
Brexit cloud hangs 
over Irish racing 
ahead of festival

Irish racegoers will flock to England for the Cheltenham
Festival this week with the threat of a no-deal Brexit
looming over their industry. Cheltenham has been a

lucrative advertisement for Ireland’s racing prowess, with
Irish-trained horses often beating their English rivals in what
is the most prestigious meeting in the jumps racing calendar
starting today.

The Festival also showcases many of the small breeders
who are most at risk from a disorderly Brexit on the scheduled
departure date of March 29, Ireland’s former Europe minister
Lucinda Creighton told AFP. “The Irish-trained horses running
at Cheltenham will have largely been produced by small
breeders and owned by syndicates who will not be flying in by
helicopter. “For those small producers with tiny margins,
delays and costs loaded on by transport and logistics poses
problems post Brexit and risks potentially eliminating that part

of the industry,” she said.
Creighton, who is on the board of Horse Sport Ireland, said

Brexit also threatens a wider racing ecosystem that employs
28,000 people and is worth some 1.5 billion euros ($1.7 bil-
lion) to the Irish economy. “It is the farriers, the farmers that
supply the hay and the people who provide the shavings and
the grooms, the riders, people who supply the tack, the horse
transportation,” said Creighton. “It is a huge business,” she
said, calling the industry “part of rural life in Ireland”. “It is a
real priority and the consequences of Brexit damaging the
racing industry are very real.”

‘Like falling off a cliff edge’ 
As well as causing confusion for British and EU expatri-

ates, a no-deal Brexit later this month could halt free move-
ment of horses between the three powerhouses of European
racing - Ireland, England and France - currently governed by
a special tripartite agreement. Henry Beeby, group chief
executive of Ireland’s premier bloodstock auction house
Goffs and Goffs UK, said a no-deal Brexit would be “like
falling off a cliff edge.”

Beeby, whose company had turnover of nearly 200 million
euros in 2017, said there is a proposed replacement for the tri-
partite agreement called the High Health Horse (3H) status. No

deal would mean that is off the table. If British MPs in a vote
on Tuesday approve the deal negotiated by Prime Minister
Theresa May, that would allow for a transition period that
would give politicians a chance to agree on the horse deal.

60 percent of sales under threat 
Beeby said he was concerned about the potential impact of

no-deal also for his own company. “Over 60 percent of our
turnover last year at Doncaster Sales came from Irish horses,”
Beeby told AFP. “We had a turnover of £50 million, so you are
looking at £30 million being under threat. “I am not saying all
that business would stop but breeders or vendors would be
more reluctant to come over if they have long queues to get
them across as it becomes incredibly time consuming. “It will
have a major impact on bloodstock sales in the United
Kingdom and Ireland.”

Others are more phlegmatic about the future. Leading
trainer Jessica Harrington, 72, said she does not “lose sleep
over things which are out of my control.” The endless
debate has had at least some effect on Harrington, who
trained Cheltenham Gold Cup winner Sizing John. The
ongoing uncertainty and political turmoil over Brexit in
recent weeks have prompted her to name one of her horses
“What Next?”  —AFP

Oyster farmer 
frets about Brexit 
in Irish grey area 

For 20 years, William Lynch has farmed
oysters in disputed waters along the Irish
border. With Brexit looming, a convenient

grey area which has allowed him to flourish
could be coming to an end. “If everybody
would leave us alone we’d have a great business
here,” he said, watching the tide creep up over
cages of shellfish installed on dozens of trestles.
“The oysters are doing well but there always
has to be something to put you down,” the 64-
year-old said.

Lynch’s Foylemore Oysters is based on the
shores of Lough Foyle - the estuary out of the
Northern Irish city of Derry/Londonderry. Rich
with nutrients and dark silty sands that give his
oysters a trademark “nutty” taste these are
prime waters - allowing him and his employees
to export 500 bags a week. Britain claims the
entire waterway, including land to the high tide
mark on Irish shores to the west, said Lynch -
pointing to the waters where he makes his living.

The Republic of Ireland, an EU member
state, is not so sure. “The issues involved are
complex and involve a range of different
actors,” an Irish foreign office spokesman
said in a statement to AFP. While the claim
remains unsettled, legislation cannot be
brought forth to regulate the fishing. Lynch
said he adheres to the “best practice”
required anyway.

But post-Brexit he fears the conflict could
boil over from a disagreement between two
EU member states to a lopsided power strug-
gle between one nation and the 27 remaining
EU members, with potentially conflicting
aquaculture policy. The outcome is hard to
predict - but uncertainty and disruption seem
likely. “The agenda will be totally changed,”
he said. “I think it would be a pity to let poli-
tics ruin a very good fishery here.”

Lynch’s business is perhaps one of the
most exposed to Brexit along Ireland’s 500
km border - currently vexing Britain’s bid to
leave the EU on March 29. In addition to the
territorial dispute, Lynch faces potential
cross-border checks moving between his
sites - requiring him to travel by road from
Northern Ireland to the Republic at least six
times a day. He also exports primarily to
France where his oysters are processed

before most are sent on to big export mar-
kets such as China, Dubai and Hong Kong.

