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lonely child

ardai monitor group linked to IS

Cormac O’Keeffe
Security Correspondent

Garda security services are
monitoring a small group
of individuals in Ireland as-
sociated with an Islamic
State (IS) offshoot that is
causing “growing” concern
across Europe over its viol-
ent intent.

The Garda’s intelligence
chief also told the Irish
Examiner that his officers
are investigating around 60
cases of suspected financing
of terrorism every year,
most relating to monies des-
tined for IS-type terror
groups.

Assistant Commissioner
Michael McEIgunn said
there is particular concern
around an expanding net-
work — known as Islamic
State Khorasan Province

M Has ‘small presence’ here and is
of ‘growing’ concern in Europe

(ISKP) — which, he said, has
a “small presence” in Ire-

and.

The head of the Garda
National Crime & Security
Intelligence Service (NCSIS)
said his officers achieved sig-
nificant success earlier this
year after they blocked entry
into Ireland of a key ISKP
player. In a wide-ranging,
and rare, interview, Asst
Comm McElgunn s:
W Key individuals involved
in violent Islamist groups
number in the “low double
figures” in Ireland, while
known supporters of such
groups number in the
“h]gher end of double flg-
ures”

B Garda intelligence has
dedicated departments as-
sessing and investigating
threats from four countries,
with Russia and China
understood to be the main
actors. Gardai are investigat-
ing so-called ‘illegals’ associ-
ated with these states —
people who are living in the
wider community and not of-
ficially attached to diplo-
matic missions;

W The NCSIS is investigating
what country or group is be-
hind a recent fake Depart-
ment of Justice letter target-
ing the Ukrainian commu-
nity here;

mUs extremist groups are
providing funding to Irish

far-right groups;

W Covid lockdowns and re-
strictions created “an unsett-
ling” of people leading to dis-
respectful, hurtful, and ob-
jectional behaviour that was
once largely unknown be-
coming the norm;

Asst Comm McElgunn
said a particular threat has
emerged from an offshoot of
IS, which has its base in Pak-
istan and Afghanistan.

“There has been a concern
for a while, and its growing,
around one element of Is-
lamic State, this Islamic
State Khorasan Province,”
he said. “This group has
emerged and has a threat in
over half of EU states and
has a small presence here.
This is a group that certainly
has an intent of concern.

“Recently working with
the Government we took

steps to ensure that one indi-
vidual associated with that
group — a person of concern
not just to us but to others —
was not successful in at-
tempts to come to Ireland. He
did try, but he was unsuc-
cessful.”

On a wider front, across all
IS-type groups, Asst Comm
McElgunn said numbers are
relatively small in Ireland
compared to many European
countries: “I would say in
terms of kcy individuals of
concern we're talking about
low double figures and then,
the wider grouping, support
for them who come on our
radar from time to time,
youw're bringing it up to the
hlgher end of double fig-

Arnund the same time the
interview was taking place,
details of a separate and

Co-driver killed at

rally as

five die on roads at weekend

Pat Flynn, Martin Walsh,
and Sally Gorman

One man died and another
suffered a broken leg in a
crash during a rally in Co
Clare on another horror
weekend on the roads.

The rally competitor,
Damien Fleming from Co
Kerry, was one of five people
to die in crashes since Fri-
day and his death brings to
137 the total number of
fatalities so far in 2023.

That is 30 more than in
the corresponding period in
2022. A nine-year-old boy is
among the latest victims.

At the Clare Stages Rally,
Mr Fleming, aged 37, was
the passenger in one of the
competing cars in the rally.

It is believed he may have
been outside the vehicle due
to a technical issue, and was
hit by another car at around
1.30pm at Glencolumbkille
near Carron during the
fourth stage of the rally.

Gardai confirmed the
collision involved two ve-
hicles and that Mr Fleming
was pronounced dead at
scene.

The driver of the second
car sustained a broken leg
and was taken to University
Hospital Limerick for treat-
ment.

Motorsport Ireland de-
scribed Mr Fleming, a native
of Kilcummin, as a highly
experienced co-driver who
had competed in more than
150 events since 2006.
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The scene of the collision in

North Clare. Picture: Press 22

“The thoughts of everyone
at Motorsport Ireland, and
‘within the wider motorsport
community are with the
Fleming family, Clare Motor
Club [the event organisers]
and the members of the mo-
torsport community who
were present at the scene
and reacted so quickly and
professionally to the inci-
dent.”

It added that it would
conduct a full investigation
with the relevant author-
ities to establish how the ac-
cident occurred.

As part of their investi-
gation, gardai have asked
any witnesses to contact
them at Ennis Garda Station
on 065 684 8100.

Separately, gardai in Co
Donegal were last night
questioning a man aged in
his 20s in connection with a
hit-and-run incident in
Bundoran that claimed the

39
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life of Ronan Wilson, aged 9.

Ronan, whose family is
from Kildress in Co Tyrone,
was killed instantly when he
was hit by a car at around
9.20pm on Saturday at At-
lantic Way in the seaside
to

wn.

