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1. Boom

Just as there was no sex in Ireland before television, as the late Oliver J. Flanagan TD once memorably claimed, there weren’t any property developers here until the 1960s – at least, not in the modern sense. Before that, there were excellent builders such as Crampton and Strain, whose names are still invoked when the quality houses they built come up for sale, as well as many, many indifferent ones. But there was nobody involved in assembling sites for office developments, arranging loan finance from the banks, overseeing construction and selling on completed schemes as long-term investments for insurance companies or pension funds. Starting in the 1960s, this activity was honed into a fine art; it reached its zenith during the Celtic Tiger boom, when developers made vast profits and increasingly seemed to hold the fate of the national economy in their hands.

You might think that such a sophisticated business would be dominated by urbane Dublin gents, but the truth is that they are few and far between. A disproportionate number of the most successful developers, armed only with national school education and a trade, emerged from the boreens of rural Ireland, often from a large family eking out a living on a farm, where, as one puts it, ‘they had to bate the rats out of the barn’. Industry insiders cite the Cosgrave brothers and one half of the old Dwyer Nolan partnership as among the rare Dublin successes. ‘They’re rare because the Dublin man was cushioned by his mammy,’ says a developer, only half jokingly. ‘In the country, it was a case of survival. You had to go to ugly places like the bog, snag turnips, tramp hay, spread manure. Fellas who got out of the west always found things easier after that.’ Another source says: ‘Their ethos is still work, work, work. They’ve never known anything else.’

‘Very few would be rounded personalities, almost by definition,’ says a leading surveyor. ‘Getting to the top requires single-minded obsessive behaviour. They wouldn’t read a lot. They would be very one-dimensional. Once someone has a certain level of cash in the bank, people assume that he is filled with shards of wisdom, but you wouldn’t want to be stuck on a long-haul flight with most of those guys; all the talk is of horses, Mercs, golf and the chopper. People who don’t have much money, when they imagine what they would do if they suddenly made a lot, tend to think in terms of freedom – these guys think of money as a score. As a rational human being, when you’ve broken your back to make a pile of money, do you then go “Bang, I’ll hump the lot back on the table”? But that’s what they do. Repeatedly. At one level, you have to admire it. But it’s compulsive behaviour.’

Most of the top builders are obsessed with privacy. At a lavish charity lunch in a five-star hotel, one wealthy developer explained courteously that his media aversion was about keeping his young children ‘ordinary’. ‘I don’t want them to know what they’re worth. I don’t want them reading about their money in the papers and I don’t want their schoolfriends reading about it either.’ But in a functioning democracy, are such people entitled to demand and receive that level of privacy? They have changed the face of Ireland. They deal in the most basic social need – housing – and therefore have a fundamental and continuing power over people’s lives – power obtained, to a large degree, with the assistance of the state. Of course, they are less likely to speak gratefully of tax breaks and generously interpreted planning laws than they are to complain about regulations and planning delays.

‘Everyone blames the builders for the cost of housing today,’ says Ray Grehan of Glenkerrin Homes. ‘But housing is a commodity like an Intel chip. If it’s scarce, the price goes up. The people I blame are the Department of the Environment and the county managers. The problem was all about not having serviced, zoned land. The only way you’ll ever control prices is by having plenty of supply. Yes, landowners got greedy, like everyone else. But had there been enough of zoned land, they wouldn’t have got those prices.’ Grehan sees ‘a lack of trust towards successful people, and it’s certainly very much alive in government departments and among civil servants. I won’t say that every planning department sees the developer as Public Enemy Number One, but a councillor said recently that on a scale of 1 to 10, Mary Murphy’s kitchen is number 1 [in importance] and the developer is number 10. And where you have that attitude, it’s very hard to see how things will change.’

Some people think it’s easy to be a developer. You buy a site, hire architects to design a scheme for it, secure financing from a bank or banks, get planning permission in the bag and then go ahead with construction. But it isn’t so simple, much of the time. There are huge risk factors relating to the money at stake, site conditions, public opposition and the state of the market. ‘It’s not for the faint-hearted,’ one experienced adviser says. ‘The planning process is more fraught and high-risk than ever because of Nimby-ism and local councillors who only have their eyes on the next election. It’s a high-risk, high-reward business. If it was low-risk, everyone would be doing it.’ Property developers were never popular, and even now, in terms of social appreciation, they’re right down there with estate agents, lawyers and recruitment consultants. They’re perceived as predatory, profit-driven, ruthless and prepared to walk over anyone, or anything, that gets in their way. This perception is coloured by the unscrupulous actions of a few in bribing councillors to rezone land that was never intended for development – with results that we are still living with today. But mostly it’s prompted by fear of change being wrought by unseen forces with seemingly unlimited resources. While the 16-storey Alto Vetro apartment block was under construction on the edge of Grand Canal Dock in 2007, a Dublin taxi driver, passing over Ringsend Road bridge, pointed to its towering concrete core. ‘D’ye see that? There was only a two-storey house there before,’ he exclaimed. ‘It just goes to show that in this town they’d build on your big toe if you let them.’ Indeed, Alto Vetro’s plot ratio (total floorspace divided by site area) was seventeen to one – a record for Dublin – because part of the tower was permitted to encroach on the ‘campshire’ of the quayside.

