comfortable with their lot. 

Pádraig Ó Céidigh
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I grew up in Liverpool and trained there as a Social Worker. In
England, I worked as a Human Resource Manager in a factory,
a completely different area of social work. After coming to
Ireland, marrying and having a family, I didn’t work for many
years. I started doing voluntary work because I could be totally
flexible and it didn’t interfere with my family. I did work with
CURA and the Court Welfare Service, all on a voluntary basis,
and then I realised I was doing so much that I probably would
have time for a full-time job. I commenced work with the
Galway County Association in 1978.

There would have been a nucleus of families of service users
where I was really needed. There were other families that you
would try and get to perhaps twice or three times a year just to
make sure everything was all right. Residential Services were
being developed at that time and the Galway Association
managed to secure two semi-detached houses in Rockfield Park
which they developed into a residential facility. So I would have
been visiting all the families, telling them about the prospect of
residential care. People were looking forward to this. Parents had
written quite a lot of letters, highlighting their need and they
were getting quite desperate, especially some of the older parents. 

In addition to Tigh Nan Dooley, I was also the Social Worker
for the Day Care Centre in Portumna, a small little place. The
Galway Association were very much inclined to take what was
there at the time and start the service and then they would
develop it and move to a better place as time went on. Now they
have built a fine Centre in Portumna. 

I remember going into the first Day Centre for children
which was in Snipe Avenue. It was a small prefab building and
I remember when I went in and saw the level of functioning of
some of the kids there I was totally amazed, and was so pleased
to see that it provided some break for parents.

Usually when we went to a family we were very well accepted,
and I'd nearly go so far to say that they looked forward to our
visits, because we would sit and we would talk about everything
regarding their child with the handicap and other problems
within the family: I think it helped families to be able to talk
about those other problems because they were then in a better
state of mind to deal with the member who had a mental
handicap – as we used to call it then.

People are more enlightened now. Parents would have been
somewhat embarrassed, over the years, by the child’s behaviour
in different places: they would draw attention to themselves,
and people might say ‘God help them, haven’t they a tough
time.’ Pity and all that would come into it. It was something
they probably would have preferred not to experience.

The Workshop took a lot of my time. There was a lovely
woman there working with Billy Clarke, Sue Patching. Sadly
she died, but she was very good and she was so tuned in. They
made a great team actually. There was another great staff
member, Mary Russell who died quite young. 

Peadar Burns who was the chairman of the Board in my time
was a fantastic character. He was a parent himself and he really
worked hard to improve services. 

I did go, on invitation, to some of the Branch Meetings to tell
them about the services and what we were doing. They were
very interested because they were not employees; those
Branches were really about fundraising and the members were
very anxious to know what was going on in the Association.

At the time I was there, there were still a lot of people who
had helped to set up the Association and I suppose it was like
their baby, they put it in place, helped it to grow and they were
totally committed. Yes, committed is the word I would use for
the staff, very committed. 

Anne O'Connor
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I was in my early 30s when I joined the Association. Maura
Brody, who had a business here in Killimor, introduced me into
the Association. She invited me to a meeting and said 'Marie
you will do Chairman'. I said 'not at all, I don’t know anything
about it', and she said 'you’ll be fine; you will only have to do it
for a short while'. She was a wise woman...

There was a good crowd in it that time. We were mainly a
fundraising branch. We kept the branch alive. Since I joined I
would have run a big music night here every year, for starters,
two nights a year in the pub. Music, song and dance,
entertainment. We always ran one for Christmas. We used to
run one in the summer, but we had to drop that one because of
all the other organisations fundraising. It became a bit hectic. 

The turkey suppers were popular that time (in the 1980s);
we shared the funding with the ICA. We’d have about 300
people paying about £5 a head at the turkey supper, followed
by music. We supplied the food ourselves. 

We used to do the door-to-door every year but now we name
a Sunday and collect the envelopes at the church gate. If
somebody forgets the envelope they throw cash into the basket.
People are very generous. One time, we were making £5000 a
year for a number of years and it then dropped to around
€3000. We have raised well over €150,000 over the years. 

We don’t have a service in Killimor, nothing to show where
the money was going locally. Portumna got the service. 

We are still together; we still have 15 members in the Branch.
There was always a number who were committed who’d come
on board when they were needed. We only meet a few times a
year, people don’t like going to meetings. 

We have an outing every year and we fund this ourselves. On
one occasion, we visited Blackrock House, Snipe Industries and
Carraroe. We hired our own bus. The ladies enjoyed it we had
a great day out. The ladies are always looking for a day out. It
inspires them, and they see the results of their work. They were
very pleased with what they saw. We will visit the new Respite
Centre in Whitestrand when it opens, and we will spend a
whole day there.

We are all great friends. We respect each other. I am still the
Chairperson! Not that I am great, but nobody else will do it.
As years go on it gets harder and harder to get people involved.
I didn’t realise that when I took the job.

I have been a member of the Board for quite some years. I
was Chairman for 4 years in Tom Hogan’s time. I tried to
confine the meetings to two hours. Travelling to the meetings
took a lot of time � sometimes for a finance meeting, I would
have to leave around two o’clock to get to the meeting on time.
A huge amount of developments took place in the Association
at that time.

There was a time in the 1980s that Tom Hogan thought he
might have to close down services due to lack of funding. He
had introduced several things into the organisation but there
was no funding available. He found it hard to get the funding
and he wasn’t sure if he could continue. But Tom persevered
and got the money eventually. 

Things began to move very fast in the 1990s. The School
finally transferred to Thomas Hynes Road, Snipe Industries
opened, Portumna and the Respite Service, and Tigh Nan
Dooley in Carraroe. It was great to see that.

Marie O'Dowd
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Bunaíodh an chéad choiste in 1985: Dan Quaid, Máirtín
Jaimsie Ó Fatharta, Kathleen McNally, Máirín Ní Churaoin
(rúnaí), Patricia Bn Uí Chonghaile ina cisteoir Máiréad Bn Uí
Longsigh is mé féin. 

Bhí mise i mo gharda, muid ag bailiú airgid i gcónaí.
Bailiúcháin clúdaigh litreacha ar feadh cúig bliain, agus dhá
oíche cheoil chuile bliain. Ceann amháin deireadh mí
Dheireadh Fómhair i dTí Chúaláin agus ceann eile idir dhá
Nollaig i dTí Terry i Ros a Mhíl. I dTí Chualáin a bhíonn muid
chuile bliain anois. Thosaigh muid ansin le rothaíocht urraithe,
idir 1970 agus 1980 ó Choláiste Lurgan, timpeall ar an
gCeathrú Rua, agus ar ais aríst. Tá an áit sin claonta agus
cuirfidh sé sin cúpla míle breise air, 26 míle nó mar sin. 

Bhí mé féin ag rothaíocht an chéad bhliain, agus ansin

thosaigh mé leis an back-up. Bhí an dream óg ag iarraidh páirt
a ghlacadh ann agus bhí fadhbanna againn leis an árachas, ach
shocraíomar sin mar bhí 99% sásta an séanadh a shiniú. Ag an
deireadh bhí an méid sin ag iarraidh páirt a ghlacadh gur éirigh
muid as, agus ó na 1990aí bíonn muid ag siúl. Deireadh mhí
Bealtaine go hiondúil. Bhailigh muid idir €9000 agus €10,000
gach bliain, agus idir €2000 agus €3000 idir an dá oiche cheoil. 

Tá coiste nua againn anois: Pádraig Ó Curraoin ina rúnaí,
agus Nóra Bn Ní Chualáin ina cisteoir, Áine Bn Uí Thuathail,
Seosamh Ó Beoláin, Máiréad Bn Uí Loingsigh agus is mé féin
an cathaoirleach.

Tiocfaidh an bhliain ina mbeidh muid in ann buachaint ar
Annaghdown, ach aon áit a mbíonn Michael Finnerty ní féidir
buachaint air!

Indreabhán – Antoine Ó Loingsigh

Our first committee was formed in 1985: Dan Quaid, Máirtín
Jaimsie Ó Fatharta, Kathleen McNally, Máirín Ní Churaoin
(Secretary), Patricia Bean Uí Chonghaile was the Treasurer,
Máiréad Bn Uí Loingsigh and myself. 

I was a member of the Garda Siochána at the time. We were
always out collecting. We did the envelopes for five years, and
two music nights annually, one at the end of October in Tí
Chúaláin and the other one between Christmas and Epiphany
in Tí Terry in Rosaveel. Now we do it every year in Tí Chualáin.
We then started doing the Sponsored Cycle, between 1970 and
1980, starting off at Coláiste Lurgáin, around Carraroe, and
back again. It is hilly country and that puts a few miles onto the
trip, 26 miles or thereabouts. I cycled myself the first year, and
then I started helping with the back-up. The young crowd

wanted to take part then and we had problems with the
insurance but we managed okay because 99% were happy to sign
the disclaimer. In the end we had so many people wanting to
take part that we gave it up, and since the 1990s we have been
doing the Sponsored Walk, usually at the end of May. We collect
between €9000 to €10,000 each year, and between €2000 and
€3000 on the two music nights. 

We have a new committee now: Pádraig Ó Curraoin as
Secretary, Nora Bn Ní Chualáin as Treasurer, Áine Bn Uí
Thuathail, Seosamh Ó Beoláin, Máiréad Bn Uí Loingsigh and
myself as Chairman.

The day will come yet when we’ll beat Annaghdown, but
anywhere that has Michael Finnerty it’s hard to beat them!

Inverin – Tony Lynch
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I worked with the Western Health Board, based in Castlebar,
and then started with the Galway Association in October
1982. Arthur Browne was Director of Services (CEO) at the
time and he felt that the voluntary side needed to be organised
in its own right. There was a relatively good structure in place
even when I started. They knew where they wanted to go and
had a lot of committed Board members going back into the
late 1960s and '70s. 

They also had established the Child Education Development
Centres in the county so the nucleus of service development was
taking place but in between all this, money was needed, and also
some form of expression to all of the people out there who
wanted things to happen and that was basically where I came in.

State funding was through the Western Health Board. It
wasn’t all a case of shouting for money and suddenly having it,
but of carrying it over from year to year, with deficits, so the
dependency on the Branches to create revenue was very
important and I was very much aware of that. But from my own
training and background in adult and community education, I
was much more concerned in other areas they could be involved
in, simply because they were closest to people with disability:
they were their family members in most cases. Secondly they
were the people who wanted an understanding in their own
communities about children and young adults with mental
handicap. They also wanted services. My job was first of all to
liaise with the 15 Branches around that time in 1982, and to
develop new Branches in areas where there weren’t any there.
Later Ann Donohue was employed as the coordinator of the
volunteers and worked with me at the time. They did their
fundraising during the year, and Dóchas was part of the
fundraising. This was a newsletter we used specifically for what
was called Mentally Handicapped Week.

I also organised the CARA Adult Education Course, specifically
geared for family members and members of the Community. It
was an eight-week course organised through the VEC and got
tremendous support from the public – in fact we were
oversubscribed. So we are getting out information on the
different services, and not just on the Galway Association. The
Brothers of Charity had information on their service, and Enable
Ireland, and all the different things around that were starting
within the area for people with a disability. Eventually  it
developed into a kind of knowing who was doing what outside
and who was a likely supporter and keeping links with them.

The late Billy Pope was one of the people that stood out from
a community point of view – he was gifted in that area. There
were lots of other people on the Board who were great
community people, like Ann Donovan, the late Joan McNicholl
and her husband, Professor McNicholl, and Tom Garvey from
New Inn. So you have a lot of people who were pioneers at the
right time when other things were not happening in the field of
community services. It was always an organisation with a
community base and that is what I liked about it from the start. 

It had a group of committed lay people on the Board who
were not hung up on different religious philosophies or
constrained by religious ethos. They were just committed to
providing what was needed from a day-to-day basis, for meeting
the needs of people with an Intellectual disability whether they
were children or adults and they just worked at securing as many
services as they could to make that happen.

Looking at the national framework, an awful lot was
happening in Galway between the Brothers of Charity historic
development and Galway Association's community
development. It was one of the best counties in the country to
be in if you had a child with a disability. 

Dan Quaid
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When I started teaching in St Joseph's in 1975 there were no
Special Needs Assistants. There were 14 pupils in a class as
opposed to 6 or 8 now. The children then were higher
functioning and we had less challenging behaviour. Following
enrolments last year 40% of our pupils now have autistic
spectrum disorders.

Many parents now choose mainstream school for their
children with special needs, the resources and supports going
in there have improved, however they are not ideal. Sometimes
parents opt to transfer their children to us from mainstream,
usually at the upper end of primary or lower secondary level.

Over the years many families relocating to Ireland have done
their homework and chosen to live in Galway because of the
quality of services. I would think that this is largely due to the
services provided by Ability West and the reputation of St
Joseph’s School. Pupils in St Joseph's are very happy here;
parents report they even want to come to school at weekends.

We are very fortunate to have Ability West as our Patron.
They have funded many training opportunities for the school
staff over the years as the Department of Education and Science,
through the SESS (Special Education Support Services), have
only offered this service recently. Teachers were always included
with Ability West training.

One of the greatest changes we have noticed in Ability West
over the years is in the level of administration and the huge

increase in staff at Blackrock House. Another big change,
probably partly due to legislation and potential litigation, is the
increase in written work, i.e. policies and procedures. 

Whereas the majority of it may be necessary it can impinge
on the delivery of programmes.

I have an absolutely fantastic staff here. That’s one thing
about people working in Special Education. If you’re not
dedicated to the job, you won’t last in it. The other testament
to that is that we have very little turnover of staff. We are a good
team and people pitch in, I would never have somebody who
says 'that’s not my job'. We never do anything here without some
discussion and asking 'what do you think?' Somebody else may
have a better idea than you. I’m the Principal but that hasn’t
given me the right to know what’s right always.

I don’t miss the teaching element of the job as I still have a
lot of contact with the children.

We do assembly every morning. We begin with LÁMH signs,
we have announcements, we sing Happy Birthday to pupils and
each week a different class performs music, drama or games. I
know all the pupils very well and they know me. I am happy
where I am really but being a Principal has become much more
stressful. Principals around the country will tell you that their
job has changed dramatically over the past 4 or 5 years.
However, I am still happy leading the programmes of excellence
that are delivered in St Joseph’s School.

Breda Dolan
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I started in Portumna in 1991; I am actually from a nursing
background. I worked temporarily in St Teresa’s in Ballinasloe
as an Educator. That is a CEDC as well. In 1997, I became the
Unit Director here.

The service caters for children from about two and a half
years to, roughly, 18 years. At two and a half, the children
would be in our early intervention programme: mainly pre-
school type of activities. Then we focus on the six-year-olds to
early teens. You judge the child’s needs up along to the level
they are at, in terms of development. The programmes are
based on the Department of Education curriculum, and we
would have adapted the curriculum to suit the needs and
abilities of the child.

At 15 or 16, we try to include an adolescent type programme
in that we would move some of the academic type structures
from their day here and add in other practical components. For
girls, it might be that little bit of beauty therapy or something
in that line, a visit to the hairdresser, and for the boys we would
add in components of carpentry or sometimes they do little
window boxes and they varnish them and it could take a whole
term to just get it done. Add in a bit of gardening during the
summer. Every child is assessed individually. 

I would have a high ratio of staff. The two Educators at the
minute happen to be nurses; they could be either teachers or
nurses. We also have a teacher from the Department of
Education pilot scheme and special needs assistants. They all
do the educational programmes, working on the whole area of
the child, and one staff member is the Key Worker for each
child. Sometimes we rotate staff so that everyone would be up
to speed in all classrooms. Most of the children here need one-

to-one staffing during the day, as they would progress very little
without intensive work.

We had much higher numbers of children five years ago;
we had 10 and 11 pupils then. Having said that, there was a
need to look at mainstream education, how they could
incorporate more children with intellectual disability into
mainstream classes. 

We always have had shared placements here as well over the
years, with the local National School, St Brendan’s. When a
child is about eight or nine, we find that they can move to a
shared placement, starting off for a short time each day in
mainstream. This can be beneficial for the children and it adds
another dimension to their lives, particularly for peer
integration and social skills. In a unit with small numbers, with
different abilities and ages, things do not always gel together
that well. The children’s progress and needs are reviewed
regularly with the staff and the multidisciplinary team.