He had been staying in
Bundoran with his family.

In the early hours of yes-
terday in Co Kerry, a male
pedestrian aged in his 20s
died after being struck by a
taxi shortly after 2am on the
R553 at Ballydonoghue, Lis-
selton, near Ballybunion.

He was pronounced dead
ashort time later.

The driver, a man in his
40s, did not require medical
treatment.

Gardai in Listowel have
appealed for any wimesses,
particularly road users wif
camera or dashcam record-
ings from that area between
1.30am and 2.15am, to con-
tact them on 068 50820.

A short time later in Dub-
lin, a motorcyclist aged in
his 20s died after colliding
with a pedestrian just before
2.45am atar

‘Rot’ of far-right protests
sparks safety fears for TDs

Tadgh McNally
Political Reporter

Ceann Comhairle Sean O
Fearghail has said he fears
Irish politicians could meet
the same fate as murdered
MPs in Britain unless the
“rot” of far-right protests is
not tackled.

“If this particular rot is not
dealt with it will inevitably
extend and it’s a fear I have
and the fear many of my col-
leagues have that we will
reach a point where we have
some awful events such as
happened in Britain with the
late Jo Cox and the late
David Amess,” Mr O Fearg-
hail said.

Mr Amess was stabbed
multiple times in 2021.

During the trial at which
he was convicted of Mr
Amess’s murder, it emerged
that Islamic State fanatic Ali
Harbi Ali had planned at-
tacks on other MPs.

An extreme right-wing ter-
rorist, Thomas Mair, was
sentenced to prison for life
for shooting and stabbing La-
bour MP Jo Cox in 2016.

Referencing the violent

scenes outside the Dail last
Wednesday, Mr O Fearghail
told Newstalk radio: “It is, I
think, virtually inevitable
that some of the cohort that
we saw in action during the
week will try to gain access
to Leinster House.”

During the protest, repre-
sentatives and parliamen-
tary staff were prevented
from going about their busi-
ness and certain politicians
were subject to verbal abuse.

Independent TD Michael
Healy-Rae required a robust
garda escortas protesters
yelled insults and a thrown
missile narrowly missed his
head.

Gardai arrested 13 people
at the protests and they have
been charged.

Meanwhile, it has emerg-
ed that the decision by the
Garda Commissioner Drew
Harris last October to
bolster security for Cabinet
ministers by giving them
garda protection drivers has
seen the cost of providing
travel for the politicians
more than double from
€2.5m to more than €6.1m.

News: 2, 6

Whitestown Way in ‘Tl
laght.

The pedestrian was taken
to hospital with non-life-
threatening injuries.

Gardai investigating that
incident have asked anyone
with information to contact
Tallaght Garda Station on
01 666 6000.

In CoDonegal on Friday, a
woman aged in her late 50s
died when her car collided
with a lorry on the R238 at
Moville at approximately
8am.

The lorry driver, a man
aged in his 50s, was taken to
hospital for assessment.

Cost-of-living
package talks

Coalition leaders will meet
this evening to hammer out
the size and scope of the cost-
of-living element of the
budget.

Sources are already ruling
out a significant rise to the
renters’ tax credit. Higher
Education Minister Simon
Harris last week called for it
to be doubled to €1,000.

News: 2

State’s fertility
scheme opens

Referrals for the first State-
funded fertility treatment
programme open from
today. E]jgible ‘women will
be able to receive treatment
through approved private
fertility clinics with the cost
covered by the State.

The current scheme gives
access to one full cycle of
IVF or ICSI treatment.

News: 4
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lengthy counter-terrorism
operation emerged, with six
foreign nationals appearing
before the Special Criminal
Court on terrorism financ-
ing charges.

“About five years ago, we
set up a group within Special
Branch [Special Detective
Unit] to investigate terrorist
financing and they are now
investigating, on average, 60
cases of terrorist financing a
vyear,” he said.

On funding coming from
abroad to far-right groups
here, he said: “We assess that
some funding to groupings to
the right of the political spec-
trum has its origins in like-
minded US groups or indi-
viduals.”

Special report: 6&7
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Eternal vigilance as threats to public

OST people
would have
thought the
threat to Ireland
from Islamic State (IS) had
died off in recent years.

Apart from the high-pro-
file prosecution of Lisa
Smith in 2022, who was con-
victed in the Special Crimi-
nal Court of membership of
IS, most security concerns
here have moved to the
emerging threat from the far
right and a resurgent threat
from Russia.

Yet, the overall threat of
terrorism in Ireland is still
assessed as “moderate”, in-
cluding the threat from in-
ternational terrorism, which
mainly relates to IS and as-
sociated groups.

In an interview with the
Irish Examiner, An Garda
Siochana’s Intelligence Chief
Assistant Commissioner,
Michael McElgunn, points
out that the international
threat is mixed in with other
‘modern phenomena includ-
ing migration flows and on-
line radicalisation.

He says that when the IS
so-called caliphate in Syria
and Iraq collapsed during
2018 and 2019, there was
widespread concern across
the EU, including Ireland, at
the return of its citizens who
had gone to fight there, in-
cluding with violent Tslamist
groups.