What drives them? In some cases, it’s pure, unadulterated greed. ‘Sometimes it’s ego,’ one developer admits. ‘People do build trophy buildings, going round saying, “I own such-and-such,” but it’s not so much about individual buildings, more often it’s about what you intend to do with a site – the kind of mix you might get, and what value it’ll have.’ Few are consciously building monuments to themselves. Most developers recognize that buildings are ephemeral: what counts in the end is the value of real estate, and during the dizziest period of the property boom sites were often worth a lot more than the buildings that stood on them. Several Dublin office blocks built in the 1980s have been demolished to make way for newer ones. The better developers have begun to commission top designers and even high-flying ‘starchitects’ like Norman Foster, Daniel Libeskind and Zaha Hadid to dazzle the planners with their ‘signature buildings’. These architects don’t come cheap, and neither do the planning consultants whose advice to developers can often prove crucial. In December 2001, even planners were gobsmacked when Bernard McHugh netted Є7 million after selling his firm, McHugh Consultants, to Europe’s largest environmental consultancy, RPS; the firm had deftly handled such high-profile planning battles as the Spire in O’Connell Street, Luas and the GAA’s spectacular redevelopment of Croke Park.

Some of the big builders, such as Sutton-based Gerry Gannon, have become major wholesalers of land, while dabbling in development. These men built up huge ‘land banks’, buying quite cheaply in the late 1980s and early 1990s and then salivating over the soaring values during the boom that followed – and all because successive governments had failed to implement the 1974 Kenny Report on building land, which recommended that all land designated for urban development should be compulsorily acquired by the local authorities at its existing use value, plus a premium of 25 per cent. As a direct result of this failure, huge profits went into the pockets of everyone who owned land or speculatively acquired it, and the inflated cost was passed on to homebuyers; in Dublin, the site value of most new homes built during the boom amounted to more than half of their purchase price. Between 2000 and 2006, the price of land grew three times faster than the price of houses. Yet in 2006 alone, it was estimated that developers saved Є250 million in stamp duty through a loophole in the tax laws – and a promise by Brian Cowen, as Minister for Finance, to close this escape route was never enacted. Developers have also benefited from the cut in the capital gains tax rate from 40 per cent to 20 per cent, which was enacted by Charlie McCreevy as Minister for Finance in 1997.

Tax incentives targeted at the property sector have been behind much of the development frenzy of recent years, and often remain in effect long after they have served their initial stimulatory purpose. The biggest boondoggle of all was Section 23, a tax break first introduced in the 1981 Finance Act with the purpose of reviving the construction industry. Initially the measure could be applied to any qualifying residential property; from 1992 it was applicable only in areas designated for urban renewal under the regime established by the 1986 Urban Renewal Act. Section 23 allowed investors to write off all but the site costs of an apartment or town house against their total rental income in the first year, including rents from other properties owned, with any unused tax relief being carried forward indefinitely. After a slow start, Section 23 eventually became one of the main drivers of development, with investors often snapping up the lion’s share of new housing schemes. And, as if this wasn’t enough to keep the developers happy, further tax breaks were made available over the years for multi-storey car parks, holiday homes in jaded seaside resorts, hotels anywhere and everywhere, and student accommodation. In most cases, these incentives meant that the capital cost of qualifying new developments could be written off against an investor’s tax liability over a 10-year period. What’s more, anyone leasing office or retail space in a designated area got tax allowances equivalent to double their annual rent bill and didn’t have to pay a penny in commercial rates for 10 years.

The incentives – some of which were eliminated or amended following publication of the Bacon Report on residential housing in 1998, and others subsequently by Brian Cowen, who took a more jaundiced view of them than McCreevy – had nothing to do with aiding the frequently invoked ‘first-time buyer’. ‘The government was quite disingenuous, harping on about the first-time buyer,’ says an insider, ‘when it was simply aiding and abetting what the builders were doing. Because the legislation they brought in was pitched at the new homes market, it allowed all of that building to go on unchecked.’ By making it cheaper to operate as a landlord, the tax incentives actually hurt prospective first-time owner-occupiers by attracting investors into the market; developers could charge a premium of up to Є100,000 on apartments in Dublin city centre, for example, compared to similar units that didn’t have tax-relief designation.

Although the age of corrupt rezoning seems largely to have given way to the age of the tax incentive during the 1980s and 90s, there may still be cause for concern about how land is rezoned. Green Party TD Ciarán Cuffe estimates that at least 100 of the 800-plus councillors countrywide work as estate agents or auctioneers, ‘who one day are rezoning land in one part of the town and the next are selling land’. The advent of pre-planning-application consultations between developers and county planners works against the interests of local residents, Cuffe says. ‘It means the door is open to the developers and, often, everything is signed off before the locals even know about it… When there are difficulties, they find out how to overcome them. Many developers use the services of private planning consultancies. The attitude is: “Do it – and I don’t want no for an answer.” ’

It’s the fact that the developers are now working in a vastly more sophisticated arena involving state-of-the-art technology, demographics data, planning and PR consultants, while sometimes pretending to be ‘the fool in the corner in the builder’s hat’, that makes them so compelling, says one observer. ‘A lot have this shambolic country way about them. Put them into a boardroom and they look like muckers, but they’d annihilate you.’

The toughness of some of today’s top developers was forged in less favourable times. One developer estimates that ‘in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 70 per cent of builders in Ireland went bust. You couldn’t sell a house on the northside [of Dublin] in 1985. Builders weren’t planting lawns or putting the final top on roads and they got the name of sharks and stroke merchants. A lot of them folded up and went to the UK in 1984–85.’ Lenders disdained the land banks offered by builders to settle debts. Some developers had to put their homes on the line, or sell them, to keep going; others returned to their trade on London building sites. Within a decade or so, the same disdained land banks had become gold dust, and those who held them were on the pig’s back.

The economic basics of the building boom were pretty simple. Increasing national prosperity and a growing population (fuelled by rising birth rates and positive net immigration) boosted the demand for residential property and office space. During the same period, the supply of credit grew vastly, as Colm Keena has charted in the Irish Times: ‘In 1996, loans worth £1.3 billion were approved for the purchase of new homes or apartments. By 2000 the equivalent figure was,£ 2.9 billion, by 2004 it was Є9.7 billion, and by 2006 it was Є13.9 billion.’ Interest rates dropped dramatically: against a base value of 100 in 1991, the mortgage rate index fell to 57 by 1996 and to 39 by 2002. It was not until December 2005 that rates started to climb. Meanwhile, mortgage lenders had loosened their criteria, bringing ever more buyers into the marketplace. The result was that in the 10 years to 2007, the average price of a new home in Ireland rose by 153 per cent, while construction costs went up by only 41 per cent.