In fairness to Ability West, I would have to say they were
excellent in offering training to the staff, and good training at
that. I have always said that it is important for the staff to pick
up on the training and bring it back with them and use it. There
is no point in one person having it in isolation when we work
as a team, and teamwork is so important in a small unit like this
with intensive and high needs. There is no need for anyone to
be standing on their qualifications or credentials. You will see
me doing the very same thing here as anybody else if the need
arises. I would always try and lead by example and I would say
to everybody, you are a team here and I want it to remain a team.
Everybody does what has to be done and we are all dealing with
the client and that is what we are paid for. 

Mary Hanrahan
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When I first started, the situation was totally different. A lot of
it was basic care, as well as educational, leisure, and social
activities. Nowadays they are given choices, given chances. All
the lads would have personal programmes to suit them, which
is fantastic. 

When I did the Leaving Cert, my sister was nursing so I
thought: grand, I will go nursing. I did not give it much
thought. So I applied to all the hospitals and got six months
working in what was called AnCo (FÁS, now), on placement
in Blackrock House. It was a residential and day unit at that
time; there were no offices. It was this big old house, upstairs
were the dorms. It was the early '90s and there were absolutely
no jobs. There were massive cutbacks in the health system, so I
applied and got relief work in the Association. Then I did a
Postgrad course in Limerick in what was called Mental
Handicap Nursing at the time, then came back and did relief
work here for all the early '90s. Then in ’96 I got a permanent
job in Beechwood Adult Day Service. I love it.

In the last four or five years there has been a huge change in
the management structure which I think is fantastic. In my day,
Tom Hogan was our CEO and there was nobody else between
him and unit directors, so you could not be running to him for
everything. They changed that structure and put in two area
Managers. Bill Griffin would have been our area head and very

supportive, he was always available at the end of the phone.
Now we have four Area Managers and this means an increased
level of support. There is no excuse for anyone to be isolated as
there is so much going on, like the partnership, the strategic
groups, there is loads for people to get into.

We are lucky in that we’ve never had to turn people away. The
money has usually come through. It would be an expensive
service here because of the high staffing. A lot of ours would
need a full-time staff member to meet their needs. In recent
times there have been difficulties with funding, and people were
at home because there was inadequate funding to meet their
needs. Every effort was made to give some part-time placement
to people without services, until such time as the money came
through for them. We try to never see anyone stuck.

In the future, I think we should set up a unit like a Day Care
Centre, specifically for the older Service Users. Our oldest
service user is over 60 years old and we need to plan ahead to
meet the future changing needs. We should be thinking about
what we can put in place; do people want to retire because
physically they are not able to keep up with the others. So we
should be putting some type of programme in place for older
people, as opposed to slotting them into programmes � that
shouldn’t be the way. I still think there should be something
better on offer for older people.

Elaine Kavanagh
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Linda Keane became Volunteer
Programme Manager in 2005.



Volunteers bring something
special to the organisation – they
enhance our services, give service
users more opportunities and
choices and bring a great
enthusiasm to their role. We are
truly grateful for the difference
they make!
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I have been with Ability West for 23 years. I spent 20 years in
Administration and the last three as Volunteer Programme
Manager. It’s a very rewarding job, and probably one of the
nicest in Ability West because I have the opportunity to meet
really nice people. They are motivated by a lot of different
things but most quite simply want to help others and make a
difference. 

There is a lengthy process involved in becoming a volunteer.
Because we are in the disability sector and our service users are
more vulnerable, it’s a lot slower than other sectors of the
community. It can take up to 12 weeks from receipt of
application to final introduction. Reference checks and Garda
clearance must be on file and training undertaken before a
match and introduction takes place. It is important that
volunteers are matched to the service user they are most likely
to get on well with and share common interests. If the volunteer
is going to help out in a service, it is important that they have
the opportunity to share their skills or do something they enjoy
doing with others. We have over 160 volunteers and there is no
shortage of people wishing to get involved. Volunteers come
from every walk of life and it is important that the volunteer
experience is a rewarding and meaningful one.

I enjoy the matchmaking process! It is a very person-centred
process. If I have a request for a volunteer, I always get to know
the service user first. It is important that I know what the service
user expects from the volunteer and what kind of activities they
would like to do. I also spend time getting to know the
volunteer as well – we are, after all, entrusting our service users
into their care.

I think Ability West was one of the first organisations to have
recognised the value of a volunteer programme. They were one
of the first organisations to appoint a volunteer coordinator and

develop volunteer policies and procedures. Networking with
organisations is a very important part of the work of the
Volunteer Department. People always say ‘when we were setting
up our (volunteer) department we went to the Galway
Association for advice’. Our programme was seen as a model.
There were two Coordinators before me, Ann Donohue was
the first Volunteer Coordinator and then Tony Cunningham.

Retaining volunteers is one of the major challenges facing a
Volunteer Manager. It is important to build up a social network
among the volunteers. It is also important to build up the
friendship aspect of volunteering. When doing an introduction,
I would say to the service user that the helper is going to be their
friend, not ‘volunteer’; by changing the label you hope they will
see it as a friendship. I said to one volunteer ‘God you’re great,
you are here every week’ to which she replied “It’s no big deal;
sure, I am only meeting a friend”. That kind of attitude really
captures the ethos of true friendship. 

I’ve had great success with corporate volunteering. SAP, a
computer software company in Ballybrit approached me about
linking with us. A number of their workers decided that they
were going to fundraise for Ability West. They raised money
for a mini-bus. Others decided they wanted to volunteer one-
to-one and have become brilliant volunteers on the Friendship
Programme. Two have even become staff members with us.

Volunteers bring with them a whole range of new skills and
talents. I remember introducing a new volunteer from Canada
to Brooklodge Nursery. She was an artist and had never
experienced working with people with an intellectual disability.
The art that was produced was really exceptional. I didn’t realise
the gang had such potential. It always makes me proud because
if I didn’t put a volunteer in there I would never have known
the depth of their talent.

Linda Keane
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Brooklodge was owned by the Franciscan Brothers before and
it was donated to the Galway Association in the late 1970s, 15
years before we started in 1993. They gave the building and an
acre in the walled garden and then the Galway Association
bought an acre in front. The place was idle and totally
overgrown when we arrived there so we spent the first few
months just clearing the place and basically started the garden
from scratch. We operated out of that old Monastery which was
also empty for 15 years but in 1999 we moved into a new
purpose-built building.

We grew up to 25 different varieties of vegetables. We have
now 5 tunnels and we have a big glasshouse.

There are seven staff members. Two of them are job sharing
and I’m not working full-time anymore. Then we have one
service user who needs two-to-one supervision, and we have
another person who needs one-to-one. Twenty service users are
in our unit, 16 attend on a daily basis. 

I suppose it is very varied; they see a product developing in
front of their eyes, from buying in the seeds, being involved in
that, choosing the vegetables and the flowers we are doing and
then sowing, making the compost, mixing the compost, sowing
the seeds, pricking them off, potting them up, planting them
out, caring for them and then they are involved in the harvesting
side of it so it's really a complete cycle.

Our first brief, really, for the first two years, was to make
money and to run the place like a commercial enterprise and
that’s all very well but to find a right balance is very difficult. As
it evolved, there came a realisation that it wasn’t just a question
of having a small industry that was trying to make money, rather

an industry that was viable in terms of creating a service for
people with disabilities. 

We started off supplying Silke’s Vegetable Shop in Galway at
the time, and restaurants in Galway; we supplied Drimcong
House, we supplied Roches Stores for a while in the early days,
and then we started the box scheme and that worked brilliantly
and we would still be running the box scheme but there are too
many issues, too much pressure that on one day of the week we
must have everything ready for so many people and it wasn’t fair
so we had to give that up. 

What we would like to do is have a Market Day once a week
in Brooklodge, getting people from the community in because
there are more and more houses being built around the place.

We are going to halve the garden so that we can maintain
other activities alongside the garden activities. Also, the thing
now is that people can't spend as much time in our place because
of the traffic. A lot of them come from Galway City, they come
earlier but they have to leave earlier to beat the traffic, otherwise
they would be sitting up to two hours on the bus.

I have to say they are the most jolly workforce and the most
loyal workforce. Really and truly every day is a new excitement.
They don’t seem to be fed up in their job. It's very rewarding; I
like the combination of outdoor and indoor work and the
caring side of the job.

Sometimes you wonder who has the problems − it's just a very
grateful way of looking at life: like an outing, or to organise a
Christmas party, to have a monthly disco. Every month is as
exciting as the month before; it's a great appreciation of what's
coming up. 

Christiane Gottschalk
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I’m the Director of Client Services, so I’m responsible for the
running of all of our front line ancillary and support services
throughout the county. I spent 23 years in England and came
back in 1998. I went to England originally to train in mental
handicap nursing as it was then known. Coming back to
Ireland, even though you have the right accent, it was a totally
different island to the one I’d left. My wife is English, and my
children were born and brought up there so it was a big change
for them as well. But it was a good move.

I trained in a big institution which was the model at the time.
The hospital I trained in had 1,100 beds so you had 1,100
people with an intellectual disability in one place. There were
more people in the nursing home than there was in the village
I came from.

The old medical model of provision was ‘I’m an expert; I've
been trained, I know what you need’. The problem was that
everybody was offered the same service. It was like putting
square pegs in round holes.

Services should be about individuality. You can work that up
the line in terms of individual service users, small units, areas,
directors, chief executive, the whole organisation. It really starts
from the bottom up and we at strategic level should look at
services in terms of what outcome is this offering the individual.

Person-centredness, really, is the oil that greases the wheels.
At the end of the day the best evidence I will get as a director of
client services is going around meeting individual service users
and saying 'how are you getting on with us, are you okay with
this and if you're not, we’ll do something about this'.

We have 160 registered volunteers who are doing amazing work
with individuals, they’re doing it because they want to give those
two hours or whatever. It allows the service user to have a
relationship that’s special to them. It's their volunteer, it's
nobody else’s. 

I think the opportunity for branch revitalisation will be when
we start engaging in local service planning and delivery. Then
there’s a chance for people to come and be part of branches on
a temporary basis and just to be part of things that are
happening, and I think that will be very valuable. I think maybe
the shape of branches the way they were set up is not as relevant
today as in the past. 

I often think of the members of the branches as the sort of
elder statesmen of the place and they have made a contribution
and they should be honoured as such. I don’t really expect an
active role from them because we're doing a lot of the work
previously reliant on volunteers. 

Our vision, from an individual point of view, is about people's
dreams and ambitions, as expressed in our vision statement.
Now, how you bring that together in provision for groups is
really about engaging people with their communities. You don’t
write a vision statement just to frame it or stick it on a wall. The
vision is your horizon, you’re always heading towards it. The
next bit is the strategic plan: what are our broad aims of
reaching our vision; what we’re going to do in the next five years
that help us towards that vision. My own favourite phrase for it
is: in the next five years, which bit of the elephant are we going
to eat? 

Bill Griffin
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On the departure of Dan Quaid as Branch Development
Officer in 2000, the CEO, Tom Hogan, appointed me in late
2001 to the position of Corporate Support (or fundraising)
Manager. This coincided with the reforming of The Friends for
about a two year period.

Up to the end of 2000 there was little emphasis on
fundraising other than Branch fundraising, which up until then
was quite significant. A group calling themselves The Friends
had operated very successfully in the 1990s and had held some
very successful fundraising events in the city.

Spearheaded by Shane O’Mahoney, The Friends' first major
fundraiser was the screening of the Ireland vs. Germany World
Cup Match on a huge screen in Galway Tennis Club. This was
a major success, and every seat was filled before the game. A
Robbie Keane goal in injury time sent everyone away happy,
and kept Irish hopes alive.

A Champagne, Strawberry and Cream Garden Party, on two
successive years, had a large number of people enjoying
Saturday evening sun on the lawn outside Blackrock House,
with Jazz music performed by a live band on the steps of the
old House. Both Garden parties were organised in the main by
the lady members of The Friends. While not great fundraising
events, both events were a great exercise in PR and were
immensely enjoyable.

It was all hands on deck though for a great fundraising event
in 2003. The Friends, with everybody involved sharing the
workload, organised a Celebrity Table Quiz and Art Auction at
the Radisson Hotel during the St Patrick’s weekend. They raised
in excess of €40,000 profit from this one-off event. Each table

was joined by a “Celebrity” on the night, and by stars of sport
and television. Business leaders and politicians also gave their
time free of charge. Anne Doyle of RTE News was question
caller for a great night. The Art Auction conducted by Colm
O’Donnellan was a huge hit and spectacular prices were paid for
art pieces donated by local and national artist and sculptors.

In my role as Fundraising Manager, I acted in liaison to The
Friends and pursued other Fundraising events. The ones that
have stood the test of time and are ongoing are the twice-yearly
Super Draw, the Weekend Sponsored Walks, A Corporate
Appeal, and a once off 'Make the Change Count' during the
changeover to the Euro currency. I also encourage outside
groups to fundraise for the organisation.

The first Sponsored Walk saw a small group taking the
challenge of the Yorkshire Dales in 2002. This turned out to be
a great success, raising over €30,000, and several of the
participants have stayed on as a group, taking part in one or
more sponsored walks each year since.

Perhaps the biggest achievement so far is Aer Arann
Chairman, Padraig Ó Céidigh becoming Patron of fundraising
at Ability West, and his guidance and assistance in organising
the first Ability West team to take part in the September 2007
– Chicago Half Marathon. A group of 42 travelled to Chicago
for this event, and raised an unbelievable €75,000 profit for
Ability West.

None of the successful fundraising events mentioned could
have taken place without the support and help of the business
community, and the General Public of Galway City and
County, to whom Ability West owes a great debt of gratitude.

Jim Kennedy
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Carmel McGlacken, Unit Director
at St Dympna’s Adult Day Service,
Portumna.
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Even though my background is in General Nursing and
Midwifery I found my niche in the Intellectual Disability field.
I began working as an Educator in the Child Development
Centre (CDC) as it was known then, Portumna, in 1977. The
service had commenced in 1974 with 3 children attending.
When I joined the Association, 4 more children commenced
and there was a staff team of three − Betty Houlihan, Unit
Director, Edie Campbell (who passed away in 2006) and myself. 

Ten years later there was a need for an Adult Service, and I
transferred from the role of Educator to that of Unit Director.
It was a challenge to get this service up and running and
endeavour to meet the needs of all our service users as they came
on stream. The service started with 3 adults attending, and
today has 21. The staff team and support services provide a
Person Centred Programme for each person, and this can vary
greatly from individual to individual. For example, some of our
service users would be working in local businesses in the town
for varying lengths of time each week, and those in need of
much nursing care are also provided with the best possible
service. There are many training modules and activities on offer
in the service. The ethos of our unit is to offer a really good
quality of life, and have each person reach their full potential.
Promoting the fundamental rights of our service users, acting
as their advocate and helping them to realise their dreams and
ambitions is central to my role.

Our unit is on the outskirts of the town and has created a
great awareness of disability in the locality. We are within

walking distance of all amenities and most of our service users
would be well known in the town. The local community is most
supportive.

Parents never fail to inspire me with the care and love of their
family member with an intellectual disability. This is offered
selflessly year in, year out. The advent of a respite service and a
group home in the town in 1996 has hugely enriched the lives
of both our service users and their families. When families have
been facilitated with a respite service it enables them to re-
energise. They can continue to spend quality time with their
loved one without being overburdened with constant care and
responsibility. My hope is that some Semi Independent Living
Units will be a reality for some of our service users in the future.
Our oldest client is now 69 and has entered the retirement
phase of her life. It gives me a great sense of fulfilment to be able
to meet the needs of such a diverse group, and the most
satisfying aspect of my work is that all our service users appear
happy to be coming to our service each day, and hopefully
developing to their full potential. 

This is due to the wonderful staff team who leave no stone
unturned to provide the best quality of life to those entrusted
to our care.

Ability West offers excellent training to its staff, and we as
staff members must never become complacent and always
remain open to better ways of meeting the needs of our service
users. There is always room for improvement. 

Carmel McGlacken
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Margaret Murray, Social Worker,
and Frances Smyth, Senior
Psychologist (right).



Margaret Murray discusses
Home Sharing, a scheme that
was set up in 1985 by Mary
Hearne, a member of the Social
Work team. This plan was to
establish a scheme to help
families who required respite
breaks. 
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As the Association was a voluntary body and had great support
at local level it was decided to tap into the community and see
if it would respond. The model was based on the Breakaway
scheme where families were recruited and trained to offer a
week’s break to children with a learning disability. In the first
year we hoped to place eight children who were used to having
respite breaks. We actually placed 13 as the recruitment
campaign proved very successful. 