That means he also faces being considered
a “third country” exporter when Britain leaves

the EU. “I know I have a good product here, I
know I have a good workforce, and I know I
have good customers in Europe,” said Lynch.
“All I want to do is grow oysters.”  —AFP

In a sleepy village bisected by the Irish
border, the local post office is flooded
with applications for Irish citizenship as

the Brexit endgame looms. Pettigoe’s Irish
postmaster James Gallagher said the appli-
cations doubled soon after Britain voted to
leave the European Union in a referendum
in 2016. “Since then it seems to be doubling
every year. It’s up even in the last few
months. Since new year’s we had another
40 or 50 percent on last year again,” the
60-year-old told AFP as he greeted cus-
tomers at the counter.

Residents of the British province of

Northern Ireland are entitled to citizenship
of the Republic of Ireland under a 1998
peace accord that brought an end to three
decades of sectarian violence in the region.
Since that time, village life has brought
Pettigoe’s two halves together across an
invisible border that could become a hard
frontier once again if Britain crashes out of
the EU on March 29.

Gallagher’s office - twinned with a
British Royal Mail office only open on
Monday afternoons - gets a third of its
business from the other side of the village.
The majority of his lottery tickets are sold

to the British, he said - a hangover from a
time when Ireland offered the lottery but its
northern neighbour did not. Such quirks are
typical in the village. In the north the post
boxes are red, to the south they stand
green. The Irish side, by a stroke of luck,
has all of the pubs.

On its morning rounds, the red Royal Mail
van crosses briefly into the Republic - the
quickest way to complete its British route.
Surrounded by craggy outcrops and
panoramic loughs, Pettigoe is bisected by the
Termon River which flows along the territorial
dividing line. One stone bridge is marked with

a barely visible arrow - the only demarcation
of a border that has become the main point of
contention between Britain and the EU.

Village life was not always so calm.
During the decades of sectarian violence
known as “The Troubles” Pettigoe was
bombed several times. Local mechanic
Mervyn Johnston, 79, a specialist in tuning
Mini Coopers for rally competitions, used
to serve in the British army’s Ulster Defence
Regiment and had his garage blown up
twice. “It was a bit hectic for a few years,”
he said. “I don’t think it’ll ever come back to
as bad as it was.”  —AFP
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Popularity sky-high, 
Mexico’s president 
runs a one-man show

Three months into his presidency, Mexico’s Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador has already spent more time fac-
ing the press corps than his predecessor did in his entire

six-year term. And the people love it. Standing at the center of a
stage for his news conferences at 7 am every weekday, Lopez
Obrador has used the platform to swat at initial skepticism from
financial markets and cement his hold on Mexico after a land-
slide election win last summer.

The president’s approval rates are soaring. But if in time
things go wrong, he will still be out in front on his own.
Dictating debate much as US President Donald Trump has via
Twitter, the news conferences have muscled aside breakfast
news programming and reduced other political leaders, includ-
ing his own cabinet, to bystanders at Lopez Obrador’s parade.
“There’s nothing between him and the people, not even oxy-
gen,” said Jesus Ortega, an erstwhile ally who ran the 2006
presidential campaign that Lopez Obrador lost by a whisker.

As promised, the veteran leftist has slashed public sector
pay, given up presidential perks and launched one welfare pro-
gram after another at rallies around the country, replacing exist-
ing social security schemes with more direct transfers.
Throughout, he has kept a steady stream of verbal fire trained
on dissenting voices or checks on his power, including critical
media, civil society groups or independent regulatory bodies -
while reaffirming his belief in free speech and transparency.

Relentlessly hammering home his commitment to end
Mexico’s chronic inequality, he has often used his media gather-
ings to denounce previous “neo-liberal” administrations he
accuses of ruining Mexico, such as that of his predecessor
Enrique Pena Nieto, who very rarely faced reporters at live
news conferences. Voters have lapped it up. “He’s doing well,”
said Joel Carrillo, a 52-year-old car valet in Mexico City who
supports Lopez Obrador. “He’s taking away lots of privileges
from the politicians.”

In his July election, Lopez Obrador triumphed with 53 per-
cent of the vote. Now, as his administration reaches the 100-

day mark on Sunday, the president has the support of almost
four out of five Mexicans, according to one recent opinion poll.
“For the moment, he is completely invulnerable and completely
indestructible,” said Agustin Barrios Gomez, a former lawmaker
and board member of the Mexican Council on Foreign
Relations (COMEXI). “He owns the country.”

Financial markets are not impressed. Rating agencies have
issued a series of warnings that Mexico’s creditworthiness may
be downgraded if Lopez Obrador cannot turn around state oil
firm Pemex, which ended 2018 with more than $100 billion of
financial debt. Lopez Obrador said the agencies were punishing
Mexico for failed policies from the “neo-liberal” era. Still, a gov-
ernment official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said the
president was more concerned than he let on about the agen-
cies’ views. If economic problems do arise, Lopez Obrador
would struggle to evade blame, said car valet Carrillo. “He’s not
taking help from his ministers,” he said. “He’s taking all the
responsibility on himself.”