“There were the risks as-
sociated with returning
foreign fighters and the risk
they might pose — that risk
didn’t materialise to any
great extent,” Asst Comm
McElgunn says.

Islamic State threat

As head of the Garda
National Crime & Security
Intelligence Service
(GNCSIS), Asst Comm McEl-
gunn says that most of the IS-
inspired attacks across Eu-
rope since 2020 have been by
“lone wolf-type” individuals.

“So we are mindful now
that we find ourselves in a
situation where quite a
number of people are in cus-
tody of the Kurds [in north-
ern Syria and Iraq] and in
the near future those people
will be released from cus-
tody,” he says.

“And the issue then is
where do they return to and
what threat is associated
with them.”

He says there were “some
people with Irish connec-
tions” and that these people
could come to Ireland.

“So, we need to keep on eye
of that.”

Asst Comm McElgunn
says two of his senior people
from Security & Intelligence,
the core intelligence section
of the GNCSIS, recently
travelled to a major EU con-
ference to examine inter-
national terrorism threats.

“Intelligence sharing,
needless to say, is central for
all of us,” he says.

One issue that has been
emerging is an assessed
threat from an offshoot of IS,
which has its base in Pakis-
tan and Afghanistan.

“There has been a concern
for a while, and its growing,
around one element of Is-
lamic State, this Islamic
State Khorasan Province
[ISKP].

“This group has emerged
and has a threat in over half
of EU states and has a small
presence here. And this is a
group that certainly has an
intent of concern.”

One piece of research by
the US Institute of Peace,
published last June, found
the group poses a “growing
threat to the West”.

Back in March a number
of US military and intelli-
gence leaders said the ISKP
could launch an attack in the
West before the end of this
year.

US Central Command’s
General Michael Kurilla
said: “They can do cxtcmal
operations against

Western interests abroad in
under six months with little
to no warning.”

Asst Comm McElgunn
says that, in the last six

In a rare interview, An Garda Sfochana’s Intelligence Chief
Assistant Commissioner Michael McElgunn talks to Security
Correspondent Cormac O’Keeffe about a renewed threat
from Islamic State, the rise of the far right, a resurgent threat
from Russia, the twin problems of disinformation and self-
radicalisation, and a new oversight body for national security

months, his service orga-
nised a major operation to
prevent a key figure in this
group from arriving into
Ireland.

“Recently working with
the Government, we took
steps to ensure that one indi-
vidual associated with that
group — a person of concern
ot just to us but to others —
was not successful in at-
tempts to come to Ireland.

“He did try, but he was un-
successful.”

Onawiderfront, acrossall
IS-type groups, Asst Comm
McElgunn says numbers are
relatively small in Ireland
compared to many European
countries: “T would say in
terms of key individuals of
concern we're talking about
low double figures and then,
the wider grouping, support
for them, who come on our
radar from time to time,
you're bringing it up to the
higher end of double figures.

“That’s the range but it
can flex up or down.”

Terror funding

Around the same time as this
interview was taking place,
details of a separate and
lengthy counter-terrorism
operation were emerging,
with six foreign nationals ap-
pearing before the Special
Criminal Court on terrorism
financing charges.

Asst Comm McElgunn
says this is just one of a spate
of investigations in recent
years, targeting groups and
individuals suspected of
funding IS groups abroad.

“About five years ago, we
set up a group within Special
Branch [Special Detective
Unit] to investigate terrorist
financing and they are now
investigating, on average, 60

e@lslamic
State Khorasan
Province has
emerged and
has a threat in
half of EU states
and has a small
presence here

cases of terrorist financing a
year,” he says.

Asked is this a lot of cases,
he says: “There’s a lot of ac-
tivity in the financial world
and a lot of these are small
transactions.”

He says the intention of
people is to keep the pay-
ments small in a bid to avoid
alerting suspicious transac-
tion mechanisms.

Both individuals and orga-
nised groups are involved, he
adds.

Asst Comm McElgunn
says the SDU is assisted by
the Terrorist Financing In-
telligence Unit in the Garda
National Economic Crime
Bureau.

Tied into this threat is the
speed at which radical-
isation is taking place online,
he says.

“What we’ve seen in the
counter-terrorist world is a
very rapid radicalisation
process.

“Historically, this was a
slow process and indoctri-
nated in a very false 1deologv
associated with Islam.”

He says Ireland is fortu-
nate in the established mod-
erate Muslim communities

and the relationship built up
with mosques through com-
munity policing.

He says over time this has
allowed leaders and
members of those commu-
nities to alert gardai if ever
they have concerns about a
person.

“That’s why the greater
concern is around individ-
uals radicalising them-
selves,” he says.

His officers from the
National Security Intelli-
gence Unit travel abroad to
engage with sister security
agencies and even “embed”
in them to ensure Irish prac-
tices meet the best practice
abroad.

“Most importantly we
have that secure network
where we share intelligence
on an ongoing basis,” he
says.