The boom was even more dramatic in the commercial and retail property sectors. According to the Investment Property Databank, a world-recognized authority on trends, between 1996 and 2006 the capital growth in the value of office investments in Ireland was nearly 160 per cent, while the equivalent figure for retail was over 168 per cent. Tax breaks made the returns even more attractive, benefiting developers to the tune of Є3 billion, at the expense of the Exchequer. These schemes also had ‘strong negative income distributional effects’, according to a Goodbody Report commissioned by the Department of Finance; in other words, better-off people benefited disproportionately.

The extraordinary inflation of house prices, year after year, created a situation in which developers were not worried about making a profit – that was a given – but simply about how enormous the profit would be. ‘Typically, the price of houses in a new development is decided at a meeting on Monday between the agents and the developer,’ says one insider. ‘There would be much chewing over it, seeing how other sites went, who was selling what for how much, maybe someone would mention that prices were rising at 2 per cent a month. Then they’d chew some more and just pull a figure out of the air. It’s all done in such a slipshod way; it’s about what they feel they can get away with. Later that week, the houses are duly advertised at that price, go on sale and sell well – and suddenly the builder is roaring at the agent, complaining that they were sold too cheap. What happens then is that you call the next bunch of exact same houses “Phase 2”, and the price is hiked maybe 15 per cent. And that could all happen in a few days or in an afternoon. You could have five phases in a development. So you never knew if the prices reported were the prices people were getting the units at. An apartment advertised at Є270,000 on a Thursday morning could be Є295,000 in a so-called “Phase 2” that afternoon. After houses were advertised at a certain price, you’d have unfortunate buyers ringing up to say they couldn’t find one at that price – a bit like Ryanair advertising cheap seats, except that you don’t have to live in an airline seat. That was a big feature of the boom, those shifting sands. That’s what the word “phase” allowed. Before the boom, it used to be Phase 1 this year and Phase 2 the next; now there was a day between them, if that.’

An agent spreads his hands helplessly: ‘But that’s the market… If it’s evident after a few hours or days that buyers are willing to pay that much more for the house, well, do you let them take the profit out of it immediately? Do you [the developer] undersell it so that someone else can then sell it on immediately for Є40,000 more? Do you leave that?’

‘That is their biggest nightmare, “leaving money behind” on a site,’ says an industry source. ‘Their greatest terror is being seen to “sell cheap”. There’s always that nagging fear. It’s always about what you can fit into an estate. They’ll say that they are slaves to the planners but when they sit down at the drawing board – apart from the planning process, which has given them headaches with the levies they have to pay, getting land serviced, etc. –do they ask themselves, “How would we want to live?” ’ The answer is obvious. ‘You are dealing with a lot of very greedy people, who have made a lot of money. A few are leaving behind them developments that are very close to slums. What was odd in Ireland was that media coverage was confined to the property supplements. If that kind of profiteering was happening in England, it would have made page one in the Telegraph.’

Another cause of anxiety for developers is the difficulty posed by third-party objectors seeking substantial sums of money to withdraw appeals to An Bord Pleanála. This type of thing is not unusual, as many developers would testify; indeed, some of them have had to pay out substantial sums to individual objectors or residents’ associations in order to eliminate a risk that the appeals board would overturn favourable planning decisions made by local authorities. In January 2001, for example, the Leopardstown Heights Residents’ Association withdrew their appeal against Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council’s decision to grant permission for a major office development at Glencairn, the former British ambassador’s residence – on foot of an agreement specifying that the developers ‘shall pay… a financial contribution of £200,000… in respect of the enhancement of the association’s area’ and meet its legal costs and expenses. In December 2004, 22 residents of Morehampton Terrace in Donnybrook shared a pre-Christmas bonanza of Є1.1 million – an average of Є50,000 apiece – after agreeing to withdraw an appeal against plans by developer Bryan Cullen for 182 apartments and 14 town houses on a site known as Avila, just to the north. A dozen other residents, who had not been so active in pursuing the appeal, received substantially lesser amounts, causing some friction on the road. As with similar arrangements involving third parties withdrawing appeals, the terms were confidential, but news of the deal was leaked to the Irish Times, which published a front-page story about it on Christmas Eve.

Soaring prices and cheap credit fuelled the practice of ‘flipping’ – buying a property and then selling it on almost immediately at a profit – whereby ordinary punters made large amounts of money at the height of the boom. This was sometimes facilitated by developers, who understood that, in a climate of easy credit, flipping could create a new class of property investor that would fuel the growth of the sector even further. For example, in one major development, two close friends of the developer bought a two-bedroom apartment off the plans for Є190,000, with a deposit of Є5,000. Eighteen months later, when the time came to close, the same apartments were selling for Є290,000. ‘I then allowed my friends to “assign” it, or sell it on,’ says the developer. ‘That meant that I got the Є190,000 and they got the Є100,000. Eighteen months later, in 2005, they used that Є100,000 to buy ten units at an average of Є270,000 in another development of mine. Fifteen months on from that, those apartments were “flipped” for an average of Є340,000. So the initial Є5,000 made them Є600,000 to Є700,000 in the end. They were able to benefit because they were there at the right time, in the right place, knowing the right person.’