Over the years the project has changed insofar as we think to
place somebody into a family initially for a week is really quite
traumatic. It’s a big step for the person who is going Home
Sharing, for the host family, and for the natural family. Home
Sharing now takes place throughout the year, providing day,
overnight and weekend breaks for children as well as adults.
Some people avail of Shared Care and live with a family on a
Monday to Friday basis. We have host families still involved
with Home Sharing since the beginning. Some of their married
children are also on board. 

Those involved in Home Sharing and Shared Care say that
they realise that they are doing something worthwhile. They
know they are supporting a natural family who is coping with
somebody with a learning disability. Host families see the
growth in their own family unit; they can see their own children
developing skills and an understanding of people with a learning
disability. It brings out qualities in their own children that
maybe they hadn’t seen, and it allows these children to care in
a different way. The families who are doing Home Sharing and
Shared Care really come to know people with a learning
disability. It is all about relationship building – wonderful
friendships are established.

By and large, Home Sharing tends to be non-problematic; it
works because time is taken to match the needs of the person

with the skills and lifestyle of the host family. When a host
family needs help or support they ask. Quite often our natural
families would struggle with an issue. Host families will phone,
or perhaps because they may have different coping skills, they
sometimes resolve the situation themselves. So things don’t
become huge issues; they can be worked out. 

The service users benefit because they are going to somebody
who actually invites and wants them there. They are
experiencing another family life. Sometimes our service users'
lives are quite isolated. They live and socialize with their own
natural family, they go to school and return on a special bus and
they spend their day with people in learning disability services.
They may have respite in a staffed Respite Centre. Home
sharing allows them share in the lifecycle of another family and
they experience what that other family is doing. 

Quite often our host families will be more adventurous with
the service user. A natural family might have difficulty at home
and when out with their family member and so might stop
bringing them out shopping, to Mass, socializing etc. Quite
often the host family is able to manage the difficult behaviour
in a different way. Of course it’s a well known fact that people
sometimes behave differently for other people.

The natural families find that when somebody is in respite,
be it Home Sharing or residential respite, they have the freedom
to do something else for themselves. For example other family
members may not have an opportunity to have friends over
whereas when the person is away on respite or Home Sharing,
that can actually happen. Home Sharing is a real bonus for
natural families and their family member. They know that the
family member is being well cared for by people who genuinely
really care. 

Margaret Murray
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and Frances Smyth, Senior
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Éirim an Iarthair Profiles 195

I joined the Association as Senior Psychologist in August 1984.
There was a well developed Psychology Department at that
time, including Sean Conneally who had completed his post
graduate training in the UK, Paul Cecchetti who had trained
in the USA and Dr Margaret McGinley, who had completed
her post graduate training in Canada, and was working part
time in St Joseph’s special school. So we had a range of
international perspectives to draw upon. 

I found my role as head of the psychology department to be
very exciting and challenging from the beginning. At the time
the Association had no formal senior management team as such,
but each week the Chief Executive, Senior Psychologist and
Senior Social Worker met for a full day to discuss operational
issues relating to all aspects of the organisation. At this time the
Association operated around 15 different services throughout
County Galway. My Senior Social Work colleague and I were
very involved in researching service models and in planning and
developing new services to meet the identified needs of the
children and adults who were known to or involved in the
Association. 

I had a background in Child Guidance services in Dublin
prior to coming to Galway and had worked with children with
special needs who attended their local primary school. I was very
interested in the whole area of integration and the concept of
children receiving their service from their local school. I had also
worked for a number of years in a residential centre for children
who had autism. Children from 6-18 years were referred to this
specialised unit from all over Ireland. I had been involved in
running training programmes for the parents and siblings of
these children and in supporting families who had to cope with
a family member with special needs who was living away from
home. So it was very refreshing to work for an Association

involved in developing local services so that people would not
have to move away from their family and their local community.

Over the years the Association has always had a high profile
among service providers for people with intellectual disabilities.
The organisation was considered to be at the forefront of
developing new and innovative service models, which were
based in ordinary houses in local communities. We
implemented concepts and service models that were coming on
stream abroad, including normalisation, individualised
programme planning, curriculum development, person-centred
life planning, positive programming, gentle teaching, Home
Sharing and Shared Care, recruiting of volunteers, job coaching,
supported employment, and semi-independent living. There
was a good degree of consultation between the members of the
Board of Directors, many of whom were parents of service users,
and the professional staff, which led to well-balanced, flexible
and responsive service development.

The Association had great scope to plan and develop services
in response to individuals’ needs, up to the mid-nineties when
funding became a lot tighter and more formalised. Back in those
good old days, we used to be able to plan services year on year
as needs arose within families. We could decide that it would
be great to set up a group home in a village like Kilkerrin,
because there were some service users in the day service there
who would like to move away from home to be with their
friends. Nowadays, only the most urgent of needs can be met
and there is no opportunity to set up services according to
peoples’ wishes or in a proactive or preventative way. So while
like most other organisations, we have improved the quality,
standard and number of our services and facilities over the years,
we are not able to respond to peoples’ needs like we used to be
able to do in the past. 

Frances Smyth
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Executive at Abilty West.
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I started training as a nurse as I had an interest in intellectual
disability because a number of friends had family members with
intellectual disability and I grew up with them in a very normal
and natural way. 

When I qualified as a nurse I applied to the Galway
Association, as it was then known, in 1983. I was successful and
was appointed as Unit Director in Ballinasloe and set up a new
service working very closely with local branch people like Peadar
Burns and liaising with the Western Health Board, as it was
then, and the Brothers of Charity. I am delighted to say that
over the years the services have grown and these are very good
services in Ballinasloe today.

St Teresa’s CEDC was forward-thinking in relation to
intellectual disability and community integration; we worked
well with the local secondary schools, Garbally College and the
Convent of Mercy. One of the staff and I also trained as
Montessori Teachers, which we funded ourselves, in the late
1980s. It was very good working there and well organised.

From 1983 to 1992 I worked as Unit Director of St Teresa’s
CEDC and from 1992 to 1996 I took on the Quality brief for
the Association. We were the first in Ireland to achieve
accreditation and it was a huge achievement at that stage. 

Staff nominations and elections were held and Margaret
McGinley and I were the first two elected staff representatives
to the Board of Directors. We utilised our knowledge and
advocated for service users during our time on the Board. We
worked closely together and it was a very positive time. 

I left Galway in 1996 and from then until 2005 I worked with
the Midland Health Board and the HSE. I had a number of
positions there. This was a very exciting time, with the publication
of the Health Strategy, ‘Shaping a Healthier Future’ and good
funding was allocated to Intellectual Disability Services. 

Going back to Ability West, times and services have changed
over the last 45 years and there have been a lot of changes with
legislation. What started with a small number meant it was
easier to meet people. Now we have a lot more staff and I would
hope that the Area Services Managers would fill that gap, that
there would be a regional response. I’m a great believer in
communication, it is very important.

Everyone is very busy and life has changed since the sixties,
extended families are certainly no longer as involved and people
are busy with their lives and volunteerism has certainly suffered.
Of course this is an issue, not just for Ability West but for the
whole of the country and society.

People also are not living in their localities and that can cause
additional pressures. Even our service users travelling into
Galway have to contend with traffic. This is something we are
trying to address, looking at self-sufficiency in local areas so that
service users can avail of services as near to their local
communities as is possible. We are planning more services now
in local communities. 

I am pleased that the Government has developed the disability
strategy. There are six government departments who have
allocated funding of both revenue and capital on a multi-annual
basis. We work with others to ensure that funding is available.
The Disability Act provides legislation, ensures continuous
improvement. Ability West is continuously improving and we
constantly push the boat out. I think the service users have
challenged us, which is fantastic. I love going out to the Centres;
it makes my day, and they know my door is open to them.

I am passionate about this work. I really enjoy it and I want
to ensure that this organisation puts its best foot forward and
if that takes me 16 hours a day to achieve that then that’s what
I will do. 

Breda Crehan-Roche



1962
A preliminary committee meets during 1962 with a view to establishing the
Galway Association of parents and friends of mentally handicapped children.
Another voluntary body, St Michael’s House, had been founded by parents in
1955. Today it provides services to over 1,500 people with disabilities in the
Dublin area, employing 1,700 staff. The Cork Polio And General Aftercare
Association was founded in 1956 and, in Dublin, the National Association of
Mentally Handicapped in Ireland (NAMHI) was established in 1961. 

With no public response to his original letter, Seán Keane decided to reply to
his own letter and wrote again to the Connacht Tribune: 

Dear Sir,
As the parent of a mentally handicapped child I would like to associate myself
with the writer of a letter some weeks ago who suggested that some form of day
school for such children was desirable. I am anxious to know if there are others
in a similar position to mine who will contact me through this column to
investigate the matter to see of anything could be arranged.” M.T.

April 14th 1962: Letter to the Connacht Tribune: Dear Sir,
Some months ago a letter appeared in your paper asking that something should
be done to help the mentally handicapped children of Galway. It pointed out
that other centres throughout the country, voluntary organisations are doing
excellent work. In Dublin, the Association Of Parents And Friends Of Mentally
Handicapped Children have organised two day schools for these children.
Similar organisations exist in Cork, Limerick and other centres. The writer of
the letter informed me that only three replies were received to the appeal. Two
were from the city and one was from the county. Surely there are more than
three mentally handicapped children in the city and county of Galway. Why
are the parents so slow in coming forward? Would they contact me by writing
to - ‘Another Parent’, c/o Editor, Connacht Tribune.” ANOTHER PARENT.

Connacht Tribune editorial, 12 May 1962: MENTAL HANDICAP. It began by
noting the poor response to Keane’s letters:

That does not mean that limitation of the intellect is very rare, but there are
still many parents who are reluctant to disclose the existence of that limitation
among any of their children and many who believe that no one can help their
children. They are wrong.

A three day conference was held recently in Dublin to foster greater
understanding and knowledge among those interested in the welfare of the
mentally handicapped, to repudiate the misconception associated with this social
problem and to stimulate further efforts by State and voluntary bodies. The
congress was organised by the Brothers of St John of God under the title “The
Right to Light”. That title is significant, for it indicates that the backward
children have a right not only to physical comforts and love but to all the aids
that man can provide to bring light to mind.
Speakers at the congress welcomed the more Christian and enlightened approach
of “let’s help them, not hide them”. It was pointed out that the most common
misconceptions about mental handicap were the beliefs that the affected
individual would grow out of it, if left alone, that no treatment was possible,
and out of date ideas about heredity. The Provincial of the Order that sponsored
the congress, an Order that caters for over 800 patients in Ireland, told the
congress that scarcely a third of all mentally handicapped require residential
treatment and care and that residential centres would never be a complete
substitute for the sense of belongingness, of understanding, of unity and loving
kinship which the truly Christian home generated and supplied.
There are many parents who need advice and help in developing the intellectual
efficiency of children who require special schooling. The mildly subnormal are
often capable of far greater improvement than was generally realised, a World
Health Organisation doctor told the congress on mental handicap. In this
country, that help has not been available to the parents in their homes, nor are
there schools geared to take the children at the slower pace they require. The
need for help is great and there is a place for greater voluntary effort”. 

Connacht Tribune editorial, Sept 29, 1962: BACKWARD CHILD

Some months ago The Connacht Tribune published a letter from the parent of
a mentally “retarded” child. It was a probe to discover if a group of parents of
slightly “backward” children could be brought together to organise from their
own resources the education of those children who cannot keep pace with the
ordinary school programme. Many replies were received. In number and content
they held a story of a tragedy the extent of which is not widely recognised.
There are institutions where care and attention are given to “retarded” children.
Some of the children are essentially cases for institutional treatment, but there
are great numbers who are but slightly backward and whom it would not be
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justified to place in institutions. Wonderful work is being done in those
institutions but they cannot provide the atmosphere of love and
understanding that is the atmosphere of a good home; for the slightly
“backward” by what we call “normal” standards the home is the ideal
environment, but there is great need for an educational scheme to cater for
those children so that they may be given the opportunity to take within the
community the useful place for which special training would fit them.
“Normal” and “retarded” are words to be used with caution. Many of the
children who are regarded as backward have other qualities in extra measure
− love, sensitivity and talents for particular forms of useful or artistic
expression that the ordinary school programme does not discover.
Rightly we give special aid to many children who show talents above
“normal.” We have scholarship schemes that give opportunities for secondary
and university education to outstanding students − outstanding as far as
merit can be discovered through our school examinations − whose parents
could not afford out of their own resources to provide that higher education.
We give that aid and we neglect the boy and girl whose place at the bottom
of the class cannot be attributed to laziness.
Surely the retarded should have first claim on our aid. There has been a call
for more scholarship aid for the “brilliant” students, but there is an even
greater need for aid on behalf of the mentally handicapped. During the past
year something was done to inform the public of the nature of this problem.
There is need for a greater awareness of it so that more may be done not
merely by way of providing institutional care for all who need it but hardly
less important, by way of State co-operation with parents of children for whom
special educational facilities should be provided.

Senator Seán Brosnahan, a founder member of the National Association of
Mentally Handicapped in Ireland (NAMHI), was also General Secretary of the
Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO.). He contacted the local INTO
branch in Galway and a temporary committee was formed: Canon Glynn,
Professor Larkin, Bertie O’Connell, N.T., Dr John Heskin, Dr Brian
McNicholl, Brian Coyle, Michael McSweeney, N.T. and Mick Raftery, N.T. It
was advised by Bro Peter, Brothers of Charity, Clarinbridge, and by Dr Michael
Mulcahy, Brothers of Charity, Lota, Cork. The committee held a public
meeting on 26 November 1962 in St Patrick’s National School, Galway. Guest
speakers were Declan Costello, T.D., NAMHI, Dr Barbara Stokes, St Michael’s
House, Dublin and Bro James, St Augustine’s School, Blackrock, Co. Dublin.

Connacht Tribune editorial, November 24th 1962: GALWAY MEETING TO
HELP MENTALLY HANDICAPPED CHILDREN

A preliminary committee has been formed in Galway with a view to
establishing a Galway Association of parents and friends of mentally
handicapped children. The committee proposes to hold a public meeting in

St Patrick’s on Monday next at 8:30p.m. It is hoped that parents, doctors,
teachers, social workers and all those interested in the problems of the
mentally handicapped will attend. There are no official estimates available
of the number of mentally handicapped children in Galway nor for that
matter in Ireland generally, but everyone who has come in contact with the
problem is aware of its seriousness and realises how inadequate are our
present services and how great is the need for improvement. There are no day
centres or special schools in Galway and there are long waiting lists for all the
institutions in the country. With public support it is hoped that the new
association will be able to establish in Galway city a day centre which the
mentally handicapped children will attend daily and be taught by specially
qualified teachers. There can be no doubt of the need of such a day centre and
it is now recognised that in many cases day centres are preferable to
institutional treatment, and that the combination of skilful training and
teaching given in a special school together with the parents’ love and devotion
can greatly help the handicapped child.
In starting such a day centre Galway will be able to benefit from the
experience of others who have already started working in this field. It can be
said that in recent years there has been – in different parts of the country, a
great awakening of the needs of retarded children and their parents.
Independently and almost simultaneously in different parts of the country
associations have been formed. In Dublin an association for parents and
friends of mentally handicapped children runs two day centres. In Cork there
is a thriving and expanding association which has two special schools and a
workshop. St Dympna’s day centre has been started in Dundalk and in
Waterford and Limerick, junior day centres have been established by
voluntary organisations. Their experience should give ground for confidence
and the success of the venture in Galway.
Firstly, there is great public interest in and support for local associations where
they have been formed. Secondly, it has been possible to enlist the active
interest and support of the public authorities in the work and the day centres
have been recognised as national schools. This of course means that not only
are teachers’ salaries met out of public funds but assistance is available to
meet heating costs, school meals and transport costs. The fact that the
organisations are charitable also means that rates are not payable on the
school premises. The financial burden therefore which an association in
Galway would have to carry in starting a day centre need not be excessive.
The benefits on the other hand would undoubtedly be considerable. Again it
is possible to judge from the evidence of experience. 
It would be foolish to imagine that miracles can be wrought in a day centre.
There are different degrees of handicap and some children will respond more
readily than others to training and teaching. But, those responsible for
children in other centres are able to claim that all their children have
benefited from the special care and training they got and some indeed to a
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dramatic extent. The parents of mentally handicapped children urgently need
support and guidance. The problems are great and an association which
caters for their needs can hope at least in some measure to alleviate them. The
knowledge that the child is being cared for is in itself a source of great
consolation. Meeting other parents and discussing with them their common
problems and the knowledge that advice and guidance is available through
the association also help. The meeting on Monday will be a start. There is
no reason why the association should not develop and prosper given the
necessary public support. If it does, it can be said that a significant step will
have been taken towards the exclusion of one of our most serious and one of
our most neglected social problems.