Suspects can be identified
on online chat rooms,
through intelligence ga-
thered via the Covert Human
Intelligence Sources (CHIS)
system and other means, in-
cluding alerts from partner
agencies.

“We’re constantly gather-
ingin this country,” he says,
“so it’s not just what's
shared or what tips come
from the community, thereis
gathering around online ac-
tivity and physical groups
and we have professional
analysts to work through the
material to try and identify
individuals who are poten-
tially of concern.

“It could be ing like

and certain politicians were
subject to intimidation and
verbal abuse.

Indpendent TD Michael
Healy-Rae required a robust
garda escort to get to safety
during which he was pushed
and a thrown missile nar-
rowly missed his head.

Speaking after, he said
there was “no coherent”
message from those protest-
ing other than to hurl verbal
abuse and racist language.

The Cathaoirleach of the
Seanad, Jerry Buttimer said
the protest was “an attack on
the institutions of the State”.

The group, around 200
strong, was comprised of a
‘wide mix of far-right agi-
tators, including prominent
figures from Dublin, Cork,
and Galway and small group-
ings from Dublin and Cork,
including those involved in
recent anti-migrant protests
in East Wall, Ballybrack, and
Finglas.

Gardai arrested 13 people
at the protests and they have
been charged.

Justice Minister Helen
McEntee, Taoiseach Leo Var-
adkar, and Tanaiste Micheal
Martin all issued strong
statements about the inci-
dent, with Mr Martin de-
scrlbmg it as close to “fas-
cist”.

Last Friday, Ms McEntee
requested Garda Commis-
sioner Drew Harris conduct
a security review of Leinster
House and a protection re-
view of TDs, senators, and

aff.

adding a comment to a
thread sometimes.”

Rise of the far right

Asst Comm McElgunn says
the threat from online rad-
icalisation crosses the vari-
ous threats the GNCSIS
deals with and includes the
threat posed by what the
service describes as political
extremism, including from
the far right.

“For a few years now we
have seen online radical-
isation in counter terrorism.
Now were are seeing it in
political extremism, particu-
larly those with the far-right
ideology,” he says.

Proponcnts identify
people “who are a little bit
vulnerable or more iso-
lated”, who, in some cases,
might have conditions or dis-
orders that lend themselves
tobeing “consumed” with an
ideology.

Observers of some far-
right organised protests in
recent years can see indi-
cations of this.

Amid regular criticism
from anti-fascist groups and
other organisations that gar-
dai are standing too far back
from clamping down on the
increasingly aggressive,
even violent, right wing pro-
tests, Asst Comm McElgunn
spells out the role of his ser-
vice. He says the protests
tend to fall into three cat-
egories:

W Legitimate protests, which
he says the State is obliged to
vindicate;

® A middle category where
behaviour may fall foul of
the criminal law, such as
breaches of public order
laws;

W A third category, where
there is an intent or plans to
use “political violence”.

“It is that third category
that very much falls into our
bailiwick as a national secur-
ity matter,” he says.

Our interview was con-
ducted before the recent ugly
protest outside the Dail,
where elected represen-
tatives and parliamentary
staff were prevented from
going about their business

Asst Comm McElgunn
says it is very difficult to put
numbers on those on the “far
right” spectrum that they
are aware of and monitoring.

But he says the “ig up-
surge” in numbers of people
attending protests during
covid across a wide range of
issues associated with the far
right — from public health
restrictions and vaccines to
migration, housing, abor-
tion, nationalism, trans
rlghts and a range ol conspi-
racies — has seen a “huge
fall off” since the pandemic
lifted.

This is a view shared by
anti-fascist groups that wel-
comed the relatively small
number who attended the
Dail protests last Wednes-
day.

The views come in the
week of an analysis in The
Economist magazine on the
advance of the “hard right”
across much of Europe,
which found that parties that
were once “relegated to the
fringe” are going from
“strength to strength”.

It said four of the five most
populous countries in the EU
have hard-right parties in
government or polling above
20%.

Ireland, Iceland, and Li-
thuania are the only coun-
tries not to have political
parties of the far right
elected, to date.

The Economist said hard
right parties are exploiting
various issues — migration
and the demographic make-
up of countries, gender
equality, and trans rights,
but also energy costs, fuel
prices, and climate change
costs.

Self-radicalisation

Asst Comm McElgunn is
concerned at the impact the
public figures on the far
right can have on particular
individuals.

“Alot of research would
suggest that those who are
prepared to take violent ac-
tion of one sort or another
are not necessarily those
high profile individuals who
do plenty of pieces to camera

Ceann Combhairle fears far-right escalation

Tadgh McNally
Political Reporter

Ceann Comhairle Sean O Fearg-
hail has said he is concerned
about threats to the lives of
politicians if the “rot” of far-
right protests is not dealt with.

Speaking to Gavan Reilly on
Newstalk, Mr O Fearghail said
he feared an escalation that
‘would lead to a situation similar
to Britain, where two MPs — Jo
Cox and David Amess — were
assassinated.