Of course, the trick for the flippers was to avoid being stuck with 10 apartments, and no means of paying for them, at the beginning of a downturn. ‘One guy is buying 65 units in one of my developments and for that he’ll get a 10–15 per cent global discount, meaning he’ll be getting Є320,000 two-bed apartments for Є290,000 each,’ the developer said. ‘He won’t have to close for two years, so his thinking will be that we’ll have a year of bad news [in the property market], the market will come back and he’ll get between Є330,000 and Є340,000 for them at that stage. I’ll allow him to sell those on before he closes so he’ll have three to four months of a window through my agent. If things go well for him, he could make Є40,000 to Є50,000 a unit, multiplied by 65. If things go badly, he’s running the risk of having to take a mortgage out for Є15–16 million worth of units. That’s the game.’ For the developer, the flippers’ faith or dumb optimism in the market was crucial. ‘For every deposit I got on a contract, the bank would give me the Є100,000 to help to make the profit. That’s because once you have contracts signed and buyers locked in, the banks know their money is safe.’ Someone, of course, pays the price in the end. ‘Those Є340,000 apartments… You’d be lucky to get Є290,000 for them now.’

Another developer, desperate to keep a substantial scheme on track, says: ‘You have to keep selling… I’m giving a bit of value with retail units but making them buy 10. And they are not allowed to sell them on. I’ll fit them out and manage them for them. They would be midterm 10-year investors. Retail with rent reviews gives good appreciation. You need to keep reinventing and finding investors. Every developer in town is after them. One investor with a chain of fast-food places and massive cash flow is buying 3 restaurants and 15 residential units.’ However, there is a downside: ‘It’s a lot of work to get investors on board; they’re all looking at different tax angles, all have different agendas. They won’t go to developers with no name or reputation who’ve never had to deal with them before. Developers who are waiting for first-time buyers to come to them are going to start hurting because the banks will start calling in interest.’

We know that a number of developers have become extremely wealthy as a result of the sustained boom, but it is difficult to know how wealthy, as Colm Keena has explained:


Limited liability companies are obliged to lodge annual accounts with the Companies Registration Office and some details as to the developers’ wealth can be gleaned from these. However, even with audited accounts it is difficult, if not impossible, to establish how much a developer is making. A developer, for instance, can purchase land in his own name, and sell it to his company as it is required, so the true amount of wealth accruing to the developer is not visible from the CRO records. Also, as the years passed, many of the developers amassed significant assets held outside their company structures. In more recent years, as their fame and wealth have grown, many developers have switched their companies to unlimited status. This status means the liabilities of the companies, should they ever get into difficulty, are not limited to the assets of the companies, but can extend to the assets of the owners. Unlimited companies do not have to file accounts with the CRO, and this increased privacy is undoubtedly attractive. Hugely rich people have normal privacy concerns but also have security issues to worry about. Extremely wealthy parents have legitimate concerns regarding how publicity about their wealth affects their children. Wealthy people also fear that publicity about their wealth can have political repercussions, from abusive comment to calls for special taxes. Some worry about what to do with all the money they have accumulated. A few developers are said to be giving large amounts of money in discreet philanthropic donations. The use of unlimited status could also be used to obscure this.



It’s nearly always the case that property development is financed by debt rather than equity; very few developers would dream of placing their own nest eggs at risk. And the banks who put up the money behave just like the market itself – ‘they over-lend when it’s up and close when it’s down’, as one leading developer says. Seán Dunne has spent a total of about Є730 million on the purchase of four properties in Ballsbridge – the Jurys and Berkeley Court hotel sites, Hume House next door and the original AIB Bankcentre, including its landscaped forecourt. The then record prices he agreed to pay in 2005 were gambles, in the classic sense, with no guarantee that he would win. Dunne must have formed the impression that Dublin City Council’s planners would go along with the high-rise, high-density scheme he has in mind for the combined hotel sites. But the high prices paid for land in the area by Dunne, soon trumped by Bernard McNamara, Ray Grehan of Glenkerrin Homes and others, assumed a massive increase in density – so it came as something of a shock when city councillors voted down a local area plan that was intended to usher in a high-rise era. Now, all they could do was try their luck with planning applications and see if these would ‘fly’.

Although many of the top developers are on friendly terms with each other, they are fiercely competitive – particularly when properties come up for sale by tender. There is a pecking order. A developer can build thousands of homes, but will win acceptance among his peers only when he goes commercial – building office blocks or shopping centres. ‘It’s about status,’ says one. ‘Having a varied portfolio also helps to spread the overheads and you get more respect from the banks.’ After years of producing high-quality housing schemes such as Mount St Anne’s in Milltown, Michael Cotter’s Park Developments diversified into commercial property with Fashion City in Ballymount, a retail warehousing park beside the M50 in Carrickmines – sold for Є100 million early in 2006 – and a shopping centre in Leopardstown. Castlethorn Construction, run by Joe O’Reilly, also established a first-class reputation for its housing before O’Reilly turned his attention to major commercial schemes such as Dundrum shopping centre, a new retail development on the former Eircom site in South King Street and the mid-2005 purchase (for Є125 million) of 50 per cent of the ILAC centre, which runs between Henry Street and Parnell Street. In 2006, Castlethorn bought the Pavilions shopping centre in Swords for a whopping Є575 million, with plans to extend it over the site of Ray Burke’s house, Briargate. Even more ambitious is O’Reilly’s retail-based scheme for the Carlton site in O’Connell Street, which will include two new streets linking it with Moore Street and Henry Street. And cash-rich Liam Carroll, who has built more apartments in Dublin than any other developer – his best-known vehicle, Zoe Developments, became synonymous with shoebox flats – has hit the headlines in recent years as a fearsome corporate raider, building up major stakes in companies such as Greencore and Irish Continental Group.