The following report of the meeting was carried in The Connacht Tribune, on
December 1st 1962: HOPES FOR DAY CENTRE TO HELP MENTALLY
RETARDED

As a result of the meeting in St Patrick’s Boys School, O’Briens Bridge,
Galway, on Monday, a society will be formed to provide special courses for
mentally handicapped children in the area. At present, the problems are being
considered by a temporary committee. The Chairman is M. Raftery -
President of the Galway branch of the INTO, and the secretary is Michael
McSweeney N.T. Fr. Griffin Rd., Galway. Ald. F. Coogan T.D., deputising
for the Mayor thanked the parents and friends for attending the meeting and
hoped it would lead to a foundation of a day centre in Galway. Rev. Bro
James, St Augustine’s, Blackrock, Dublin stressed the need for parents to
recognise their problems with regard to mentally handicapped children. He
reminded the audience that such children would not improve in time as some
parents hoped and the only improvement would come through special
training. With this training however, children would make progress and some
could eventually live ordinary lives in the community, not now such a
stumbling block as was once thought to be. The best place for such training
was in a special school or day centre.
He said one of the most important things in the life of the mentally
handicapped child was to feel useful. In a special school with trained teachers,
children were helped overcome the sense of frustration which they always felt
when compared with normal children. He also stressed the need for parents
to communicate with their children if they were in residential schools and to
understand the training which they were receiving in the schools. 
Dr Barbara Stokes, Dublin, director of The Association of Parents And
Friends Of Mentally Handicapped Children, spoke of the methods of training
the moderately handicapped. These children do well attending a day centre.
For a day centre Dr Stokes said that the committee would first need a house
and then a teacher. When the committee has these, they should look for
children and then for voluntary helpers. She said that in Waterford they had
60 ladies as voluntary helpers. They drove the children to school, made tea

for them, helped them generally with any crisis which occurred during the
school hours, They had also raised money by means of flag days, parties,
jumble sales and other means. Having started the school, the committee had
to get official Department recognition for it as a special school. She said it
does not matter who helps so long as they remember that they are helping the
children and that each of them can be trained to do a lot of useful things.
Dr Declan Costello T.D., Dublin President of The National Association For
The Mentally Handicapped Of Ireland said that it hoped that a day centre
was formed in Galway as a result of this meeting. Experience in other towns
demonstrated what great benefits could follow from such a centre. A Galway
Association could also help parents to understand their problems.

Declan Costello then spoke of the National Association which is a
representative of all the bodies working in the field in Ireland and said that
part of their work was to create informed public opinion on this subject. He
said that the Government and Local Authorities were going to take steps to
deal with the problem.
He promised that The National Association would give all possible help to
the Galway movement and reminded the audience of the grave difficulties
which lay ahead.
Dr B. McNicholl, Galway said that at the moment there is no medical service
to help these children. The only institutions that serve mentally handicapped
and mentally ill people west of the Shannon were at Ballinasloe, Kilcornan
and Sligo. Therefore the mildly handicapped child either had to stay at home
or attend a normal school at which he/she will get no benefit. He spoke of a
huge number of people in the world who are mentally handicapped and
though no specific figures were available for the west of Ireland, there was no
reason to think that the numbers here were smaller than elsewhere.
During the discussion which followed various points were considered. Among
them were how to recognise handicapped children; whether parents would
bring their children forward because of the stigma attached to mental
handicap in the west. J. Carney, member of the National Executive of the
INTO said that his organisation was most anxious to help such centres. He
suggested that special courses for training teachers be started at U.C.G. and
to train them also as psychological social workers.
The vote of thanks to the speakers was proposed by K. O’ Rourke and seconded
by the Rev. P. Cannon Glynn pp. Rev. Cannon R. M. Harris, (Church of
Ireland) said it was work which demanded the attention of all who called
themselves Christians. The problem is our opportunity to help others who are
unable to help themselves.

1963
On 20 May 1963, a general meeting is held in the Claddagh, Galway, chaired
by Gerald Corbett, and a new committee elected. Its first officers are: Kevin
O’Rourke N.T. (Chairman); Marie O’Sullivan (Hon Secretary); Larry Walshe
(Treasurer); and Michael McSweeney (Assistant Hon Secretary).
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Gerald Corbett and Brendan Holland, both well-known businessmen in
Galway, agree to act as trustees. The Galway Association for Mentally
Handicapped Children becomes inaugurated. NAMHI’s rules are modified
and adopted. 

1964
St Joseph’s school opens on Monday, 27 January 1964 for two hours (9:30-
11:30am), with voluntary teacher, Christina Conneally aided by Seán Keane’s
daughter, Breda, and a voluntary nurse, Kathleen McGeough. Mary McGagh,
the first paid teacher, begins work on 6 April 1964. Ann Brennan is appointed
housekeeper. Rota of about 70 voluntary drivers coordinated by Joan
McNicholl.

The first Association to be established outside Galway is the Gort
Association, convened by Fr Christy Walsh (Chairman) and Sgt Freddie Smith
(Secretary). Their activities consist of organising a rota of voluntary drivers to
bring the children to Galway. Over the years, their efforts are aided by many
including Pat and Maura Cunningham, Annette Cooke, Mary Scully, Anne M.
Clabby, Jane Regan, Bridie Murray, Gerry Daly, Christy Walsh, Patsy Molloy,
Bernie Costello, Carmel Burke, Margaret Earley, John Porter, and Sheila Fahy.

1965
Site purchased in Snipe Avenue, and a two-roomed school constructed using
prefabs. The Association sets up a School Management Committee in April to
look after its affairs. Its first members are Mr Heffernan, Marie O’Sullivan, Larry
Walshe, Archdeacon Glynn, Simon Kelly, Bro Peter, Gerald Corbett, Brian
Coyle and Kevin O’Rourke. Four trustees are appointed for the school: Gerald
Corbett, Simon Kelly, Cannon Glynn, and Brendan Holland. 

The Holy Family School opens in Renmore, run by the Brothers of Charity
to cater for mildly handicapped children. St Joseph’s caters henceforth for
moderately handicapped children. 

Ballinasloe Association is founded on 12 April with the aid of the Athlone
Association: John McGaghan (President), Dr M. Sarsfield (Chairman), K.
Fallon (Hon. Secretary), and P. Kenny (Treasurer).

On 11 December 1965, The Farmers Journal publishes and an upbeat article
(‘A Special School’) from their correspondent: 

St Joseph’s day school is a very special school. Last year the classes were held
in a rented room, this year they are in temporary wooden buildings, next
year or the year after they will be held in a new permanent building. But no
matter where they are held St Joseph’s will always have its gay and happy
atmosphere which comes from patient, purposeful devotion on the part of its
staff and a happy, loving response from the children.
They are the innocents of this world whose minds have not quite developed
with their bodies as the minds of other children do. Labels don’t matter very
much, but for the record these children are classed as mentally handicapped,

or retarded, and they could not benefit from ordinary schooling.
For A Few Years
Instead they are in St Joseph’s where for a few years they will be looked after
by people who understand their particular problems and who know how best
to deal with them. The whole idea underlying a school of this type is that
each child’s handicap is first recognised and then, as far as possible, forgotten.
All the effort there is concentrated on making the most of what each child has
got and he is educated to his limits.
When you visit the school you notice that it is somehow different from
another, ordinary school, and it takes some time before the details sink in.
Then you realise that there is constant movement − the children are bustling
about with toys, coloured paper and bricks, they are trotting around after the
teacher, they are conferring with one another about some project or other, or
possibly they are admiring their own works of art pinned to the wall.
Everywhere too there is colour, not only on the walls, furniture and paintwork
but in the equipment the children use and in the straw mats they have made
and in the big wooden blocks they have painted.
No Separation
There is no separation here between teacher and pupils. Mrs. Conneally, who
teaches the less advanced children − those with an I.Q. of 45-50 − explained
to me that all their work was done together. ‘We plan projects,’ she said, ‘like
going on the bus, for instance. One of us is the conductor, another the driver,
and the rest of us are all passengers. We use ‘real’ money for our fares, and we
end up at the seaside, playing with sand and water.’ 
This may seem like play, but it is play with a purpose. It is very important to
be able to go on a bus alone and hand your money to the conductor,
particularly so if you live away out in the country and have to take the bus to
get to school. That is what little Sheila has to do and although her mental
age is far behind her real one she has mastered the problem of the bus and
travels home on her twenty mile journey every day. It took a long time for
everyone to recognise that bus that we saw in a drawing on the wall and to
relate it to the real one that goes whooshing along the roads, but they did it.
‘All our lives in here are acting’ said Mrs. Conneally. ‘We act out everything,
shopping, hospital, keeping house, we do it all.’ It is useful in a double way,
this acting, because not only are the children learning, but the teachers are
learning too. The children reveal their characteristics in this uninhibited play
and by watching them and listening to them the teachers gain an insight into
their particular problems. Music, mime and movement, these three are also
extremely valuable. The children relax and are happy in a very direct
uncomplicated way as they sway in time to the music and who knows what
messages they hear in the rhythm and the melodies and what peace they find?
Record Player
The gift of a record-player lately from one of the charitable people who are so
good to the children was greeted with great excitement and it is kept in the

Éirim an Iarthair Appendix A 201



recreation room. Here the children have their physical education and also an
important part of their social education, for this is where they have their lunch
every day. They learn table manners and they learn how to lay the table and
how to mix with one another.
These things are very important because the chief aim of the school is to train
each child to attain independence in daily living. The small things we take
for granted, like knowing how to sit down and eat food quietly without giving
offence to others, are things which could make a great difference to our place
in the community if we happened never to have heard of them. Miss Brennan,
who looks after the lunches and the milk and the buns at morning break, is
kindly and firm, and helps along those children who still have a way to go in
social training.
The more advanced children in St Joseph’s have an I.Q. of 50-70 and they
are in the care of Miss McGagh who glows with enthusiasm as she points out
their achievements. ‘You must look at the woodwork,’ she insisted, they will
be so disappointed if you don’t. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything − the
beautifully made bookstands, horses and carts, and aeroplanes were most
impressive, and attractive by any standards. The girls were doing gay
embroidery and some were diligently writing away in their copy books. On
the wall were the now familiar paintings in vivid colours and each child’s
name and birth date was written in large letters. A huge clearly-lettered
menu took my fancy − ‘TEA PER CUP - 6d’ ‘SAUSAGE AND CHIPS −
2/6.’ etc. Obviously when they had mastered that they could go into a cafe
and order a meal, an essential if they were ever to be independent. Some of
these children will achieve a degree of independence, but others will need care
and attention all their lives. Yet, even these could contribute towards their
own living if they could be employed in Sheltered Workshops - the latest aim
of Rehabilitation groups in Ireland.

1966 
St Joseph’s gradually extends its services to other children throughout the
county. The first child from Tuam starts attending the school in October 1965
and a further group from Tuam starts in October 1966. The first children from
Gort start in September 1966, the first child from Loughrea in October 1966,
and the first child from Moycullen in May 1966. 

The next group to develop is the Ballinasloe Association, founded on 12th
April 1965. A prime mover here is Mary Ryan of Athlone who is also
instrumental in setting up the Athlone Association, together with Mrs. Fallon
of Ballinasloe. The first officers of the branch are: President: John McGahon,
Chairperson: Dr M. Sarsfield, Hon. Secretary: K. Fallon, Treasurer: Teresa
Kenny.

Tuam Association for Mentally Handicapped Children is inaugurated on
17 May 1966: Fr. M. Geraghty (President), Rev. Dean Jackson (Vice-President),
Gerry King NT (Chairman), Bríd Leo (Secretary), JJ Harkin (Treasurer). Jack

Bray, Seán Keane and Kevin O’Rourke came out from Galway to offer advice
prior to their first public meeting, recalls Della Burke. 

1967
In February, Gerald Corbett resigns as Manager and suggests that His Lordship
Most Rev Dr Browne become Manager, as was the pattern in other schools.
Kevin O’Rourke asks Gerald Corbett to reconsider but he declines. Secretary
of Galway Association says that Church patronage will help further its cause.
At the AGM in March, Bishop Michael Browne declares that the Association
is worthy of support consents to becoming the patron of St Joseph’s School. 

In November, a delegation from the Gort Association including Freddie
Smith and Mary Scully meet the Minister for Education, Donagh O’Malley to
arrange free transport from the area to St Joseph’s school. On 27 November,
Mountbellew Association is established. Pearl Finnegan, Michael Kitt T.D., Dr
Ray O’Brien and Dr Michael Mellett had invited Simon Kelly from Galway to
advise on setting up an association in Mountbellew. Also in attendance from
Galway are Bro Peter, Brothers of Charity, Kevin O’Rourke and Áine
Breathnach.

Loughrea Association follows at the end of the year, with help from the Gort
and Galway Associations. Its first focus is to arrange transport to St Joseph’s
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school. Headford Association is formed in 1967 also. 
In December 1967, the Department of Education agrees to fund transport.

This takes some time to implement for all the areas.

1968
Growing concerns due to lack of facilities for severely handicapped children.
The Galway Association starts a care unit in temporary premises of Galwegians
R.F.C. premises in Glenina.

Portumna Association is established in February 1968. The first officers
elected are: Fr. Jordan (President); Michael Kelly (Chairman); Des Murphy
(Treasurer). 

Also in 1968, it is decided to amalgamate all associations into a county-wide
representative organisation at a meeting held in St Joseph’s on April 22.
Representatives attend from the Galway, Tuam, Headford, Portumna,
Mountbellew, Gort and Ballinasloe Associations. The new body, called The
Galway Region Committee For Mentally Handicapped Children’, first meets
on 13th May 1968. Michael O’Sullivan, also Chairman of the Galway City
Association, is elected Chairman of the Region Committee and Gerry King,
Tuam Association, is elected Secretary.

1969
The problem for school leavers from St Joseph’s becomes acute and on 17
January, a temporary workshop opens in St Joseph’s School, with four school
leavers attending. In May, Mr Higgins is appointed Workshop Manager and in
September a house is bought at 1 St Brigid’s Place, Woodquay. Funds for the
new workshop come from the branches, the Region Committee, and the Rotary
Club.

In September 1969, it is agreed that the various associations hand over their
fundraising money to the Galway Region Committee, which will prioritise
projects throughout the county. Two delegates from each association may
attend the Galway Region Committee. Because of its size and traditional role
in providing services, Galway city is allowed 6 representatives. The new
Chairman of the Galway Region Committee is Fr. James Fitzsimons,
Mountbellew, with Gerry King, Tuam as Secretary. The Clifden Association is
inaugurated also in 1969. 

1970
New care unit is built in Snipe Avenue. Land purchased at Ballybane for the
Irish Sisters of Charity’s residential centre, to cater for 150 moderately and
severely disabled children. Billy Clarke is appointed Manager of Workshop.
New associations formed in Oughterard, Carraroe and Athenry. New officer
board of Region Committee elected: Fr Keane (Chairman), Gerry King
(Secretary), Fr Tarpey (Vice Chairman) and Bro Ambrose (Treasurer).

1971 
December 3, 1971: Helping to kick-start a major fundraising drive, the
Connacht Tribune publishes a feature on the Association’s activities to date (Big
Drive On To Wipe Out £ 5,000 Debt)

A MASSIVE appeal for support − aimed at raising at least £5,000 − is to
be launched by the Galway Association for Mentally Handicapped Children
next week (December 5 to 12) throughout the county.
The £5,000 is urgently needed to wipe out an ever-increasing debt which has
been incurred in the provision of the Association’s services − a school, day care
centre and workshop. In a special appeal the Association says: “If this money
is not made available then many of the services provided by the Association
will have to be curtailed if not suspended.”
These services cater for almost sixty children in the school at Snipe Avenue;
eleven are catered for at the day care centre at Newcastle and seven trainees
work in the workshop at Woodquay. But the Association debt on these services
has been rising.
The school at Snipe Avenue costs £60 per week over and above what the
Government contributes. The day care unit costs £81 per week to run. The
workshop costs £2,100 per annum to run. All of this leaves the Association
deep in the red: The accounts for last year showed an excess of expenditure
over income of £3,500 -and this year the excess has increased.
A certain amount of help does come from the Government but in the case of
the day care centre there is no state aid and this is one of the biggest drains
on the Association’s finances.
Financial aid for the centre ceased with the establishment of the Western
Regional Health Board this year. The Association is having discussions with
the Health Board and hopes that in the future a number of the expenses of
the day care unit will be handled by the Board. The following is a complete
breakdown of the Association’s services:
St Joseph’s Special School, Snipe Avenue, Newcastle, for moderately handicapped
has 56 pupils on roll with a staff of three full-time qualified teachers; a P.E.
instructress, a nurse, a cook-housekeeper and a speech correctionist.
A full mid-day meal is provided, also a mid-morning snack. The working week
is the same as a National School, classed as a special school which means the
pupil remains on till 16 years of age. At present due to the numbers the school
is ready for an additional teacher, also one new classroom, preferably two.
The teaching programme covers the 3 Rs, nature study, handcrafts, drama,
painting (religious knowledge, of course). Special attention is paid to sensorial
training, social training, physical education and language development.
Particular attention is paid to social and personal independence. Some of the
children avail of the public service transport system to get to and from school.
The school Medical Service is availed of and close liaison is maintained with
the personnel and assessments team of the Brothers of Charity at the Holy
Family School, Renmore.

