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After four years in Paris Finbarr Barrett from Charleville found himself in Barcelona, trying to learn Spanish, dangling on a loose end. His time in Paris had been enlivened by his involvement with the Paris Gaels GAA Club and, in a city with an ample Irish population, he began to see opportunities. First, he placed an advertisement looking for GAA players in a Spanish magazine, then word got around the Irish bars. By March he had a core of players, and Barcelona Gaels had made a start.

Nothing has come easy since, but through all the problems they have found a way. A friendly game that March against 12 Scariff players over to see Ireland play Andorra in the World Cup qualifier yielded practice and a set of Clare jerseys. That evening, the club collected £500 shaking buckets along Barcelona's famous thoroughfare, Las Ramblas, and, in time, Barrett managed to swing a rare sponsorship deal for a European club, with Kerrygold.

Another time, Barrett received a consignment of hurleys from the Cork County Board, and they travelled to a tournament in Luxembourg involving six other European clubs and performed well. Through it all the search for a suitable venue continues.

In the often arid plains and parks of Barcelona, any patch of green left idle has had to do. For months their ground has been an old patch of wasteland beside a canal with gearbags for goalposts, hoping that the football won't drop into the water this time. Every other week they go to the Can Zam rugby grounds, the goalposts a luxury. "They have two other rugby fields in mind for next year," says Barrett, now based in Dublin. "But you have to block book in advance and it's not cheap."

For many other clubs in Europe the detail may change but the problems remain much the same, as does the reliance on the kindness of others and their own initiative. In that atmosphere Europe have always struck a distinctive chord in the tuneless debate on opening up Croke Park to other sports, its resonance amplified on a weekend when the Roscommon county convention controversially decided to defer discussion on a motion from Kilmore, which was defeated at last year's Congress, to remove the Rule.

Rewind to last April. The newly-formed European County Board sent delegates to Annual Congress for the first time and, as the debate got ever grumpier, their secretary Cathal Lynch offered their refreshingly novel sense of perspective. "I got up," says Lynch, "and went through all the rounds of our European League competition and the venues where they were played. Rugby grounds to cricket pitches, soccer grounds and so on, and just said that, in that context, the rule makes no sense. If you turn it around and others were to apply the logic of the rule to us, we couldn't play on these soccer, rugby or cricket pitches. Thankfully, they don't."

In the aftermath of his speech Lynch received a warm round of applause before the debate was dulled by a dreadfully handled vote and all the reverberations it caused since. At least for the European Board, it was a watershed day.

"The impact we made came home to us after Congress," says Lynch. "We were very surprised, but people were saying to us afterwards that it was a completely new viewpoint on the subject. It was a new view in an old organisation. Our view hasn't changed one bit. We owe a lot to other sports in keeping the games going and if we ever got our own grounds we would like to be able to return the compliment. Absurd is the word to describe the situation at the moment."

While the atmosphere surrounding the decision to retain the Rule turned toxic, Lynch returned to Brussels. There was a gentle dig in store, though, the type the delegates at CityWest should have been exposed to.

Lynch's club, EC Brussels, use the cricket grounds of the local British School for their games. The groundsman had heard of this strange debate in Dublin and saw the opportunity for a jibe.

"We got slagged a bit about it" says Lynch. "Just went to show the world really is a global village now. We did take the time to show him our constructive role in the process and he was impressed enough with that. But, with someone else, it could have got very awkward."

It would be a relationship too deep to sour. As well as using the grounds for their adult seven- and 11-a-side teams, the club also trains between 25 and 50 juveniles at the weekends, taking a team to the last two Féile Peil na nÓgs in Ireland. As the GAA continue to sprout shoots throughout the European continent, such relations are becoming increasingly commonplace, fitting hand in glove with the local community.

"We had absolutely no problem getting a place to play," says Ray Tully, founder of the Guernsey Gaels in 1997. "We had the full support of the island's Recreation Committee. We train three times a week on the rugby pitch and around the cricket crease and bring on our mobile goalposts for a game. Our annual tournament is sponsored by First Active and played on the cricket pitch so obviously we're very reliant on the goodwill of other sports."

Sponsorship remains a problem for many other clubs, the financial costs of travelling to play each other undermining their progress. The possibility of purchasing their own pitches is the stuff of pipe-dreams. Ironically, the launching of a new European League with seven- and 11 a-side teams this year, which began with seven teams and gained two during the year, soaks up any extra funds.

For Barcelona, the cost of going to one tournament with 10 people neared £1,500. For a team from Guernsey, who have to fly to Gatwick Airport before catching a flight to mainland Europe, taking a squad of 17 to a game can cost up to £8,500. The round trips can range from near 590 miles (Paris to The Hague) to 1,440 miles (Barcelona to Luxembourg), and remain the primary difficulty the fledgling European League has. With no need for the GAA to subsidise any travel costs teams might incur in Ireland, those in Europe are slow to countenance any prospect of assistance for themselves.

"At the end of the day we can't have our hand out either," says Tully. "We have to make the effort ourselves, get the publicity and raise the standards. The GAA have funded us slightly, got us off the road, but it's not up to them to keep the clubs afloat."

It is a tale of subsistence and enterprise played out across the continent. In the past 12 months 25 new units of varying size have popped up stretching from Finland and Copenhagen in the north down to Milan and Barcelona in the south.

"It's easy to be enthusiastic in the first six months to a year," says Tully, "but we'll see what the staying power is like. Munich were there before but went, things look good in Barcelona but we'll see how it goes."

Next January sees the European Board's AGM. Travel costs, insurance and the divvying up of any funds from Croke Park will head the agenda. The setting up of the board in 1999 was powered by the previous International Dimension workgroup and an enthusiastic President in Joe McDonagh, but since then contact has become fractured. A presence from the new workgroup at the European AGM is seen as crucial.

"Coaching help would be a godsend to us," says Lynch. "Hopefully Sean Kelly \[chairman of the Workgroup\] will travel out. Our challenge then is to convince them of how serious we are."

Their bona fides are hard to doubt.
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