“If rot sets in and it’s not
arrested, then what happens? It
spreads,” Mr O Fearghail said.

“If this particular rot is not
dealt with it inevitably ex-
tend and it’s a fear I have and the
fear of many of my colleagues
have is that we will reach a point
where we have some awful

events such as happened in Brit-
ain with the late Jo Cox and the
late Sir David Amess.

“We can’t go down that road.”

Following aggressive protests
outside Leinster House on Wed-
nesday, security is to be kept
under review.

“It is, I think, virtually inevi-
table that some of the cohort
that we saw in action during
week will try to galn access lo
Leinster House,” Mr O Fearghail
added.

“So it is important that our
staff are prepared, are alert, can
identify indeed some of these
people because they are very
readily identifiable.

“I think we need to anticipate
that, we need to be prepared for
it, and we need to ensure that the
dignity of the Dail and the Sean-
ad is protected.”

Mr O Fearghail added that
protests similar to last Wednes-
“can never be allowed to
happen again”, but that tradi-
tional demonstrations need to be
facilitated.

He said the State “should have
been far more diligent” when it
came to far-right protests out-
side libraries and refugee

centres.

“This highlights the fact that
maybe we as a society and
maybe our State agencies should
have been far more diligent
‘when it comes to the people in
the libraries and refugee centres
around the country when they
were being intimidated,” Mr O
Fearghail said.

Children’s Minister Roderic
0’Gorman said the protest seen
outside Leinster House last
week “isn’t unique”.

“These protests with this level
of menace have been taking
place all over the cou.ntry over
the last two or three years,” said
Mr O’Gorman told RTE’s The
Week: in Politics.

“Outside refugee accommo-
dation, outside LGBT+ events,
even outside our libraries and
the he people who've suffered
those protests are far more
nerable than TDs and senators

“I think it’s really important
in terms of our response, that
‘we’re not just looking at the situ-
ation outside of Leinster House,
as important as that is, it’s the
wider response as well.”

Asked i i

P are taking the
right approach, Mr O’Gorman
said it was “important” that
there were 13 arrests on the day
of the demonstrations outside
Government Buildings.

and grandstanding in the
public,” he says.

“8o, if you go back to the
self-radicalised individual
we were just talking about —
the lonely person, not too
many friends, isolated,
maybe with some mental
health issues or certain con-
ditions — they get consumed
by an idea and slowly then
plan an attack.

“The high-profile people
are no part of this any more,
they simply propagated their
opinion.”

One of the conspiracies —
around fears of 5G phone
masts — has again reared its
head.

“Over the last couple of
weeks there were a number
of attacks on 5G masts in the
west of Ireland,” he says.

“An operation was put in
place and a couple of nights
ago my colleagues down in
Mayo arrested a man in mili-
tary fatigues, who had taken
counter surveillanceactions,
and they arrested him in the
act of damaging one of these
masts.”

The fact that this was a
person who attired himself
in military-style clothing
and was knowledgeable
enough to try and cover his
tracks is something of con-
cern to the NCSIS.

“Tt probably demonstrates
how these views and
opinions lead an individual,
alone actor, to go ahead and
take action,” he says, adding
that there is a wider issue to
examine.

“In a general sense, could
somebody be radicalised in
that way, not to commit
criminal damage, but to do
an act of violence?

“Of course, it's quite poss-
ible.”

Asst Comm McElgunn
says where far-right protests
meet counter-protests can be
“flashpoints” for violence
and that there is an obli-
gation on the police to put in
sufficient resources to en-
sure the “rights of both par-
ties can be expressed with-
out a flare-up”.

He says this is the “great
value” of a unitary service —
of police and security — in
An Garda Siochana, in that
“all of the components™
come together and there are
not information or intelli-
gence “silos” involving sep-
arate agencies.

He feels the Garda organi-
sation has got it right so far
in how it is handling the anti-
migrant and far-right pro-
tests.

He warns against sugges-
tions that gardai should be

“heavy-handed” with these
protests.

“I think we have hit the
balance so far,” he says, but
adds that they use a decision
making model and if they
have to intervene they will.

Asst Comm McElgunn dis-
misses the regular refrain of
far-right individuals en-
gaged in anti-migrant pro-
tests — that most of those
cominginare “military-aged
men” who pose a threat to
women and children.

“Part of our remit is to
look at people who come to
the country to assess who
they are and what the risk
might be,” he says.

“And, we are not seeing
any significant risk around
the people who have come
here for international pro-
tection in recent years, but
‘we continue to monitor that.

“I think that’s a comfort-
able narrative for some, but
the majority of people from
Ukraine are elderly, or
‘women or children.

“There are some men and
you would expect that we
will take an interest in some,
certainly some of them, but
not in any significant
numbers.”

Funding for far-right
groups is another concern
for the GNCSIS, an issue that
was raised in a 2020 report by
Europol, the EU police coor-
dination agency.

“We assess that some fund-
ing to groupings to the right
of the political spectrum has
its origins in like-minded US
groups or individuals,” Asst
Comm McElgunn says.