Éirim an Iarthair Appendix A 203



The Special Care Unit is situated at the rear of St Joseph’s and in the same
grounds.
It consists of 2 large day or general purpose rooms and fully fitted kitchen,
large bathroom/washroom.
There is also an office and staff toilet. The unit was started on a full-time
basis in July, 1970. Prior to this it was run on a part-time voluntary basis at
Glenina Rugby Club.
The care unit is being run by G.A.M.H.C. without any state aid. When
started it had only 3 children, it now has eleven, four of whom are boys and
seven girls ranging in ages from two to seventeen. The cost per week per child
is approximately £8.5; of this, transport makes up the largest part, due to the
fact that children are coming from areas such as Kinvara, Oughterard,
Spiddal, Tuam, Mervue, Bohermore and Renmore. It is hoped that due to
the large area now being covered more children will seek admission. This
would increase the over-all cost of running the unit but would nevertheless
reduce the cost per head.
The type of child attending the unit are those who for various reasons cannot
avail of the facilities offered in other schools. Mainly to relieve the parents of
the burden, often very great, of minding a child 24 hours a day and also to
enable the child to benefit from an environment other than the home and to
increase his contact with other people, he can attend at the unit five days a
week. Due to the very varied age group the routine must be varied and flexible
to suit the individual needs. The main type of training is geared towards
toilet training, this is a problem with most of these children which is essential
to overcome. Four of the children at present are toilet training. Teaching the
children how to dress, wash and eat properly, as well as trying to teach them
how to play and mix with others, is the main work.
As the number in the Unit has increased, the staff are at present being assisted
by a rota of voluntary workers, who come daily for two hours and help in food
preparation, meal supervision and general cleaning.
Admission to the unit is through the C.M.O. and the Psychological
Assessment Team at Holy Family School. Rev. Brother Peter is the Manager
and the unit is run under supervision of Dr. Power.
Workshop: The Workshop managed by Mr. Clarke at Woodquay is the next
development, which has been set up to cater for the children of 16 plus.
The aims of the workshop come roughly under the three headings:
(1) Provide a range of interesting work so that each trainee can be usefully
employed to the best of his or her ability. 
(2) Train the child when possible for outside employment under normal
conditions. When necessary, find a suitable position for him or her.
(3) Provide suitable properly supervised accommodation. 
When setting up a workshop to achieve this, the aim was to try and make it
as near self-supporting as possible. This was done by securing free or cheap
raw material and producing work that will sell. The chief development in

this respect is by using waste ends of timber, sea shells and the like.
A wide range of articles are now being made, so that each child though of
varying abilities can help in their production. This is done by breaking the
job down into a number of simple tasks.
Some of the better workers acquire skills in different lines, after some time. If
this is evident the emphasis is put on this particular “bent,” with a view to
getting them outside employment. The workshop has been operating under
Mr. Clarke for one year, and to date he has trained and placed one boy in
open employment and at least two more are well on the way. As regards the
object of providing living accommodation, so far this has not been possible.
At present each worker is given lunch and tea and a small pay packet at the
end of the week.
The function of the workshop is very different from that of the schools in so
far as there is no age or time limit. Sometimes the contract may be for life as
it is only the best workers who can get “outside jobs.”
HOSTEL
The Association Public Relations Officer adds: “In this appeal to you I have
not mentioned the wonderful work of the Brothers of Charity in the Holy
Family School, Renmore, and in Kilcornan House, Clarinbridge. These
schools are financed by the State. Ideally all the services should be so financed
and I hope they will be in the near future. 
“But perhaps the biggest tragedy of all is the fact that there are so many
mentally handicapped children at home in their own homes with little or no
hope of schooling unless we get the ‘Hostel,’ as it may well be 5 to 10 years
before Galway gets the complex of services and buildings which will cater for
the needs of the Mentally Handicapped in the County or region. So a Hostel
will more than likely be our next major project.”
The fund-raising drive will consist of house-to-house collection; coffee
mornings, golf competitions, bridge drives, sales of work, cake sales, etc. Towns
all over the county have united in the effort.

The Association’s search for a suitable hostel continues; numerous options are
explored to no avail. Western Health Board is formed and its Chief Executive
Officer, Éamonn Hannan, begins to liaise with the Association. The First
Mental Handicap Week (door-to-door collections in the county) realises a
sum of £11,500 � double the expectations. New Associations founded in
Dunmore, Moycullen and Glenamaddy. New associations formed also in
Oughterard, Carraroe and Athenry. Galway Region Committee receives a
letter from Mr Childers, Minister for Health, stating he is willing to attend
the AGM of the Region Committee in Tuam on 27 May 1971. Other letter,
from Michael Kitt TD, informing the meeting on 8/3/71 that he had
contacted the Minister for Health about receiving a deputation from the
Region Committee. New officer board of Region Committee: Tom Garvey
(Chairman), Gerry King (Secretary), Peadar Burns (Vice Chairman), Michael
Sugrue (Treasurer) and Danno Heaslip (PRO).
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1972
The Galway County Association for Mentally Handicapped Children becomes
a limited company. A Board of Directors is nominated by the Region
Committee and meets for the first time on 19 July 1972. 

On 18 September 1972, Chairman Tom Garvey reports the purchase of a
house called “Whitestrand Lodge”, containing 11 bedrooms, which the
Association hopes will accommodate 18 children. The house cost £18,750 with
refurbishment estimated at £3,000. The minutes state “The meeting received
the news with joy”. House Mother at the 5-day residential hostel is Sheila
Fennessy, and the night-nurse is Martha O’Neill.

1973
On 1 October, Michael Kennedy takes up his appointment as first full-time
secretary of the Association. New branches of the Association are formed in
Claregalway, Menlough and Skehana. Elected at the Association’s Annual General
Meeting (AGM) are: Tom Garvey (Chairman), Peadar Burns (Vice Chairman),
Bosco McDermott (Hon Secretary), and Michael Sugrue (Treasurer). 

1974 
By the beginning of 1974, the Association has 12 staff on the payroll:
Kathleen Duggan, Mrs C. Harley, Mrs M. Kelly and Mrs. M. Maguire in the
Care Unit; Miss Ann Brennan, Bridie Naughton, Mrs C. Nunan-Kenny and
Sally O’Connor in the School; Billy Clarke and Sue Patching in the
Workshop; Christy St George as the driver and Michael Kennedy as Secretary.
Teaching staff of the school are employed by the Department of Education /
Board of Management.

A regional conference on mental handicap, organised by Michael Kennedy,
is held in the Regional Technical College, Galway, on 6 April 1974 to appraise
existing services and requirements in the region. In September, the
Department of Education sanctions a training grant for the workshop (as a
pilot project − the first such grant sanctioned in the State). Another pilot
project commences on 1 October in Portumna: A Care Unit for severely
disabled children, situated in a rented house, with Betty Houlihan as nurse in
charge, later aided by Mrs Eames. Prior to this, children in the area with special
needs had to be bussed to Galway for day care services. The volunteers who
drove them to and from the bus were Des Murphy, Pat Murphy, Dr Kearns,
Mathew Joseph Hickey, and Mrs Hanley. 

The Western Health Board Coordinating Committee for Services for mentally
handicapped people holds its first meeting on 20 November. The Association’s
newsletter/ magazine Dóchas (Hope) is produced for Mental Handicap Week,
to inform people around the county of the Association’s activities. 

Elected at the Association’s AGM: Peadar Burns (Chairman) Tom Garvey
(Vice Chairman), Bosco McDermott (Hon Secretary), Michael Sugrue and
Dan Kelly ( Joint Treasurers).

1975
The pilot project that commenced in Portumna is considered a resounding
success and a similar centre is opened in Tuam on 1 December 1975, with
Carmel Kielty as its first director. An advisory committee on services for
severely handicapped children recommends a change in name from Care Units
to Child Training Centres, reflecting the changing purpose of the centres. 

A new training centre is built in Snipe Avenue to replace the workshop in
Woodquay. A task force is set up to re-organise branches. New branches formed
in Eyrecourt/Fahy, Kilimor, Kinvara, Rosmuc and Tiernascragh.

On the Board, Eithne Joyce replaces Dan Kelly. Della Burke (Tuam) and
Angela Connolly (Athenry) are elected and Rita Crehan resigns. 

Elected at the Association’s AGM: Peadar Burns (Chairman) Tom Garvey
(Vice Chairman), Bosco McDermott (Secretary), Michael Sugrue and Eithne
Joyce ( Joint Treasurers).

1976
In May 1976, the Board purchases a house in Carraroe, Connemara, willed by
the late Nan Dooley (valued at £12,500) and sold to the Association for a
nominal sum by her brother, Bishop Dooley and sister, Sr Berchams. New
branches are formed in Abbeyknockmoy, Ballygar, Kilconnell, Killanin,
Lackagh and Oranmore.

At the end of the year a special meeting is held in the Odeon Hotel, Galway,
attended also by public representatives. Arising from that meeting, a deputation
meets with Dick Barry, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Health, to press
for further development of services and adequate funding for existing services. 

Bríd Leo resigns from the Board and is replaced by Sr Columbanus, also from
Tuam. Bro Alfred Hassett of the Brothers of Charity replaces Bro Peter. The
same officer board is elected at the Association’s AGM.
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1977
In January, the Child Training Centre (CTC), Tigh Nan Dooley, opens in
Carraroe under the direction of Gráinne Faherty. This is the first service for
intellectually disabled children in any Gaeltacht. Also in January, another CTC
opens in Glenamaddy in a rented house. Its first director is Carmel Kielty who
has moved from Tuam, being replaced there by Agnes Flanagan. Dr Geraghty
and Nurse Mulryan are praised for their assistance here.

A representative of the Western Health Board, Stephen O’Donoghue
(Programme Manager), joins the Board of Directors in 1977. Bríd Walsh
replaces Ita Gaine (née Nash) who resigns. Following 13 years of service, Gerald
Corbett resigns as Chairman of the Workshop Committee and as Chairman
of the Board of Management of St Joseph’s School. Daiden Ó hEocha now
Chairman of the Workshop Committee and Joan McNicholl Chairman of the
Board of Management of St Joseph’s School.

At the end of 1977, the Board agrees to purchase two houses from James
Stewart Ltd in a new housing development at Rockfield Park, Galway for use
eventually as a training hostel. Negotiations are commenced with the
Presentation Sisters about potential use of Blackrock House, Salthill, Galway.
New branches formed in Coiste na nOileán and Carna, Cill Chiaráin. With
the exception of Eithne Joyce, the same officer board is elected at the
Association’s AGM.

1978
In 1978, Kathleen Duggan resigns from the Board; Ann Donovan and Eoghan
O’Sullivan are co-opted. After 5 years of service, Michael Kennedy resigns as
Secretary, and Tadhg Nagle is appointed Director of Services.

Kevin O’Rourke, a founding member and former Chairman of the
Association, dies in November.

The Galway City Branch of the Association opens a toy library. 
The Western Health Board publishes its first Five-Year Plan outlining

responsibilities for providing services. 
Income from fundraising activities by the branches sees a slight increase on

the previous year, at £46,095. Proceeds from the annual raffle fall by £557,

whereas income from the Mental Handicap Week realises a total of £35,092,
an increase of £2,062 on the previous year.

A new branch of the Association is formed in Corofin. Elected at the
Association’s AGM: Peadar Burns (Chairman), Tom Garvey (Vice Chairman),
Bosco McDermott (Secretary), Michael Sugrue and Eoghan O’Sullivan ( Joint
Treasurers).

1979
The Association refurbishes Blackrock House, Salthill, Galway, leased from the
Presentation Sisters. On 2 April 1979, the Association opens a day and
residential service here for severely handicapped adults under the management
of Anne Rowlette and her team: 2 Day Nurses, 2 Night Nurses (part-time), 1

Play Therapist, 1 Educator/Trainer, 1 cook and 3 General Assistants. 
Initially it caters as a 5-day hostel for ‘five severely and moderately mentally

handicapped young adults.’ When fully operational, it will cater for 16 places
on a five-day residential basis. An outdoor courtyard is refurbished at a cost of
£27,000 to provide an ‘Activation Unit for severely mentally handicapped
persons from the age of 12 upwards.’ It consists of a playroom, an occupational
therapy room, and a social training area.

The Galway Association employs its first Social Worker, Anne O’Connor.
Up to now, social work services had been provided by the Brothers of Charity
Services.

The Tuam Occupational Therapy Unit for young adults opens in Tuam
under the direction of Teresa Kivlehan. Later in 1979, the North Connemara
Branch, aided by the ICA, starts a service for young adults in a Coastguard
cottage in Cleggan, with the aid of voluntary helpers. The Association reports
that substantial progress has been made in the 1970s, with 245 children and
adults availing of Association services at 13 locations throughout County
Galway.
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By this time, St Joseph’s Special School caters for 63 children. A new
Language Development Programme, devised by the teaching staff there, is
implemented during 1979. St Joseph’s Training and Activation Centre provides
training for ‘approximately 40 moderately mentally handicapped young adults.’
In the meantime, Whitestrand Hostel, the 5-day residential facility for 16 pupils
at St Joseph’s School (ages 8-18) and Glenina Heights Hostel, the short-stay
hostel for 25 severely handicapped children (accommodation for 6 on a 3-
month’s rota) continues to be staffed and managed for the Association by the
Brothers of Charity Services.

In Tuam, a fully equipped Social Training Centre is completed for the
children in a converted garage at St Oliver’s Child Training Centre on Abbey
Trinity Road. 

At the Dóchas Child Training Centre, Glenamaddy, the development of a
new Play/Activity Area is well underway. 

At Tigh Nan Dooley in Carraroe, development funding facilitates the
refurbishment of a building in the grounds of the Child Training Centre, to be
used as an Indoor Play Area for the children. 

The annual collection realises £40,320, with the value of goods and services
donated free rising from £1,211 to £4,840.

New branches of the Association are founded in Ahascragh/Fohenagh and
Annaghdown. The same officer board elected at the Association’s AGM but
this time with one Treasurer, Eoghan O’Sullivan. Michael Sugrue resigns from
the Board; Fr. Pádraig Standún and Mary Langan are elected.

1980
On 1 March 1980, Michael Woods TD, Minister for Health and Social Welfare,
performs the official opening of Blackrock House. 

The Galway Special Employment Centre opens to cater for graduates from

the Training Centre. Here, 15 young people embark on a new facet of their
development, reports new Chairman Tom Garvey at the 1980 AGM.
Negotiations had been underway to site this service permanently in Salthill,
and in the meantime the project moves temporarily to Whitestand Lodge, now
vacated for renovations. In the course of their stay there, most of the young men
assist the Association’s maintenance work in such areas as painting, carpentry,
tiling, etc. Some wood crafts are also made, reports Tom Garvey, while the girls
produce soft toys and rugs. 

The Pope John Paul II Centre opens in Ballybane under the direction of the
Irish Sisters of Charity. The Galway Child Training Centre, which had been
operated by the Association, transfers there. The Association staff are
redeployed to provide a relief crisis and assessment service at Glenina Heights.

New branches of the Association formed in Clonbur, Cornamona and
Castlegar. Bríd Walsh resigns from the Board, with Michael Fleming and Martin
Ward joining the Board. Elected at the Association’s AGM: Tom Garvey
(Chairman), Eoghan O’Sullivan (Vice Chairman), Bosco McDermott
(Secretary) and Michael Fleming (Treasurer). Executive Director, Tadhg Nagle,
leaves the Association, to be succeeded by Arthur Browne.