Achilles’ heel
Diplomats, politicians and members of his own government

tend to agree the economy is Lopez Obrador’s Achilles’ heel.
The president has pushed consumer confidence to its highest
level since at least 2001. But that has yet to translate into tangi-
ble gains for the economy. Forecasters are paring back their
growth expectations for 2019. Car sales dropped in February by
over 5 percent. By Friday, Mexico’s main share index had fallen
for 10 consecutive days. Meanwhile, the latest data for Mexican
retail sales and fixed capital investment showed significant
declines in December.

Business leaders were furious when Lopez Obrador
scrapped a part-built, $13 billion new Mexico City airport and
triggered billions of dollars of losses on Mexican markets. His
steps to undo measures by Pena Nieto aimed at luring private
capital to the oil and gas industry further soured sentiment.
Lopez Obrador argued the airport was tainted by corruption.
And he has long espoused the belief Mexico must keep its own
oil - even if he has yet to entirely rule out continuing the auc-
tions of oil and gas fields that Pena Nieto started.

The problem for Mexico, said Barrios Gomez at COMEXI, is
that the rhetoric of Lopez Obrador and his more ideological allies
have almost made investment a dirty word. “When somebody
says investment, in their minds they translate it as bourgeoisie get-
ting rich,” he said. And the more moderate aides were unlikely to
pick a fight with Lopez Obrador over the economy because they
owed him their jobs, noted Ortega, his former campaign chief. For
now, the president would continue to blame previous governments
for economic difficulties, he added. But in due course, others
would pay the price. “When something goes wrong, he won’t hes-
itate to make heads roll,” said Ortega.  —Reuters
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Local mechanic Mervyn Johnston looks out from his garage workshop alongside the River Termon, which forms the border between Northern Ireland (right) and the Irish Republic
and divides the village in two, in Pettigoe of County Fermanagh, Northern Ireland, on March 6, 2019.  —AFP

Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador
speaks during his daily morning press conference at
the National Palace in Mexico City yesterday. —AFP

Paintballs and 
politics on 
Ireland border 

Since the end of “The Troubles”, a
paintballers’ paradise has thrived on
the site of an old British army base on

the Irish border. But Watchtower
Adventures owner Mark Rice fears he
could go bust if Brexit brings back controls
along the currently free-flowing frontier.
“It’s the unknown,” said Rice, 31, on whose
family land the base was built. “The profes-
sionals don’t even know or the politicians-
they don’t know what they’re talking about
either. “You just don’t know, you could
wake up some morning the next day with
the road blocked,” he said. “It would prob-
ably close me down, that is the big fear,
and I’ve put everything I have into it.”

Where stag dos and hen parties trade
luminous paintball volleys, British Army
base “Romeo 21” once loomed during the
conflict that tore the British province of
Northern Ireland apart for three decades.
Three watchtowers and a helicopter pad

commanded a panoramic view of the bor-
der between County Armagh in Northern
Ireland, and County Louth in the Republic.

Republican paramilitaries would open
fire from the Irish hillside to the east and
Rice has childhood memories of British sol-
diers patrolling his back garden, interrupt-
ing his playtime on a trike. “You woke up in
the middle of the night with the helicopters
flying over your house,” Rice remembered.
“There were checkpoints everywhere you
went, it was pretty heavy.”

‘Toxic issue’ 
The region’s turbulent history is now part

of the paintballing park’s marketing strategy.
The company’s logo features the silhouette
of the old army installation wreathed in
barbed wire and Rice is currently building
an additional mock watchtower for use in
paintball battles. At the same time, the
haunting hidden remnants of the army base
have surfaced again after a heat wave last
summer that kindled gorse fires in the area.

Coils of rusted barbed wire, heavy met-
al bolts and wiring are now visible - a
reminder that the past in this troubled
zone lies just under the surface. “The sta-
tus of the border, that was always the toxic
issue that had destabilized politics,” said

Conor Patterson, head of the local Newry
and Mourne Enterprise Agency, a business
association. “We’re now again talking in
the language of orange and green, British
and Irish, nationalist and unionist, republi-

can and loyalist.” “All those differentiations
with all that goes with them and the histo-
ry of conflict, we thought we had left
behind long ago to build a new common
future.”  —AFP

Watchtower Aventures owner Mark Rice poses on the site of the former British
Watch Towers army base, known as Romeo 21, where he has established a paint-
ball and clay pigeon business, at Jonesborough in the Irish border area of County
Armagh, on March 5, 2019. —AFP

William Lynch poses at his Lynch’s Foylemore Oysters farm in Lough Foyle in
County Donegal, Ireland, on March 7, 2019.  —AFP

Winds of change for Irish village bisected by Brexit