The issue of funding came
under the spotlight recently
in the bizarre internal row
within the National Party
over “missing” gold bullion
deposits.

The gold, valued at around
€400,000, was moved from
one safe inside National
Party offices to another safe.

Some sources suspect the
party could be on the verge
of “imploding” and that even
smaller offshoot groups
could form.

Asst Comm McElgunn
would not comment on the
case, pointing out that they
are conducting an investi-
gation into the monies used
to purchase the gold.

Disinformation

Another investigation the
NCSIS is conducting is into a
fake Department of Justice
letter stating that Ukrainian
men in Ireland are to be
deported back to Ukraine to

fight in the war against Rus-

Asst Comm McElgunn
says there are three possibil-
ities around who was behind
the letter.

“There is certainly one
that a state actor is behind
this, the reasoning being it
might be designed to change
attitudes here towards
people from Ukraine —
that’s one possibility,” he
says.

Though he is reluctant to
name the hostile state that
might be behind this, it is
clear Russia tops the suspect
list. More on Russia anon.

However, Asst Comm
McElgunn says it is “equally
possible” that people with
political extreme views, who
are hostile to migrants,
might be behind it.

“Tt clearly falls into malign
intent, so we will investigate
that,” he says.

He says a third category is
“others”, including people
who “sit in their bedrooms”
and come up with ideas like
this but who might be not in
any particular group.

He says while the inform-
ed person would conclude
that the letter was fake, it
was on the face of it “reason-
ably convincing”.

The circulation of the
letter came around the same
time a fake newsletter —
purporting to come from

ousing Minister Darragh
O’Brien — was pushed into
letterboxes in Malahide,
north county Dublin.

The minister said the leaf-
lets were an “obvious at-
tempt at sowing discontent
through disinformation” and
that the persons involved
had gone to great lengths to
produce and circulate the
leaflets.

Asst Comm McElgunn
says similar attempts at dis-
information are happening
across the West: “It’s all part
of what’s going on out there.

“Because of its truly inter-
national dimension it can be
difficult to get a handle on
and where did it originate
and who starts it and then
you move from disin-
formation to misinformation
because it is further dissemi-
nated by people who don’t
have a malign intent and are
simply passing on something
they see online.”

He says the traditional
“discerning” approach of
Irish people to the media and
information appears to be
changing: “I think it is.

“Maybe we have a gener-
ation now who will make
assessments about current
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affairs based on a Twitter
headline as opposed to read-
ing an article, looking for
contrary views elsewhere to
try and make a balanced
decision on a particular
topic. Now it becomes an in-
stant: ‘T don’t like that idea
and therefore this is my deci-
sion.””

He says this is how © polm-
cal extremists work”
snaring people into an 1deolr
ogy and a community.

“So, you are ina wormhole
online of even within these
groups, just reaffirming
your solid views.”

Asst Comm McEIgunn
thinks covid and the public
health restrictions imposed
during it has played a role in
all of this across Europe and
North America and beyond.

“There’s no doubt there
has been an unsettling of
people,” he says. “Idon’t
think you can lock countries
down for a year and a half
without something emerging

in the national psyche.”

He says some people are
now openly “disrespectful,
hurtful, and objectionable”,
behaviour, he adds, they
‘would not have expressed as
easily before.

“I think that does call for
wider societal debate,” he
says. “I'm always conscious,
if I'm speaking as a senior
policeman, people might say
‘of course you want stronger
laws about this, that and the
other’, but I do think it needs
tobe considered. Are we, as a
society, comfortable enough
with some of this behav-
iour?”

The European Commis-
sion has a number of agen-
cies and research projects
targeting disinformation, in-
cluding the European D)gnal
Media Observatory and the
EU v Disinfo, a task force run
by the EU diplomatic service.

Both projects have high-
lighted the prominent role of
Russia in disinformation in

eelt is very
difficult to put
numbers on
those on the
“far right’
spectrum that
[gardai] are
aware of

Michael McElgunn, Assistant
Commissioner of the Crime and
Security Intelligence Service,
says his team recently carried
out a major operation to stop a
key Islamic terror figure coming
tolreland.  Picture: Moya Nolan

Europe not least in relation
to its unprovoked war on,
and destruction of, Ukraine.

Russia

Asst Comm McElgunn is re-
luctant to specify countries
that pose a threat to Ireland.

He does state that there
are certain “foreign state ac-
tors” that his service concen-
trates its counter-intelli-
gence units on.

“Lots of states spy on each
other and we’re no way im-
mune from that,” he ex-
plains. “So, then there is the
question of who among them
are the malign actors?”

He says Ireland works
with partner countries in
making this assessment:
“This is something that we
collaborate very closely, in-
ternationally on, so we have
acollective understanding of
who those actors might be.

“So, in terms of state ac-

A garda watches members of the public protest outside Leinster House

last Wednesday.
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Former Irish soldier Lisa Smith was found guilty of membership of the Is-

lamic State.

tors here, there are certainly
four different state actors
that we have an interest in
and that we have a depart-
ment dedicated to, assessing
and investigating thelr be-
haviours in the state.”