1981
Young adults at the Training Centre availing of temporary residential
accommodation at Blackrock House are moved to the Training Hostel at
Rockfield Park under the direction of Joanne Heffernan. Construction work
commences on new Galway Special Employment Centre, Snipe Industries. 

Galway City Marathon is run as a fundraising event for the Association for
the first time. This proves to be a huge event, raising substantial sums, thanks
to the special committee, including Tom O’Connor (TV Shop), Ralph
O’Gorman, Angela Sheehan, Liam Kavanagh, and Seamus Gavin.

The Association publishes a Five-Year Development Plan with an ambitious
programme to meet the needs of people with mental disabilities.
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The Annual Report records the handing back by the Brothers of Charity of
the service at the Glenina Training and Residential Centre to the Association
in April 1981. Once again, the 7-day residential relief and crisis intervention
service for moderately and severely handicapped children (and young adults, at
times) will be run by the Association. A special thanks is extended to members
of the Galway Fire Brigade Sports and Social Club who helped refurbish
Glenina and who provided outings for the children. 

New officer boards remains the same as elected in 1980.

1982
The Franciscan Brothers donate a former national school in Kilkerrin,
Ballinasloe while in Clifden, a new vocational service is commenced with. 

The Association opens its first semi-independent group home for young
adults in a rented house at Rockfield Park, Galway. A pre-school service also
commences in a rented premises in Ballinasloe.

With all of this development activity, the audited accounts show an
expenditure in 1982 of £1,117,626 with an income of £885,875, leaving a large
deficit of £231,751. Fundraising therefore a critical element of the Association’s
finances and Dan Quaid is appointed as Development Officer to organise
voluntary support. Newly elected officers of the Association are: Eoghan
O’Sullivan (Chairman), Tom Garvey (Vice Chairman), Bosco McDermott,
(Secretary), and Mr. Michael Fleming (Treasurer).

1983
At St Joseph’s, a new class for deaf children with additional learning difficulties
is integrated into the school. Development of Westside Community and
Shopping welcomed; this is within walking distance of the Training Hostel at
97/98 Rockfield Park. 

One year on, the 4 residents at the Semi-independent Group Home, 64
Rockfield Park, are said to be settling in well. 

Snipe Industries opens its doors on 1 September. The group of engineers and
architects who gave their services here free of charge are thanked (they prefer
to remain anonymous). 

Kilkerrin Group Home opens on 6 March. The house caters for two
permanent residents and can be used for respite and relief services.

On 1 December, Breda Crehan-Roche takes up duty as Unit Director at St
Teresa’s CEDC. Geraldine Ginty to become the Educator here also. 

Blackrock House’s first Nativity play is enjoyed by all. At Christmas, Bishop
Eamonn Casey celebrates Mass at St Joseph’s School with the children, their
parents, and benefactors. 

1984
Glenina Child and Education Centre and Residential Home transfers in April
to new premises, Dun na Mace Hostel, adjacent to the Regional Hospital. In
the Annual Report for 1983 we read: “Mary Timothy, Unit Director at
Blackrock House, expressed her deep gratitude to all who helped in 1983:
Galway Golf Club, Galway Firemen, The Tribes Bridge Club, Joan, the
hairdresser, C.L.M. and all helpers, Des Kavanagh Electrical, St Mary’s College,
Renmore Pantomine, Mr and Mrs Pearse Kelly, Fr Brendan Kelly. “Our special
thanks to Kevin Kyne who supplied us with a free coach and driver for a big
summer outing and to Paddy O’Malley who gives so much of his spare time to
Blackrock House and also to Paddy Finn who is always available for our
emergencies and last but not least to Eilish Bermingham who takes us
swimming to Leisureland every Monday.

Blackrock House also wishes to thank Dr B Carr, our psychologists, Social
Workers, physiotherapist and administrative staff, who provide our support
services.”

Snipe Industries (Galway E.T.C.) is officially opened in May 1984 by IDA
Chief Executive, Michael Killeen. Building is blessed by Monsignor J.
McLoughlin and by Rev. L. Forrest, and covered on RTE’s Newsround
programme, which also includes a filmed report on work in the Employment
Centre. Billy Clarke acknowledges the complete commitment of the Board of
the Galway Association, the great assistance of the Industrial Development
Agency (IDA), a group of engineers and architects who gave all services free of
charge but who wish to remain anonymous, Mr T. McNamara, Manager of
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M.N.C. Ltd, who gave wonderful cooperation, and many others who helped
out in various ways”.

At the 1984 AGM held in Tuam, Sr Columbanus, Michael Fleming and
Stephen O’Donoghue resign from the Board. Maureen Lyons of Portumna is
elected to the Board. Peadar Burns succeeds Eoghan O’Sullivan as Chairman.

1985
Official opening (organised with the help of the Tuam Branch) of TEAM
Products in 1985 by Paul Connaughton TD and Minister of State at the
Department of Agriculture. Building is blessed by Dr Cunnane, Archbishop of
Tuam, and by Dr Duggan, Bishop of Tuam. 

Ballyglunin Horticultural Project, under the auspices of St Francis V.T.C.
and led by Project Leader John Joyce. 

New branch formed in New Inn. In November, a new Group Home opens
in Laurel Park, Galway (first home funded under the Department of
Environment scheme for Community Housing). 

1986
In Tuam, Kieran McGrath is thanked for his consistent voluntary work at St
Oliver’s Child Education and Development Centre. His mother, Kathleen, had
been a stalwart member of the Tuam Association for years. Her son Finian, a
campaigner for people with disabilities, later becomes an Independent TD in
Dublin. On 28 June 1986, official opening of St Dympa Child Education and
Development Centre (CEDC) presided over by Fr Jordan. Ecumenical blessing
of both houses by Bishop Joseph Cassidy, Bishop of Clonfert and the Reverend
J Camier, officiating for the Bishop of Limerick and Killaloe. Maureen Lyons’
husband John helps out at the Centre cutting the lawn and shrubs.

Three residents participate in the Community Linc Scheme run by the
Association and enjoy themselves going out and meeting new people, also

spending a very enjoyable weekend in Kinvara.
Tigh Nan Dooley in Connemara celebrates 10 years of progress, and look

forward to further improvements. “De bhrí gur eirigh linn an tseirbhís a
fheabhsú agus a fhorbairt i rith na ndeich mbliana seo caite tá súil againn
forbairt a dhéanamh agus a bheith ag neartú de réir a chéile sna blianta atá
romhainn.”

In the Central Administration report, Therese King and Michael Dooley refer
to the development of a new group home at Seacrest, Barna Road, Galway. “This
forms part of the break up of Blackrock House group of services and a second
home is under negotiation with the Department.” 1986 also sees the start of a
new 3-year research project at Blackrock House funded by the European Social
Fund. The Report also refers to Transport and Maintenance Services, with
special mention to Christy (who looks after the Land Rover), Paddy (who looks
after the blue bus), and James (who looks after the Glenamaddy bus). Jim and Ger
are thanked for operating the vans for Team and Snipe, and Sue Patching for her
ability to juggle with ever increasing demands for transport. In the maintenance
section, no problem big or small is too much for Paddy Finn.

1987
On 27 February 1987, a new group home, Macotar Lodge, opens in Kilkerrin.
Celia Dowd, Unit Director, reports that residents are encouraged to play a
major role in the running of their home, and that all have settled in well at
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the home, which is within walking distance of the St Francis Vocational
Training Centre.

1988
Tom Hogan appointed CEO on 15 February 1988. Head Office moves from
Forster Street to The Halls, Quay Street. The demand for adaptable furniture
is fast becoming an issue in the CEDCs. Frank O’Neill at the Toghermore
Centre in Tuam is one early pioneer in this area, a man whose great patience in
designing and adapting furniture for service users is acknowledged.

A new branch established in Inverin. Tony Lynch elected Chairman,
Kathleen McNulty, Secretary, with Máirtin Ó Flatharta and Kathleen Conneely
as Joint Treasurers.

Michael Finnerty, Chairman of the Association’s Connemara region of
Branches takes part for the first time in Maracyle 88, organised by Cooperation
North. He cycles from Dublin to Belfast and back, a distance of over 200 miles.
This is the first of 10 such fundraising cycles. 

A Branch of the Association also established in Eyrecourt. A slide show of the
Association’s community services is given by the Development Officer and short
talks by Peadar Burns, Chairman of the Association, Mary Keane, Loughrea
Branch and Ann Donovan, Galway City Branch. The following officers are
elected to the Eyrecourt Branch: Fr. Nealon C.C. Eyrecourt (Chairman); Collette
Larkin, Eyrecourt (Assistant Chairman); Michael Joyce, Eyrecourt (Secretary);
Claire Silke, Banagher (Assistant Secretary); Gerry Flanagan, Banagher
(Treasurer), and Martin Staunton, Eyrecourt (Assistant Treasurer).

mountbellew branch Celebrates 21st 

The members of the Mountbellew Branch celebrate 21 years of its great
endeavours. Seven founder members of the branch are still active. Among the
many more recent members are: Very Rev. T. Murphy, Moylough; Adrian
Walsh, Mountbellew; Rita Crehan, Newbridge; Bridie Kitt and Maureen
Bergin, Castleblakeney; Mick Hogan, Caltra; Pearl Finnegan, Mountbellew. In
commemorating the 21st Anniversary, a visit is organised by the Branch
members to four of the Association’s services in Tuam and a commemorative
dinner is held for the members. A special Mass is celebrated earlier in the year
for deceased members of the branch.

1989
A welcome development on 9 March 1989, following a prolonged campaign,
is the announcement by Frank Fahey TD, Minister of State at the Department
of Education, of the approval of a replacement for St Joseph’s School. This
would take some years to come to fruition. 

Another group home is opened in Tirellan, Galway in rented
accommodation. 

An extension is built at the Kilkerrin Training Centre, Ballinasloe to
accommodate the increasing numbers. 

In Portumna, Maureen Lyons resigns from the Board at the end of 1989.
The members of the Board are Peadar Burns (Chairman); Tom Garvey (Vice
Chairman); Joan McNicholl, Máire Bn Uí Fhatharta, Martin Ward, Annie
Nolan, Eoghan O’Sullivan, Nellie McGrath, Dr Emer McHale, Chris
Conneally, Ann Donovan, and Daiden Ó hEocha.

1990
Work commences on the construction of a purpose-built group home at
Sandyvale on the outskirts of Galway City. Funding for this project is promised
by the Department of Environment. Residents from 64 Rockfield move from
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rented accommodation to their newly built semi-independent group home in
Claremont Park in the second half of the year.

New branches formed in Galway City at Knocknacarra and Renmore. 
In July the Association is represented at the Special Olympics in Strathclyde,

Scotland. The seven athletes who take home a total of 13 medals are: Teresa
Feeney, Ann Kenny, Joseph Lynch, Bríd Duggan, Joe Higgins, Marguerite Fahy
and P J Farrell.

1991
The Review of 1991 reports that “three of our clients participated in the Special
Olympics held in Minneapolis, USA in July, 1991. The three athletes bring
home 4 gold, 1 silver and 1 bronze medals.”

Marguerite Fahy (bowling) is also awarded the Connacht Tribune/First
National Building Society Sports Personality of the Month in July. 

In Galway City, a new group home is completed at Corralea, Headford Road,
under the Department of the Environment scheme and residents move there
in July. Planning completed on a group home in Tuam.

In a national competition for new writers, Priya Prendegast, Head of the
Social Work Department, has a short play ‘Lady in Waiting’ (on mental
handicap) accepted and broadcast on RTE Radio. Marie O’Dowd, Killimor,
joins the Board.

1992 
Following a long campaign by the Association and parents from the area, a special
class commences in St Brendan’s National School, Portumna in September 1992.
This class is later supported by the Galway Association via the provision of a
Child Care Assistant. A purpose-built group home is constructed at the Glebe,
Tuam, funded under the Department of the Environment Scheme. 

Michael Moran joins the Board as a second representative from the Western
Health Board. 

1993
The Tuam branch has purchased a Mitsubishi Spacewagon for use by the
Galway Association services in Tuam, reports Tony Goldrick, Unit Director.

Brother Peter Sheehy, who guided the Association in the early days, dies on
23 November.

Association Chairperson, Annie Nolan, initiates the very successful fund-
raising group, “The Friends of the Galway Association”, which includes,
amongst others, Daiden O’hEocha, Paddy Daly, Barbara Bourke, Brigid Brophy,
and Ann Gibbons. 

The Galway City branch (Knocknacarra) also raises funds for a minibus and
then succeeds in securing additional funding through the People in Need
Telethon. This forms part of an RTE documentary in 1994, reports Marian
Cushen, Unit Director.

1994
In January, the Association is saddened to learn of the death of Jim Conlon, a
highly valued member of staff and Manager of both TEAM Products and
Firefly Viswear. In June, two instructors, David McGrath and Tommy Cahill,
and three trainees, Jose Antonio, Mary Sheridan and Thomas Donnellan from
Brooklodge Nurseries (Ballyglunin) participate in the Horizon Transnational
Exchange Programme with their partners of the Welsh College of Horticulture
in Northop, North Wales.

The results of a parental questionnaire in 1994 shows a need for additional
respite services. The Association endeavours to respond with additional Home
supports and the further extension of various respite services.

Planning is underway for several other projects, the need for which is
highlighted in the Report of the Policy and Planning Subcommittee for the
Development of Services 1993-1998.

Nellie McGrath, Board member, reports progress on the building of a new
Unit to cater for the adults at Cedar Court ADS in Tuam.
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A group home is opened at a rented house at Riverside, Clifden. In
addition to catering for the residential needs of service users, it also provides
a local respite service which previously had to be availed of in Galway city.
An additional adult day service opens in rented accommodation at
Beechwood Park, Ballybane, Galway to cater for the increasing numbers in
need of such a service. 

Construction work commences on a replacement factory for Snipe
Industries at the Liosbán Industrial Estate, Galway.

Michael Bruton resigns as Western Health Board representative on the Board
and is replaced by Dr Marita Glacken.

During the year, the Association becomes the first voluntary organisation to
achieve accreditation, receiving the Quality Mark and ISO 9000. 

1995
Ann Lohan, longstanding staff member at Dóchas CEDC, Glenamaddy, retires
in December 1995. Martin Ward and Máire Bn Uí Fhatharta resign from the
Board and are replaced by Billy Pope and Nuala Scott. Dr Marita Glacken also
resigns from the Board.

In Spring 1995, construction work is completed on a purpose-built adult
day service at Oaklawn, Weir Road, Tuam. This building will provide
accommodation for additional places to meet unmet and emerging needs. 

The Association’s video, A Place in the Community, is launched at the AGM,
to be used by branches as a further aid in creating community awareness.

1996 
During 1996 the Association is presented with a National Quality Award in
the service sector by the Irish Quality Association. The presentation is made
by the Minister for Employment and Enterprise, Richard Bruton TD.

Judy Flaherty is elected as a staff representative on the Board of Directors,
replacing Breda Crehan-Roche who resigns to take up another appointment.

A new Group Home opens in a purpose-built house in Ocean Wave, Salthill,
Galway, replacing the rented premises in the Newcastle area. 

More day places are provided for adults in Tuam and in Galway City. A
purpose-built group home also opens in Ocean Wave, Salthill, Galway. 

Nellie McGrath, Tuam Branch, is one of eight finalists shortlisted from 250
nominees for the Irish Life Award, and Bily Pope, West City Branch, is one of
20 winners of the Sun Alliance Insurance Group Community Project Awards.
Both receive £500 which they donate to the Association.

1997
Chris Conneally, former principal of St Joseph’s School, resigns from the Board
in addition to Annie Nolan, who vacates the Chair. Michael Moran, who had
represented the Western Health Board, is succeeded by Dr Elizabeth Healy.
Margaret McGinley, having completed her term of office as a staff representative

is replaced by Una Finn.
The replacement building for Snipe Industries at Liosbán Industrial Estate

is completed and occupied. The new facility provides much needed additional
space and modern services. 

President of Ireland, Mary Robinson, visits St Teresa’s CEDC Ballinasloe in
July. A review of the voluntary sector of the Association is commenced by a
Task Force under the Chairmanship of Billy Pope. Nine workers from
Brooklodge Nursery are awarded the City & Guilds Certificate for
Horticultural Skills.

In September, Archbishop John Jarlath Dooley, who facilitated the transfer
of Tigh Nan Dooley to the Association, dies at 92. 

Cedar Court residential respite service catering for the Tuam area opens in
December 1997.