As political lobbyist Frank Dunlop declared after losing a crucial rezoning vote many years ago, what you need in the property business are ‘a spine of steel and balls of iron’. By definition, if you’re to be a tycoon, you also need to be driven. ‘You can’t have “work/life balance”. There’s a price to be paid and these guys pay it,’ says one who knows them well. It’s a world of meetings and conference calls, of walking sites and taking flights to discover new opportunities – in your own helicopter, if you have one. There were only 34 helicopters registered in Ireland in 1995, but by June 2007 the number had risen to 146, and many of them are in the hands of developers such as Seán Mulryan. To the insiders, they’re known as ‘blades’. Lombard, the Royal Bank of Scotland subsidiary that specializes in asset finance, reported a significant surge in the number of Irish people investing in aircraft between 2005 and mid-2007. The Sunday Business Post quoted Alan Greene, head of Lombard’s aviation division, as saying that most of the 38 aircraft it financed in that period were helicopters bought by property developers. ‘Time is money to these guys. They want to be able to travel to different sites as quickly as possible… Helicopters start at Є180,000 for a two-seater and work their way right up to $10 million. More people are starting to go for high-end models now.’

Sometimes a helicopter isn’t quite up to the job. Among the private planes lined up around Dublin and Weston airports – like ‘naked willies’, in the words of one property guru – is Séamus Ross’s Hawker 800 jet, Jim Mansfield’s Citation V11, Donal Caulfield’s Citation V11 and Niall Mellon’s Cessna Citation 550. ‘A plane could cost you a million a year sitting on the tarmac,’ says a source, ‘so you have to use them, and use them for business. You would only buy a jet if you were doing a lot of work abroad. It’s a business expense and, if your developments are profitable, it pays for itself The convenience and social cachet of a private jet are available at a fraction of the cost from Netjets, which can supply a seven-seater at a few hours’ notice. One option is to buy a piece of a plane, called ‘fractional ownership’, typically for around 50 hours a year at around Є4,000 an hour. An even cheaper way is to load up a prepaid debit card to buy chunks of time in 25-hour increments. Seán Dunne is among those believed to use Netjets. Seán Mulryan, who runs Ballymore Properties, often flies to London in his executive chopper to inspect progress on his developments, including the Pan Peninsula towers now under construction near Canary Wharf, or to clinch deals to buy yet more land to add to his huge portfolio; his own private jet is based in London.

For some of these alpha males, among the most desired ‘mine is bigger than yours’ playthings is a box in the redeveloped Lansdowne Road rugby stadium. Although the asking price for a 24-seater for five years was Є475,000 – because there were ‘only’ 20 of them, said a source close to the action – the competition was fierce. ‘The price made no sense but I’m told that no one even asked the price anyway. It’s a prestige thing to have.’ Seán Dunne, Derek Quinlan and Johnny Ronan were among the winners from the property world, with a few left bristling in the wings. Others, such as Séamus Ross, were prepared to settle for 10-year pairs of tickets, selling for a not inconsiderable Є30,000, but still with a waiting list of well over 600.

Trophy houses, naturally, also feature prominently in the successful developer’s toy box. Some, like Seán Mulryan, have spent millions restoring beautiful old houses to live in; others have contributed conspicuously to the craze for new-build mini-palazzos. Bernard McNamara set this trend in leafy Dublin 4 when he demolished the old Japanese Embassy to make way for a 15,000-square-feet-plus edifice on Ailesbury Road, complete with swimming pool and private dance hall. Shrewsbury Road, reckoned to be the most expensive road in the country, is home to Seán Dunne and Paddy Kelly. A glimpse into this lifestyle was revealed when Derek Quinlan of Quinlan Private applied for planning permission for a palatial new home on the Irish Monopoly board’s equivalent of London’s Mayfair. It entailed the demolition of two large semi-detached period properties for which Quinlan paid Є25 million in 2006, and, at a size of 1,881 square metres (21,323 square feet) –with seven enormous en suite bedrooms, indoor swimming pool, a gym, massage room and two wine cellars, laid out over four floors – it was destined to be the largest new home in the capital.

It has been estimated by the Bank of Ireland that there are now more than 30,000 Irish euro millionaires, compared to no more than a few hundred 20 years ago, and that at least 300 of them – including many in the property development sector – are worth over Є30 million. One (male) observer blames ‘the wife with time on her hands’ for the most obvious excesses: ‘Wheeling out Weddings by Franc, going for the Louis Vuitton handbag, insisting on a “celebrity” rugby player for a scion’s 21st, or flying in Є150,000 worth of flowers for a teenager’s birthday.’ But it’s not just the wives: builders were prominent among the private jet owners arguing over access to the 66 available slots from Dublin Airport to Roissy-Charles de Gaulle for the France–Ireland rugby match in 2007. One developer notes the ‘older guys never knew anything else but work, and they’ll never stop no matter how much they make… the next generation is going to have the fun.’ Heirs taking the reins will be closely watched. They have an intriguing act to follow. Among their fathers, adjectives such as generous, loyal, ruthless, obnoxious, low-key and flamboyant can all feature in one description. But, like any good entrepreneurs, what they all have in common is the ability to sniff out value and churn it into cash, while slashing costs.

Some developers have made so much money during the boom years that they barely know what to do with it all. Ireland is simply too small to absorb billions of euro in private funds, and they’ve had to find new outlets for investment, often overseas – in Britain, the US, central Europe, Scandinavia, Russia and China, to name some of the places where they’ve popped up. In general, however, property developers are reluctant to break new ground. ‘Nobody wants to be the pioneer in the West who gets shot by the Indians. They want to be second – that’s the pole position,’ one leading architect observed. ‘This is fed by risk-averse consultants, the oracles who’ve been wrong for so long, but it keeps the banks happy.’