He says he is mindful that
Ireland maintains diplo-
matic relations with a lot of
these countries and that the
whole i sue of national se-
curity is “ something that be-
longs to Government”.

He says he is conscious of
the very strong and consist-
ent statements Government
leaders have made about
Russia in the context of the
war on Ukraine, but that he
is reluctant to name the
countries.

But he does point out that
the EU cybersecurity agency
(ENISA) has highlighted the
risk to EU supply chains
from certain state groups as-
sociated with Russia, China
and North Korea.

(The Irish Examiner
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understands that these three
countries, along with Iran,
form the four departments
GNCSIS have, although
some other EU states also
have Turkey included.)

“That [ENISA] is a state-
ment that is certainly out
there,” says Asst Comm
McElgunn.

“Those countries that I
didn’t mention, but I alluded
to, we are dedicated to inves-
tigations around them.”

He confirms that four
people associated with the
Russian mission in Ireland
were asked to leave the
country in March 2022 be-
cause their behaviour was
not in accordance with diplo-
matic protocols — code for
engaging in espionage activ-
ities.

The widescale expulsion of
known spies from Russian
embassies across Europe,
and an assessment that re-
maining spies were being
“kept tobarracks”, hasled to

e@The work of counter-intelligence
officers is not just in and around
missions of hostile states but also
others who might be in a community
who might be associated with them

concerns that so-called “il-
Jegals” are increasingly
being used by Russia to con-
tinue espionage and other
activities.

Asst Comm McElgunn
says the work of his counter-
intelligence officers is “not
Jjustin and around” missions
of hostile states “but also
others who might be in the
community who might be
associated with them”.

He adds: “This brings in
the notion of ‘illegals’ m the
community as well.
sometimes, if certain statc
actions put pressure on a
mission, well, then there’s
cause and effect and maybe a
threat emerges elsewhere in
the wider community and
that’s something we have to
be alert to.”

He declines tocomment on
the case of Marina Sologub,
‘who is subject to a deport-
ation order by the Australian
government after her visa
was revoked last February
following national security
concerns raised by Austra-
lian intelligence.

Ms Sologub, an ethnic
Russian, grew up in the Cork
suburb of Glanmire and
worked for a number of
years in the Oireachtas be-
fore working for seven years
in the National Space Centre
in Cork and subsequently
three years in Gas Networks
Ireland and Irish Water.

In September 2020, she was
granted a visa to work in
Australia, where she worked
in the space industry and
then a local authority.

Itis understood that Garda
intelligence were aware of
her work in Ireland and pro-
vided information to their
Australian counterparts
when she moved there.

“I'maware of the case, but
it is before the court, I think,
by way of an appeal in Aus-
tralia,” says Asst Comm
McElgunn.

“So, in those circum-
stances, [ won't make any
further comment.”

If she fails in her appeal,
Australian authorities will
deport her back to Ireland.

‘What level of monitoring
the NCSIS will apply will be
based on evidence and a risk
assessment and what is per-
mitted in law.

Speaking generally, he
says certain countries do re-
cruit people to work in cer-
tain industries.

“Ultimately, what it is
about is seeking access,
building relationships and
then seeking to influence,”
he says. “That can be in the
commercial world, in the
government sector and in
the third level.”

Last July, a British parlia-
mentary intelligence body
published a report docu-
menting the serious threat
posed to British universities
and industry by Chinese in-
telligence.

It led to concerns, as re-
ported in the Irish Examiner,
from a number of Irish aca-
demics about a “very real”
threat to academic interfer-
ence and economic espion-

age by Chinese intelligence.

The previous October a
Chinese “police station” in
Dublin city centre was or-
dered to close down amid
fears across Europe and
North America that they
could be used to control the
Chinese community, par-
ticularly any dissent.

“What I'll say on that is we
did become aware that a
community police station
opened in central Dublin,
which was associated with
China,” says Asst Comm
McElgunn.

“There was engagement
with the Chinese authorities
and it was closed down.”

He declines to give any in-
sight into the numbers of
people associated with the
four hostile states that they
monitor.

Spycraft

He says levels of monitoring
— from remote online check-
ing to 24-hour physical sur-
veillance — is determined by
a “systematic assessment
process”, where the
rationale is recorded and is
subject to review.

“Monitoring doesn’t al-
ways mean 24-hour surveil-
lance,” he says. “It depends
on the risk level. It can be
dipping in and out, it can be
ongoing assessment and the
cases are reviewed. If you
have people under 24-hour
cover that becomes a big deal
— and it's a big deal in any
country, no matter what re-
sources you have.”

He adds it is not just a re-
source issue, but alsu a
“human rights issue” re-
garding the privacy rights of
a person being monitored.

He says 24-hour surveil-
lance can come into play
where thereis a threat under
Article 2 of the European
Convention of Human
Rights, which places a legal
obligation on states to act in
order to protect people’s
right to life.