1998
Long standing Association member Joan McNicholl dies on 19 January 1998.
Judy Flaherty resigns from the Board of Directors during the year and Finbar
Colfer takes her place as Staff Representative. Paddy Daly, Dr Ann Gibbons
and Mary Hambleton join the Board.

The Bank of Ireland, Eyre Square Galway hosts an exhibition of paintings
by Adrian Tarpey, a young man who avails of the Association’s services. A
minibus is purchased for the use of the group home and day service in Clifden,
with assistance from the People in Need Trust and the local Branch. In 1998,
the Association begins to publish the incoming receipts from the Branches in
its Annual Reports. 

1999
Two new group homes are purchased in Galway City, one at Clybaun Heights,
replacing a rented premises and another at Sylvan Road, also providing more
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suitable accommodation for a group of persons elsewhere in the city. 
Completion of an extension to the Adult Day Service in Portumna.
During the year, Úna Finn, Tom Garvey, Daiden Ó hEocha and Nuala Scott

resign from the Board. They are replaced by Carol Ann Beegan, Mary Hickey,
Anthony O’Connor and Mary O’Mahony. 

2000
Both Carol Ann Beegan and Nellie McGrath resign from the Board during the
year. Tríona Mhic Dhonnacha, Páraic Lawless and Pearl Finnegan are elected
to the Board; Mary O’Donnell and Brian McDonald are the Staff
Representatives to the Board. 

Abbeytrinity Group Home in Tuam is refurbished and extended during the
year to provide additional accommodation. Houses purchased at Oldfield,
Kingston, Galway; Fairlands, Galway; and “The Birches” in Tuam to replace
rented accommodation. These projects are funded through the Department of
Environment, Galway County Council and Galway Corporation.

One of the Association’s founders, Gerald Corbett, dies on 26 June, 2000.
The Board has four committees: the Audit Committee, the Finance

Committee, the Community Education and the Visiting Committee.

2001
In Portumna, the special class in St Brendan’s National School is reported to be
doing well. In January, following calls from parents, the Dept. of Education and
Science provides secondary education facilities for older pupils with learning
disabilities with the help of the local Community School. 

Ann Donovan retires as Chairman from the Board following the AGM and
is succeeded by Marie O’Dowd, formerly Vice Chairman of the Board. Páraic
Lawless is elected Vice Chairman of the Board. 

Despite considerable advances over the years, the acute need for additional
respite and residential places remains. The association closes the year with a
small surplus, further reducing the accumulated deficit, now standing at
€139,718. 

2002
Work commences on the largest single project ever undertaken by the
Association, which involves the redevelopment of Snipe Avenue. A replacement
Adult Day Service is planned, together with an extended, fully equipped
Vocational Training Centre.

On 11 October, the first County Celebration of the Association is held in
the Menlo Park Hotel, Galway, to mark the 40th Anniversary of The Galway
County Association and the 35th Anniversary of Mountbellew Area Branch.
Over 200 people attend including parents, service users, founder members Tom
Garvey, Peadar Burns and Bosco McDermott, Tom Hogan, Chief Executive,
Marie O’Dowd, Chairman of the Board of Directors. The function is organised

and hosted by Pearl Finnegan (Chairperson) and the Mountbellew Branch.
A new group of “Friends”, chaired by Dr Ann Gibbons and including Shane

and Mary O’Mahony, Colm O’Donnellan and Michael Ryan, is founded to
fundraise for the organisation.

Mary O’Donnell, Dr Elizabeth Healy, Anthony O’Connor and Billy Pope
all retire from the Board during the year. Billy Pope dies shortly after his
retirement from the Board. Audrey Reilly, Staff Representative and Josephine
Moss, Parents Representative, join the Board during the year. 

2003
Ireland hosts the World Special Olympics, with nine of the Association’s service
users being very successful. Staff in St Teresa’s CEDC give support to the
training of the Dominican Republic delegation in Ballinasloe. Throughout the
county, branch members and staff give invaluable support through their
involvement in host towns and volunteer programmes. An official reception
for the Egyptian delegation is hosted at TEAM Products, Tuam, and is attended
by the Egyptian Ambassador. A reception for the La Reunion delegation of 12
is hosted by St Dympna’s ADS, Portumna, and attended by the French
Ambassador.

Retirements during the year include Mary Timothy and Mary Farrissey, both
of Blackrock House, Anne Francis, Seacrest Group Home, Galway, Kay
Henderson, St Oliver’s CEDC, Tuam, and Kitty Cosgrove, St Dominic’s, Tuam.

2004
In March, the Crisis and Relief Service in Galway City relocates to a newly
refurbished, much larger premises at Fairlands Park Newcastle, Galway. In July,
construction work is completed on a group home and a respite centre in
Portumna. These purpose-built services replace two rented properties which
were not adequately meeting the needs of the service users. 

Trainees at Joseph’s Training Centre benefit from the Person Centred
Planning (PCP) programme, which tailors work and leisure activities to suit
their individual needs and preferences.

2005 
A number of capital projects are completed during 2005. A new satellite unit
opens in Portumna, to help increase opportunities for service users in accessing
community resources and integrating within the community. An extension to
St Dympna’s Child Education & Development Centre, Portumna, provides
additional bathroom facilities. An extension to St Dominic’s Group Home,
Tuam, provides additional living accommodation for the service users.
Transport is also enhanced via the provision of a wheelchair-accessible minibus
in Kilkerrin to be utilised by Macotar Lodge Group Home and St Francis Adult
Day Service; a wheelchair accessible minibus is also provided by the Portumna
Branch members for the services in Portumna; and a wheelchair-accessible
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minibus is provided for Clochatuisce Group Home and Adult Day Service by
friends of the Association from Portumna who have completed a nationwide
fundraising cycle. The Annaghdown Branch completes a fundraising cycle to
raise funds towards the purchase of a wheelchair accessible bus for St Joseph’s
Special School, Galway. A new name is sought for the Association; consultation
takes place with everyone directly involved, service users, families, staff,
branches, etc. The first name to be agreed is Carraig Dubh Services Ltd but this
is not approved by the Companies Registration Office. Some 1,000 letters are
sent out and about 200 replies received. 

During the year, the Galway Association commenced discussions with the
Department of Education and Science in relation to an educational service
and teacher provision for its five Child Education & Development Centres at
Ballinasloe, Carraroe, Glenamaddy, Portumna and Tuam, due to commence
in 2006. 

Strategic plan 2006 to 2010 is developed and approved by Board of
Directors. Work now commences on development of action plans to deliver on
the strategic plan objectives.

During the year, the Association runs an art and photography competition,
“Create an Image,” which results in a new range of Christmas Cards for 2006
and a calendar for 2007. At the AGM on May 29th, 2006, the prize-winners of

“Create an Image” competition receive awards from the Chairman, Páraic
Lawless, and from the guest speaker, Mary Davis, Chief Executive, Special
Olympics Ireland.

Further capital works are completed during 2006: A new purpose-built
group home in Tuam at Palace Fields, with funding obtained through the
Capital Assistance Scheme of the Department of Environment, Heritage
and Local Government and Galway County Council. Three new buses
acquired for St Joseph’s Special School and city services, TEAM Products,
Tuam, and Brooklodge Nursery, Ballyglunin. The Association acknowledges
the sterling work of the Annaghdown Branch who raised funds for the
purchase of accessible buses through their annual fundraising cycle. It also
acknowledges the assistance of Minister of State, Frank Fahey, and the HSE
for grant assistance.

The Children’s Respite Service at Carragh Drive, Galway, also raises
substantial funding during the year for a new bus to be delivered in early 2007.

Assistance and capital funding provided by the Health Service Executive
which leads to the completion of the Portacabins at St Francis ADS,
Kilkerrin, and Brooklodge Nursery, Ballyglunin. The portacabins are
provided to accommodate the individual needs of service users and to
enhance service provision. 
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Funding from the HSE also enables the Association to carry out alterations,
including the provision of hoists and tracking systems at St Dympna’s Adult
Day Service (ADS), Portumna, Blackrock ADS, Salthill, and Macotar Lodge
Group Home, Kilkerrin. 

Seacrest Group Home is refurbished, providing a new kitchen and a sensory
garden for the service users. Work is advanced in relation to the design of an
Adult Day Service in Tuam and planning permission is sought.

2007
At the AGM, Chief Executive Breda Crehan-Roche acknowledges the
assistance and capital funding from the Health Service Executive, which results
in the purchase of a house in Ballinasloe for a children’s group home. Work can
now also commence on a new Adult Day Service in Tuam, to be commissioned
in the final quarter of 2008. 

Funding is granted from the Dormant Accounts Flagship Projects Fund for
the provision of two respite centres at Whitestrand, Galway. Work on these two
state-of-the-art respite facilities for children and adults due to commence in
2008. Funding also secured from the Dormant Accounts Fund, administered
by the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, in partnership
with Paving the Way, for the provision of a new bus in Clifden. 

Mary Hambleton is re-elected as the family/parent representative to the
Board of Directors for a two year period.

On 24 September, the Galway Association (Galway County Association for
Mentally Handicapped Children) officially adopts Ability West as the new
Company Name and Éirim An larthair as the new Business Name. 

On 2 November, the Mountbellew Branch holds a Dinner Dance at the
Abbey Hotel, Roscommon, celebrating 40 years in existence. Guest speaker at
the function is Fergus Finlay, C.E.O. of Barnardos Services, Dublin. Special
guests on the night include 25 service users from centres in North East Galway.
Founder members Bridie Kitt, Adrian Walsh, Kathleen Murphy and Pearl
Finnegan are presented with Pillars of Light to mark the occasion. 

On 23 November, Ability West hosts a Sapphire Ball at the Galway Bay
Hotel to celebrate 45 years of the Galway County Association for Mentally
Handicapped Children. Guest speaker is Denis O’Brien, Chairman of
Communicorp Group and the Digical Group.

Funding is also provided by the Health Service Executive towards the
provision of aids and appliances during 2007.

William Casserly from St Joseph’s Training Centre and Claremont Group
Home participates in the Special Olympics in China. He wins a silver medal in
basketball.
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e Association in 1973:
• Membership through 19 branches throughout County Galway
• e Central Committee — representative of all branches
• e Executive Committee — Elected Board of Directors
• Management, Admissions, and other sub-committees, and representatives
e association is affiliated to the National Association for Mentally
Handicapped of Ireland.

CEnTRAl CommITTEE 1973
Chairman: Mr. Tom Garvey, New Inn
Vice-Chairman: Mr. Peadar Burns, Lenafin, Ahascragh
Hon. Treasurer: Mr. Michael Sugrue, Galway
Hon. Secretary: Mr. Bosco McDermott, Galway
Bros. of Charity: Rev. Bro. Damien Nolan
Galway City: Mr. Kevin O'Rourke, Mrs. C. Conneally, Miss T. T. Mclnerney,
Mrs. B. O'Grady
Ballinasloe: Mrs. Frances Martin, Miss Teresa Kenny
Tuam: Mrs. F. Burke, Mrs. P. O'Connor
Headford: Mrs. Josephine Duffy, Mrs. Mai O'Riordan
Mountbellew: Mrs. Pearl Finnegan, Mrs. Rita Crehan
Loughrea: Rev. Fr. O'Callaghan (R.I.P.), Miss T. Walshe
Portumna: Mr. M. Kelly, Mrs. K. Heverin
Clifden: Sergt. Sean Kelly, Mr. Kieran Joyce
Moycullen: Nurse I. Carter
Oughterard: Mrs. N. McAleer
Carraroe: Mrs. T. McDonagh
Athenry: Mrs. A. Connolly, Mrs. I. Meehan
Dunmore: Mr. J. J. Halliday, Mr. J. Greaney
Glenamaddy: Miss B. Trayers
Claregalway: Mrs. Mary Hanley
Menlough: Mrs. J. Duignan
Skehana: Mrs. A. Cloonan
Substitutions during the year:
Portumna: Mr. C. Smith and Mrs. Ryan. Glenamaddy: Mr. Seán Garvey and
Mr. Donnie Keaveney.

e following acted on sub-committees or special committees in addition to
names already mentioned elsewhere: Mr. G. I. Corbett (School and Workshop);
Very Rev. Canon Heneghan (School); Mr. T. Mannion (Workshop); Mrs. A
Kelly, Mrs. W. Naughton, Nurse M. Colgan, Mrs. K. McGeogh (Whitestrand
Hostel); Miss A. Breathnach (Representative to NAMHI); Mrs. I. Carroll, Mrs.
M. Cahill (Glenina Hostel).
In addition, there are the Hon. Officers, Members, Organisers and Collectors,
of each Branch, whose contribution to the work of the association is not
minimised in any way because they are not individually mentioned.

CEnTRAl CommITTEE 1983
Chairman: Mr. E. O'Sullivan 
Vice-chairman: Mr. P. Burns
Hon. Secretary: Mrs. A. Donovan 
Hon. Treasurer: Mr. M. Fleming
Abbeyknockmoy: Fr. Diskin, Mrs. M. Nicholson
Ahascragh/Fohenagh: Mrs. T. Egan, Mrs. R. Moore
Annaghdown: Mr. M. Gannon. Mrs. A. Fox
Athenry: Mrs. A. Connolly, Mr. P.J. Callanan 
Ballinasloe: Mr. P. Burns, Mrs. M. Moore 
Ballygar: Mrs. K. Clancy, Mrs. M. Nolan
Carna: Riobáird I. hÉillí, An tSiúir Philomine
Castlegar: Mr. M. Concannon, Mrs. B. O'Shea
An Cheathrú Rua: U. Bean Mhic Dhonncha, P. Standún 
Claregalway: Mrs. M. Hanley, Mr. M. Fleming
Clifden: Sergt. S. Kelly, Mrs. A. Coyne
Clonbur: Mrs. M. Halloran, Mrs. O. Laundon
Craobh na nOileán: Mrs. Fallon, Mrs. S. Conneally
Cornamona: Mrs. M. Cosgrave
Corofin: Mr. P. Scahill, Mrs. T. Conway
Dunmore: Mr. D. McDonagh, Mr G. Hussey
Fahy/Kilquain: Mons. L. Page, Mrs. S. Burns
Galway City: Mrs. A. Donovan, Mrs. C. Conneally, Mrs. K. McGeogh, Mrs.
M. Munnelly, Miss A. Breathnach 
Glenamaddy: Ms. B. Walsh, Mrs. M. Keaveney-McMahon
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Gort: Rev. Fr. L. Power, Mrs. J. Regan
Headford: Mrs. N. O'Reilly, Mrs. M. Collins
Kilconnell: Mr. J. Kenny, Miss M. Burke
Killimor: Mrs. M. O'Dowd, Ms G. Dolphin
Kinvara: Mrs. Leech
Lackagh: Mrs. A. Glynn, Mrs. M.O'Connell (Dunne)
Loughrea: Mrs. J. O'Grady, Mrs. K. Broderick
Menlough: Mr. B. McCale, Mrs. M. Byrne (jnr.)
Mountbellew: Mrs. M. Bergin, Mrs. P. Finnegan
Moycullen: Miss I. Carter
Oranmore/Maree Mrs. B. Burke, Mrs. E. Murray
Oughterard: Mrs. K. Walsh
Portumna: Mrs. M. Lyons, Mr. B. Murray
Rosmuc: Máire Bean Uí Chonaola
Skehana: Mrs. McElwaine, Mrs K. Carthy
Spiddal: Mrs. A. O'Toole, An tSr. Cillín Ní Chonaola, 
Tieranascragh: Mr. F. Muldoon, Miss A. Broder
Tuam: Mrs. R. Bane, Mrs. M. O'Connor 