On Planet Developer, extravagant behaviour can be as remarkable for its absence as its presence. Seán Mulryan had Debbie Harry in to sing at his 50th birthday and Bono to stay at the old thatched homestead in the west, but Liam Carroll has lived in the same modest semi for the past 20 years. Many hold tight to their county roots and support the GAA team or local choir; most are philanthropic by inclination, some openly, others discreetly. But even the more visible ones are known for quiet good deeds that might, for instance, involve the loan of a top hotel for a charity function. Among this new Irish aristocracy, where even the most modest of builders has accumulated considerable wealth, some are deeply concerned about the effect on the next generation. A few say, privately, that they plan to give much of it away; one plans to channel a vast chunk of his wealth towards environmental charities but would be horrified if this became public knowledge.

For others, philanthropy and keeping a low profile are not part of the deal. ‘You do hear a lot of stuff about developers and drink and it all going badly wrong when they come into a lot of money. There is certainly something different about our lot; they get the oul’ horse and go on “the lash” and that seems to be the height of their social ambition,’ one source says. ‘In other northern European countries, when they make money, they start putting it into art, music, politics, philanthropy. In North America, they would be setting up art galleries and museums and trying to achieve immortality in one way or another.’

A much-anticipated night out on the builders’ calendar was Seán Dunne’s annual Christmas party, for which the Unicorn restaurant off Merrion Row was taken over and generous hospitality dispensed. Regular guests such as Irish Nationwide boss Michael Fingleton and high-profile solicitor Ivor Fitzpatrick would no doubt feel confident about their status in the eyes of the host. Others, however, rediscover the niggling apprehension that once accompanied an invitation to a slightly unnerving children’s party. The problem is the seating arrangements. ‘That’s how you find out whether you’re in or out of favour,’ says one. ‘One year you might find your place-name tantalizingly close to the host’s table, the next you could find yourself in “Siberia”.’ Some admit to tanking themselves up in Doheny & Nesbitt’s, like nervous schoolboys, in preparation for the testosterone-charged, laddish repartee over dinner, or some manly rugby chat with Father Leonard Moloney, headmaster of Clongowes Wood College, all mercifully uninterrupted by silly female chatter: Planet Developer is an almost exclusively male preserve, and only a handful of women are invited along.

December was also the time for the Builders’ Ball in the Burlington, an old-fashioned dinner dance, with the crates of drink stashed under the table and a phalanx of estate agents forming a protective shield around their garrulous, red-faced builder clients. ‘Then the big guys got so big they wouldn’t go,’ says one mournfully. In a regrettable sign of the times, the Builders’ Ball has been rebranded as the rather more sophisticated Irish Homebuilders’ Ball.

One occasion recalled with particular fondness is the Sherry FitzGerald blowout in May 2006, when the estate agent flew 200 builders and agents to London for the Chelsea Flower Show. Obviously, for Sherry Fitz and group chairman Mark FitzGerald (‘My fascination with property began as a 10-year-old’), corporate confidence was in the stratosphere. The company had booked out the five-star Kempinski Hotel in Great Marlborough Street, formerly England’s second-oldest magistrates’ court, now a gleaming edifice that ‘oozes flamboyant sophistication’ according to its own publicity, complete with two glass-floored ‘treatment rooms’, one suspended over the large swimming pool. The lavish lunch in Chelsea came studded with added attractions such as a talk from the celebrity gardener Diarmuid Gavin. After lunch, all of the liggers were ferried back to the Kempinski for what one guest recalls as ‘the most hilarious and wildest party in property history’. Parties in five different locations around the hotel, fuelled with unlimited champagne, full open bar and chocolate fountain, helped to maintain the feeling that, as the guest put it, ‘They’re gonna queue for ever.’ At 5.30 a.m., ‘destroyed by drink’, the revellers finally retired.

Even the legendary Fianna Fáil fundraising tent at the Galway Races had pretensions beyond its station. A 2005 report by mutinous FF activists in the Galway West constituency expressed concern about a ‘sense of elitism’ being created by the tent at Ballybrit and advised the boys back at party HQ to find ways ‘to make it more open and inclusive’. Bertie Ahern made it clear that the party depended on Galway race week as one of five key annual fund-raising events. With tables of 10 costing Є4,000 in 2006, the tent cleared around Є250,000 for the week. Among those spotted under the chandeliers that year were Bovale’s Mick Bailey (fresh from his Є22 million tax settlement), Séamus Ross, Bernard McNamara (who was a Fianna Fáil councillor before he became a property mogul), Seán Dunne, Seán Mulryan and Johnny Ronan.

The annual gathering, organized by Fianna Fáil fund-raiser Des Richardson, came to symbolize ‘a peculiarly Irish ethos of power-mongering’, wrote Justine McCarthy in Village magazine. Over time it became a PR fiasco for host and guests. In his inimitable way, Socialist Party leader Joe Higgins wondered if government tax breaks managed to trickle down to those ‘multimillionaires who jet and helicopter their way from tax exile to tug the Taoiseach’s sleeve, when, like an Arabian prince, he sets up his tent at the Galway Races each year’. But during the Ahern era Fianna Fáil was quite unable to run the party without it, apparently, and for the property boys, a dose of derision plus a rehash of their little tribunal/tax/property difficulties by the silly-season media was probably fair exchange for befriending a government minister to the point of playing golf with him or maybe getting his mobile phone number.

The tent, and all it stood for, could not be sustained. Just two weeks after Bertie Ahern stepped down as Taoiseach, his successor Brian Cowen confirmed that this scandalous shindig had finally come to an end. Officially, it was being ‘suspended’ pending the outcome of a ‘strategic review’ of the Fianna Fáil organization, including how funds were to be raised. In that context, the tent had ‘served its purpose’. The move was widely welcomed. European Commissioner and former Minister for Finance Charlie McCreevy was happy to see it go. ‘I was not a great attendee at the tent,’ he said. ‘I felt obliged to go for half a day or so when I was minister. I was expected to do so. I found it to be a pain in the arse.’ But nobody imagines that Fianna Fáil’s pals in the construction industry, all those fellows in flashy suits who turned up year after year to pay their respects in the tent, will stop contributing to the party as they have done so generously since the halcyon days of Taca in the late 1960s.