“Ultimately that is down to
an Article 2 concern, where
there is an immediate risk to
life,” he says. “Where there
is an immediate risk to life
then, regardless of the cost,
we are obliged to put the re-
sources in place.”

He says the numbers sub-
jected to this high level of
surveillance are “small” and
cover a range of threats, in-
cluding Northern Ireland-re-
lated terrorism.

e says his service adopts
different approaches, includ-
ing the old-fashioned “door-
steps” to let suspects know
they are being watched.

“Depending on the level of
threat, it might be as simple
as a direct approach and
you'd sort of doorstep the
person and let them know
‘we know who you are, we
know what you are doing, we
continue to monitor your ac-
tivities and we would advise
you to desist’.”

Like much of this type of
work, it rarely becomes pub-
lic.

Balancing resources, security, and personal freedoms

SSISTANT Commissioner
Michael McElgunn recently
said that when he first joined
what was then called Crime &
Security in the late 1990s he knew very
little about What they did and that their
workings were “highly secretive”.

That view persists to this day among
observers and academics, and, to a
large extent, even within the policing
side of An Garda Siochana.

However, Asst Comm McElgunn,
who took charge of the National Crime
& Security Intelligence Service (NCSIS)
last February, believes it has changed.

He is currently preparing for the first
ever oversight body for national secur-
ity, in the shape of the Independent
Examiner.

The examiner, recommended by the
Commission on the Future of Policing
in Ireland (CoFPI) in September 2018, is
provided for in the Policing, Security
and Community Safety Bill currently
going through the Oireachtas.

The exact powers available to the
examiner have been the subject of some
scrutiny and even controversy, but
have gained only limited interest with-
in the Oireachtas.

The bill legally protects the NCSIS if
it refuses to provide intelligence in-
formation to the examiner if it believes
it will jeopardise the flow of crucial in-
telligence from security agencies
abroad. This is unlike other agencies
abroad, including the oversight body in
Australla which is legally entitled to
see everything.

However, Asst Comm McElgunn
stresses that his policy is one of trans-
parency.

As he prepares for
Ireland’s first national
security oversight
body, Asst Comm
McElgunn'’s policy is
one of transparency,
he tells Cormac
O’Keeffe

“We currently work with High Court
judges on covert activities and our de-
fault optmn has always been full dis-
closure,” he says.

“So, we won’t hold anything back
unless there is a pressing national
security concern around it. But we
haven't actually reached that point. So
whatever the judges have wanted to see
we are disposed towards transparency
insofar as possible.

“Iam mindful that on behalf of the
State we are given covert powers and a
lot of what we do is done in secret.

“People have rights; rights around
personal freedoms. There has to be a
balance and that balance will be the
independent examiner.

“It is our obligation to be as transpar-
ent as possible and where we're not
transparent, to do that in a way that
clearly sets out the rationale in that in-
stance.@

In fact, he hopes the examiner will
champion their case, whether it is in

The biggest di

relation to powers, resources, or tech-
nolos

The NCSIS currently has around
1,000 people — gardai and Garda staff
(ClVll servants) — working for it.

It has four divisions, each headed by a
chief superintendent.

The biggest division is Security and
Intelligence, which is the central sec-

tion of NCSIS, and based in its own se-
cure facility in Garda headquarters.

S&I has three main sections — the
National Security Intelligence Unit
(NSIU), the National Criminal Intelli-
gence Unit (NCIU), and the National
Surveillance Unit.

The NSIU has departments for
counter-intelligence, counter-terror-

jon of the NCSIS is Security and Intelligence, which is based in its own secure facility at Garda headquarters.

ism (sub-divided into Northern Ireland
and international), technical oper-
ations (spying and surveillance orders
as well as online monitoring), and cyber
security.

The NSIU conducts all liaison with
overseas intelligence agencies, such as
MIS5, CIA, and FBL.

NSIU and NCIU have a shared

specialist skills unit, including
language, legal, and analysts.

Spinning off S&I are two operational
divisions — the Special Detective Unit
and Special Tactics & Operations
Command (STOC), which includes the
Emergency Response Unit, the Armed
Support Units and the National
Negotiation Unit.

The fourth division is Liaison and
Protection, which deals with Govern-
ment secunty and international liaison
with police agencies.

sst Comm McElgunn is in the
process of restructuring the NCSIS to
align sections for the examiner’s over-
sight, versus those under the Policing
Authority and the justice minister.

He points out that the Garda National
Crime & Security Intelligence Service is
responsﬂnle under legislation for

“internal” security and that national
security as a whole is a Government
responsibility.

He says the National Security
Analysis Centre (also recommended by
CoFPI) was tasked with coordinating
the country’s security and intelligence
agencies, including the gardai, the
Defence Forces, and the National Cyber
Security Centre.

In its report, the CoFPI said the
Garda security service “must be treng-
thened”, including “a ringfenced
budget” and the ability to hire special-
ists d.lrectly and quickly.

is was “a matter of urgency”,
said exactly five years ago.

“That was a recommendation and
that hasn’t developed yet,” says Asst
Comm McElgunn, “but there’s more to
be done”.