Regional branches and officers 1993 (Branch chairman, secretary, treasurer)
Galway City Region
Castlegar: Mr. Michael Concannon, Mrs. Maura Hosty, Mrs. K. Flaherty
Galway City: Mrs. Annie Nolan, Mrs. Liza Jackson, Mrs. Mary O'Mahony
Galway City West: Mr. Billy Pope, Mr. & Mrs. S. Keating, Mrs. Helen Royliston
Renmore: Mrs. Maura Horan, Mrs. Kathleen Gallagher, Mrs. Mary Fenton 
Connemara Region: 
Béaladangan/ Mrs. Margaret Fallon, Mrs. Sheila Conneally, Mr. John Fallon
Leitir Mór: 
Camus/Rosmuc: Seosamh Ó Cualáin, Bríd Uí Fhlaitheartaigh, Pádraig Ó
Máirtín
Carna Mr. Robert Healy, Sr. Pius, Máiréad Bn. Uí Oireachtaí
An Cheathrú Rua: Máire Bn. Uí Dhubháin Máire Bn. Uí Fhatharta, Áine Uí
Néill Clifden: Mrs. Sheila Stanley, Mrs. Anne Coyne, Mrs. Kay Flaherty
Clonbur: Mrs. Maeve Halloran, Mrs. Olive Laundon, Mrs. Anne Kyne 
Cornamona: Mrs. Mary Hynes, Mrs. Mary Cosgrove, Mrs. D. R. Sullivan
Indreabhán: Antoine Ó Loinsigh, Pádraic Ó Curraoin, Patricia Bn. Uí
Chonghaile
Killanin: Rev. Fr. Woods, P.P., Mrs. Sally Kinneavey, Mrs. E. Murray
Moycullen: Mr. Eoghan O'Sullivan, Ms. Isabella Carter, Ms. Maura Hernon
Oughterard: Mrs. Kathleen Walsh, Mrs. Mary Geoghegan, Mrs. Christina
O’Malley 
Spiddal: Mr. Paddy O'Toole, Mrs. Ann O'Toole, Ellen Ní Fhlanncha
East-South Galway
Ahascragh: Mrs. Teresa Egan, Mrs. Carmel Collins, Mrs. Carol Kirwan

Athenry: Mrs. Angela Connolly, Mrs. Ann Waldron, Mrs. Aideen Rynne
Ballinasloe: Dr. Eileen Browne, Mr. Peadar Burns, Mr. John Campbell
Eyrecourt Ms. Celilia Kearns, Mr. Martin Staunton, Ms. Mary Killeen
Fahy/Quansboro Mrs. Mary Connolly, Mrs. Mary Egan, Mrs. Maura Brehony 
Gort: Mrs. Mary Scully, Mrs. Anne M. Clabby, Mrs. Brídie Murray
Kilconnell: Mrs. Sarah Leonard, Mrs. Margaret Melvin, Mr. Martin Gormally
Killimor: Mrs. Marie O’Dowd, Mrs. Rose Haverty, Mrs. Mary Nevin
Kiltormer/Laurencetown Clontuskert: Mr. Padraig Kelly, Mrs. Maura Hanley,
Mrs. Josephine Egan 
Kinvara: Mrs. T. Leech, Mrs. Eilish Birmingham, Mr. Paddy Kelly 
Loughrea: Mrs. Mary Keane, Ms. Kathleen Broderick, Mr. Brendan O'Donnell 
Mullagh Killoran: Mrs. Vera Salmon, Ms. Majella Kinsella, Ms. Moira Garvey,
Ms. Mary T. Daly 
New Inn: Mrs. Nancy Donoghue, Mrs. Geraldine Quinn, Mrs. Dorothy Dolan 
Oranmore: Mrs. Mary Finn, Mrs. Mary Curran, Mrs. Eileen Murray
Portumna: Mr. J.J. Madden, Mrs. Breda Madden, Mrs. Brídie Clarke
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21 YEARS OF BOARD MEETINGS
In July of 1993, the Association celebrated its 21st Birthday in terms of Board meetings held. To mark
the occasion, the Board of Directors decided to hold a function to which all former board members
would be invited. A daunting task lay ahead - compile a list of all the board members for the past 21
years. Well the years from 1980 to date
would be easy enough - I could remember all of them myself. But from 1980 back,
well that was a different kettle of fish.
Off to read all the "old" Board minutes and Annual Reports to compile the list of names. Names I never
heard of, some of whom had only spent a short time on the Board as directors. Nevertheless this task
was easier than what lay ahead, find addresses for all. There were phone calls, here there and everywhere,
last known address, maiden names, last known work place, contact with other board members. Finally
all was completed and invitations drawn up by Tom Garvey (whose idea it was in the first place) and
sent off far and wide, from Kerry to Sri Lanka.
Almost everyone from the "early days" was delighted to be contacted for such an
occasion and thought it was a great idea. Slowly the numbers attending grew. Final
arrangements for catering, last minute attenders, and so on, were made by
Mrs. Joan McNicholl and Mr. Tom Garvey. Telephone, fax messages and cards were
sent by a number of those who could not attend on the day.
Finally all was set for the big day. The venue was the new school on the Thomas Hynes Road. From all
accounts a great time was had by all and the occasion to meet with friends of years gone by was
appreciated.
Therese King, Administration (Annual Report 1993)



Tiernascragh: Mr. Fintan Muldoon, Mrs. Veronica Mahon, Ms. Angela Broder
Woodford: Mrs. Cora Garvey, Mrs. Marian Tuohy, Mrs. M. Starr, President:
Mrs. Mary Burke
north Galway Region
Abbeyknockmoy: Mr. James Dolan, Mrs. Teresa King, Mrs. Mary Roche
Annaghdown: Michael Cahill, Mrs. Agnes Fox, Mr. Martin Newell
Ballygar: Mr. Sean Naughton, Ms. Marie Nolan, Ms. Mary Greally
Claregalway: Mrs. Mary Concannon, Mrs. Maura Campbell Mrs. Kathleen
Duggan
Corofin: Mr. Pat Scahill, Mrs. Teresa Conway, Mrs. Rowe
Dunmore: Mrs. Lil Bruen, Mr. David McDonagh Mrs. Teresa Rushe
Glenamaddy: Mr. John Collins, Mrs. Josephine Glavey, Mrs. Nora Blighe
Headford Mrs. Madeline Collins, Mrs. Noreen Reilly, Mrs. E. Geraghty
Lackagh: Mr. Gerry Fahy, Mrs. Mary Tarpey Burke, Mrs. Mary Hession 
Menlough: Mrs. Mary Byrnes, Mrs. Mary Fahey, Mr. Bernie McCabe
Miilltown: Mrs. Mary Diskin, Mrs. Breda Molloy, Mrs. Mary Sheridan
Mountbellew: Mrs. Siobhán Cunningham, Mrs. Helen Gardiner, Mr. Adrian
Walshe
Skehana: Mrs. Kathleen Carthy, Mrs. Marie Ruane, Mr. P.J. Costello
Tuam: Mrs. Nellie McGrath, Mrs. Della Burke, Mrs. Phil Farrell 

Regional branches and officers 1997 (Branch chairman, secretary, treasurer)
Galway City Region
Barna/Furbo: Dr. Ann Gibbons, Mrs. Ann Friel, Mrs. Ann Gill
Castlegar: Mr. Michael Concannon, Mrs. Maura Hosty, Mrs. K. Flaherty
Galway City: Mrs. Annie Nolan, Mrs. Liza Jackson, Mrs. Mary O'Mahony
Galway City West: Mrs. Irene Silke, Mrs. Ann Lavelle, Mrs. Helen Royliston
Renmore: Mrs. Maura Horan, Mrs. Kathleen Gallagher, Mrs. Mary Fenton 
Connemara Region: 
Béaladangan/ Leitir Mór: Mrs. Margaret Fallon, Mrs. Sheila Conneally, Mr.
John Fallon 
Camus/Rosmuc: Seosamh Ó Cualáin, Bríd Uí Fhlaitheartaigh, Pádraig Ó
Máirtín
Carna: Mr. Robert Healy, Sr. Pius, A. Another
An Cheathrú Rua: Máire Bn. Uí Dhubháin Máire Bn. Uí Fhatharta, Áine Uí
Néill Clifden: Mrs. Sheila Stanley, Mrs. Anne Coyne, Mrs. Kay Flaherty
Clonbur: Mrs. Maura Halloran, Mrs. Olive Laundon, Mrs. Anne Kyne
Cornamona: Mrs. Mary Hynes, Mrs. Mary Cosgrove, Mrs. D. R. Sullivan
Indreabhán: Antoine Ó Loinsigh, Pádraic Ó Curraoin, Patricia Bn. Uí
Chonghaile Killanin: Rev. Fr. Power, P.P. Mrs. Sally Kinneavey, Mrs. E. Murray
Moycullen: Mr. Eoghan O'Sullivan, Ms. Isabella Carter, Mr. Kieran Audley 
Oughterard: Mrs. Kathleen Walsh, Mrs. Mary Geoghegan, Mrs. Christina
O'Malley 

Renvyle: Mrs Sheila Sammon, Mr. Gerry Sammon, Mr Daniel Sammon 
Spiddal: Mr. Paddy O'Toole, Mrs. Ann O'Toole, Ellen Ní Fhlanncha
East-South Galway
Ahascragh: Mrs. Teresa Egan, Mrs. Carmel Collins, Mrs. Carol Kirwan
Athenry: Mrs. Angela Connolly, Mrs. Ann Waldron, Mrs. Aideen Rynne 
Ballinasloe: Mr. Patrick McNamara, Mrs. Mary Coughlan, Mr. John Campbell
Eyrecourt Ms. Celilia Kearns, Mr. Martin Staunton, Ms. Mary Killeen
Fahy/Quansboro: Mrs. Mary Connolly, Mrs. Mary Egan, Mrs. Maura Brehony 
Gort: Mrs. Mary Scully, Mrs. Anne M. Clabby, Mrs. Brídie Murray
Kilconnell: Mrs. Sarah Leonard, Mrs. Margaret Melvin, Mr. Martin Gormally
Killimor: Mrs. Marie O’Dowd, Mrs. Rose Haverty, Mrs. Mary Nevin
Kiltormer/Laurencetown Clontuskert: Mr. Padraig Kelly, Mrs. Maura Hanley,
Mrs. Josephine Egan
Kinvara: Mrs. T. Leech, Mrs. Eilish Birmingham, Mr. Paddy Kelly
Loughrea: Mrs. Mary Keane, Ms. Kathleen Broderick, Mr. Brendan O'Donnell 
Mullagh Killoran: Mrs. Vera Salmon, Ms. Moira Garvey, Ms. Mary T. Daly
New Inn: Mrs. Maeve Fahy, Mrs. Nancy Donoghue, Mrs. Dorothy Dolan 
Oranmore: Mrs. Mary Finn, Mrs. Mary Curran, Mrs. Eileen Murray
Portumna: Mr. Pat Madden, Mrs. Breda Madden, Mrs. Brídie Clarke 
Tiernascragh: Mr. Fintan Muldoon, Mrs. Ann O'Toole, A. Another
Woodford: Mrs. Cora Garvey, Mrs. Marian Tuohy, Mrs. M. Starr. President:
Mrs. Mary Burke
north Galway Region
Abbeyknockmoy: Mr. James Dolan, Mrs. Teresa King, Mrs. Mary Roche
Annaghdown: Mr. Michael Cahill, Mrs. Eileen Regan, Mr. Michael Finnerty
Ballygar: Mr. Sean Naughton, Ms. Marie Nolan, Ms. Mary Greally
Claregalway: Mrs. Mary Concannon, Mrs. Maura Campbell, Mrs. Kathleen
Duggan
Corofin: Mr. Pat Scahill, Mrs. Teresa Conway, Mrs. Rowe
Dunmore: Mrs. Lil Bruen, Mr. David McDonagh, Mrs. Teresa Rushe
Glenamaddy: Mr. John Collins, Mrs. Josephine Glavey, Mrs. Nora Blighe
Headford Mrs. Madeline Collins, Mrs. Noreen Reilly, Mrs. E. Geraghty
Lackagh: Mr. Gerry Fahy, Mrs. Mary Tarpey Burke, Mrs. Mary Hession
Menlough: Mrs. Mary Byrnes, Mrs. Mary Fahey, Mr. Bernie McCabe
Miilltown: Mrs. Mary Diskin, Mrs. Breda Molloy, Mrs. Mary Sheridan
Mountbellew: Mrs. Maureen Bergin, Mrs. Julie Reynolds, Mr. Adrian Walshe.
President: Rev. Canon M. Tobin
Skehana: Mrs. Kathleen Carthy, Mrs. Marie Ruane, Mr. P.J. Costello
Tuam: Mrs. Margaret Gibbons, Mrs. Nellie McGrath, Mrs. Phil Farrell 
note: e names of the Regional Branches and officers were last recorded in
the Annual Report for 1997.
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Ability West list of officers, board members, staff representatives and chief
executives

Temporary Committee, may 1962
Canon Glynn 
Professor Larkin 
Mr. Bertie O’Connell 
Dr. John Heskin 
Dr. Brian McNicholl 
Mr. Brian Coyle 
Mr. Michael McSweeney 
Mr. Mick Raery 

new Committee, may 1963
Mr. Kevin O’Rourke, Chair 
Mrs. Marie O’Sullivan, Honorary Secretary
Mr. Larry Walshe, Treasurer 
Mr. Michael McSweeney, Assistant Honorary Secretary 
Mr. Gerald Corbett, Trustee 
Mr. Brendan Holland 

Chairpersons 1962 - 2007
Mr. Kevin O’Rourke, Chairman of Committee, 1962 – 1968 
Mr. Michael O’Sullivan, Chairman of Region Committee, 1968 – 1969
Fr. James Fitzsimons, Chairman of Region Committee, 1969 – 1970
Fr. Michael Keane, Chairman of Region Committee, 1970 – 1971
Mr. Tom Garvey, Chairman of Region Committee 1971 – 1972, Chairman of
Board of Directors, 1972 – 1974.
Mr. Peadar Burns, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1974 – 1980
Mr. Tom Garvey, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1980 – 1982
Mr. Eoghan O’Sullivan, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1982 – 1984
Mr. Peadar Burns, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1984 – 1991
Mr. Tom Garvey, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1991 – 1993
Mrs. Annie Nolan, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1993 – 1997
Mrs. Ann Donovan, Chairman of Board of Directors, 1997 – 2002
Mrs. Marie O’Dowd, Chairman of Board of Directors, 2002 – 2005
Mr. Páraic Lawless, Chairman of Board of Directors, 2005 – 

Former and Current board members (alphabetical order)
Mr. Michael Bruton
Mrs. Della Burke
Mr. Peadar Burns
Sister Columbanus 
Mr. John Collins

Mrs. Chris Conneally
Mrs. Angela Connolly 
Mrs. R. Crehan
Mr. Paddy Daly
Mrs. Ann Donovan
Máire Bn. Uí Fhatharta
Mrs. Pearl Finnegan
Mr. Michael Fleming
Mrs. Ita Gaine
Mr. Tom Garvey
Dr. Ann Gibbons 
Dr. Marita Glacken
Mrs. Mary Hambleton
Brother Alfred Hassett
Dr. Elizabeth Healy
Mrs. Mary Hickey
Miss Eithne Joyce
Mr. Dan Kelly
Sergeant Sean Kelly
Mr. Simon J. Kelly 
Mrs. Mary Langan
Mr. Páraic Lawless
Mrs. Bríd Leo
Mrs. Maureen Lyons
Mr. Pascal McDaid
Mr. Bosco McDermott
Mrs. Elizabeth McGill
Mrs. Nellie McGrath
Dr. Emer McHale
Mrs. Joan McNicholl 
Tríona Bn. Mhic Dhonnacha
Mr. Michael Moran
Mrs. Josephine Moss
Mr. Jody Murphy
Miss I. Nash
Mrs. Annie Nolan
Brother Damien Nolan
Mr. Anthony O’Connor
Mr. Stephen O’Donoghue
Mrs. Marie O’Dowd
Mrs. Daiden O hEocha
Mrs. Mary O’Mahony
Mr. Des O’Rourke
Mr. Eoghan O’Sullivan
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Mr. Billy Pope 
Mrs. Nuala Scott 
Brother Peter Sheehy 
An tAth. Pádraig Standún
Mr. Michael Sugrue 
Mrs. Bríd Walsh
Mr. Martin Ward

Former and Current Staff Representatives on board
Ms. Carol Ann Beegan
Mr. Finbar Colfer
Mrs. Eileen Costello-Conneely
Mrs. Breda Crehan-Roche
Mrs. Kathleen Duggan
Ms. Úna Finn
Mrs. Judy Flaherty
Mr. Gerry Haslam
Mr. Brian McDonald
Dr. Margaret McGinley
Mrs. Carmel McGlacken
Ms. Mary O’Donnell
Mrs. Sue Patching 
Mrs. Audrey Reilly
Ms. Frances Smyth

Former Chief Executive officers and Current Chief Executive officer
Mr. Michael Kennedy, Secretary, 1973 – 1978
Mr. Tadhg Nagle, Director of Services, 1978 – 1980
Mr. Arthur Browne, Director of Services, 1980 – 1985
Mr. Peadar Burns, Acting Director of Services, 1985 – 1988
Mr. Tom Hogan, Chief Executive, 1988 – 2005
Mrs. Breda Crehan-Roche, Chief Executive, 2005 – 