2. The Bad Old Days

The building boom that got under way in the 1990s was unprecedented in its scope, but it was not the first time Irish developers had gone on a spree that altered the look and feel of the country. Dublin, in particular, was transformed by development in the 1960s and 1970s, rip-roaring decades for the destruction of the city’s Georgian fabric. On 31 December 1959, the Irish Times’ anonymous architecture correspondent wrote: ‘It is well known that, as far as the central city is concerned, the days of Dublin’s Georgian heritage are numbered.’ That correspondent was Paddy Delaney, an architect, town planner and partner in Delaney McVeigh and Pike Architects; and he did not write in sorrow. ‘When these decayed and obsolete monuments of a past age come to be demolished, many of their sites will be redeveloped with buildings much larger in bulk and greater in height than the present ones.’ The city, in other words, was to be transformed, its drab streets and squares, the products of a bygone age of horse-drawn carriages, made bright and sparkling by a new generation of architects and their property-developer clients.

The assault on Dublin’s fabric was led not by rapacious property speculators but by the state and its agencies. The starting gun had been fired in 1957 by the Office of Public Works’ demolition of two impressive mid-18th-century houses in Kildare Place, a stone’s throw from Leinster House. According to Patrick Beegan, Parliamentary Secretary in charge of the OPW, the houses had ‘reached the end of their useful life’, with ‘poor and rambling’ accommodation that was ‘quite unsuited to modern requirements’. Another government minister said: ‘I was glad to see them go. They stood for everything I hate.’ A reference, apparently, not to substandard housing but to the legacy of British rule. In the following year, a new Office Premises Act laid down minimum standards – covering toilets, washing facilities, lighting, heating and ventilation – for all office buildings employing more than five clerks.

This was the context in which the ESB sought to replace 16 late-18th-century houses on Lower Fitzwilliam Street – part of the longest Georgian streetscape in the world – with a modern office block. The architects, Sam Stephenson and Arthur Gibney, were still in their twenties when they won the ESB competition; both were Dubliners through and through, gregarious, likeable men about town. The more cerebral Gibney shunned the limelight while Stephenson revelled in controversy, making provocative statements about the future of Georgian Dublin even though the Old Dublin Society was chaired by his father.

Their ESB plan for Lower Fitzwilliam Street caused a public outcry that was led by the Irish Georgian Society, which had been formed in 1958 by Desmond and Mariga Guinness following the demolition at Kildare Place and Dublin Corporation’s decision to pull down much of Dominick Street. Its first committee included Lord Talbot de Malahide, Lady Dunsany, Sir Alfred Beit, Sir George Mahon and Desmond FitzGerald, Knight of Glin. They were perceived as the remnants of the Ascendancy seeking to preserve an outmoded heritage, and they did not succeed in saving Lower Fitzwilliam Street, but the Georgian lobby had a number of successes, one of which was entirely unintentional: its campaigning to save the threatened 18th-century terraces in the city centre helped in no small way to spawn the mutant fake-Georgian semis in the suburbs.

One boon to the developers was the collapse in June 1963 of tenement buildings in Bolton Street and Fenian Street, with lives lost in both cases. These unfortunate events caused panic in Dublin Corporation. In the succeeding 12 months, its dangerous buildings section condemned 900 old houses, compared to an average of just 30 in previous years. By early 1965, some 2,000 houses had been condemned, and over 1,200 of these were actually demolished. ‘Property owners were suddenly able to de-tenant premises which formerly they could not get tenants out of,’ according to a lengthy exposé in Build magazine. ‘Moreover, they could grab the property of others by a simple phone call to the corporation [saying] that they thought a wall or a chimney looked dangerous.’

The flight to the suburbs of Dublin’s middle class since the mid-19th century had left the inner city as a preserve of the poor, who were more concerned about putting bread on the table than about the city’s architectural heritage; thus there were few articulate indigenous defenders of the urban fabric. But office blocks didn’t just deface the city; they also helped to kill it. Once-thriving streets, where people used to live above the shops, were ruthlessly denuded and the inhabitants forced to move to the suburbs or, worse still, to ‘new towns’ on the perimeter of the city. Major institutions moved out, notably UCD from Earlsfort Terrace to Belfield, St Vincent’s Hospital from St Stephen’s Green to Elm Park and RTÉ from the GPO in O’Connell Street to Donnybrook. Many schools were also lost to the suburbs, with St Andrew’s College relocating to Booterstown, Wesley College to Ballinteer, the High School to Rathgar and Alexandra College to Milltown. In most cases, the property they left behind was snapped up by voracious speculators for new office developments.

Anyone with a stash of spare cash was putting it into property, and St Stephen’s Green was the nexus of much of the development activity – and the movers and shakers behind it. Colm McDonnell, a medical consultant practising in Ely Place, got together with a London-based financial institution to buy five Georgian houses on the south side of the Green in 1963, demolishing the lot for an office block designed by Desmond FitzGerald, then professor of architecture at UCD. FitzGerald’s speciality was seeking out sites with development potential, getting planning permission for office blocks that he designed, and then hawking these permissions to likely developers. (It was not until 1977 that the Supreme Court ruled that applicants must have a ‘beneficial interest’ in a property in order to make a valid planning application.) Though the professor was a noted collector of Georgian silver, it didn’t seem to concern him that his schemes would bring about the loss of Georgian houses, including one on the Green with an elaborate stucco ceiling depicting the Four Seasons; it had to be salvaged by the OPW and is now in Dublin Castle. And while the five houses were being demolished for an office block pre-let to the Department of Justice, the developers were good enough to allow Fianna Fáil to put up a large ‘Let Lemass Lead On’ billboard on the site in time for the 1965 general election.

Right next door, three more Georgian houses were demolished by Bernard Fitzpatrick, a wholesale jeweller with a premises off Grafton Street, for another office block designed by Stephenson Gibney. In 1967, then Minister for Finance Charles J. Haughey performed the official opening of Citibank’s new premises on the ground floor, declaring: ‘I for one have never believed that all architectural taste and building excellence ceased automatically with the passing of the 18th century.’ Two years later, he acquired Abbeville in Kinsealy, one of Dublin’s finest 18th-century country houses, and its 250-acre estate for £204,000. Haughey had done very well as an accountant and partner with Harry Boland in Haughey Boland and Company, which represented many of the companies investing in the ‘new Ireland’ his father-in-law Seán Lemass was helping to create. Indeed, he did so well that the Haughey family was able to move in 1959 from a semi-detached house in Santry to Grangemore, a 19th-century mansion on 45 acres, north of Raheny, which was bought for just £13,000. Ten years later, with this land rezoned for suburban expansion, he sold it to the Gallagher Group for £260,000 and was easily able to purchase Abbeville with the proceeds. It was a controversial deal because Haughey had availed himself of a device he had personally introduced in the 1968 Finance Act, to avoid paying any tax on his windfall gain.

Matt Gallagher of the Gallagher Group, who hailed from Tubbercurry, Co. Sligo, was one of Haughey’s cronies and had tipped him off to buy Grangemore in the first place. He was also, according to his son Patrick, one of a number of business figures who had agreed to provide funding to the then rising-star minister so that he could concentrate on his political career. They would frequent the bar in Groome’s Hotel on Cavendish Row, opposite the Gate Theatre, where Haughey would often hold court. At the time, Matt Gallagher had become one of the largest builders in Dublin, with a rolling programme of up to 4,000 houses in planning or under construction. Like many others of his ilk, he had made a small fortune in the building trade in England after the Second World War, returning home to set up a factory in the local parish hall making doors and windows before diversifying into system-building and later conventional housing. He was also quite ruthless. On one occasion, another developer sought his advice about a problem he was having in Monte Carlo with sitting tenants on a site where he was planning to build a block of luxury flats. ‘The thing to do,’ Matt helpfully advised, ‘is to get two bags full of starving rats and let them loose in the attic. Your problems will be gone inside a week.’

Gallagher was one of the key figures in Taca (literally ‘support’ in Irish), the Fianna Fáil fund-raising operation. Taca’s secretary was Harry Boland and one of its most prominent supporters was Charlie Haughey. It was all about forging close links between the government party and the business community, relieving them of money in return for direct access to ministers. ‘Fianna Fáil was good for builders and builders were good for Fianna Fáil, and there was nothing wrong with that,’ according to Patrick Gallagher, who inherited his father’s business in 1974 at the age of 22. As the Sunday Tribune noted in its obituary on the former Taoiseach, it was Haughey who had organized the first Taca dinner at the Gresham Hotel in 1965. Kevin Boland, who had just become Minister for Local Government, recalled that it was attended by the whole Cabinet, including traditionalists (such as Boland himself) who were very dubious about men in mohair suits. ‘We were all organized by Haughey and sent to different tables around the room,’ he said. ‘The extraordinary thing about my table was that everybody at it was in some way or other connected with the construction industry.’

Haughey, of course, was one of the men who wore mohair suits in the 1960s. Donough O’Malley, who went on to achieve immortality as the man who introduced free secondary education in 1966, was another. Before he became Minister for Education, he occupied the pivotal position of Parliamentary Secretary at the Department of Finance, in charge of the Office of Public Works, handling state contracts for the construction or leasing of office accommodation for a growing army of civil servants. For the developers, a ‘pre-let’ to the state removed much of the risk element in what they were doing by guaranteeing a stable supply of ‘blue chip’ tenants. O’Malley actually saw it as his role to encourage property development, because it meant instant jobs for construction workers and healthy profits for Fianna Fáil’s core supporters.

When the Green Property Company sought to demolish several Georgian houses on both sides of the junction of St Stephen’s Green and Hume Street in the late 1960s, to replace them with a pair of office blocks designed by Stephenson Gibney, Donough O’Malley backed its plans. In a deal arranged by Sam Stephenson, he gave an assurance that two houses owned by the state would be given up to facilitate the proposed development. John Corcoran, the debonair ex-bookie who ran Green Property, lost no time. Almost as soon as he had planning permission in the bag for the first phase of the scheme, with no appeal by An Taisce or anyone else, a crew began demolishing three of the target houses. Build magazine, then edited by the fiery Uinseann Mac Eoin, commented: ‘When certain people are prepared to make a quarry out of the best parts of St Stephen’s Green for a couple of greenbacks shared around their friends and are obviously able to get away with it, Foras Forbartha, the Arts Council, Bord Fáilte, An Taisce and all the rest of them might as well close their doors.’ In a revealing interview with Mac Eoin, Stephenson said: ‘A city must live. It must evolve and keep changing.’

But why start with the best parts of it? he was asked.

‘Because developers are primarily interested in a return for their money,’ the bold Sam replied.

‘But this is chequebook planning!’ Mac Eoin exclaimed.

‘That is so, but it is inevitable in a democratic society,’ Sam responded.

With the surviving Hume Street buildings proposed to be listed for preservation, Dublin Corporation refused permission for the second phase of Green Property’s development – though this decision was controversially overturned by Kevin Boland on appeal. Conservationists occupied the threatened houses in protest. Boland denounced the lot of them in a famously venomous speech in the Dáil, fulminating against a ‘consortium of belted earls and their ladies and left-wing intellectuals… a group of pampered students [who could] afford the time to stand and contemplate in ecstasy this eighth wonder of the world, the twin architectural masterpieces at the
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