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Henry McDonald, Ireland editor 
The Observer, Sunday September 14 2008

The loyalist terrorist who police suspect pulled the trigger in the 
murder of journalist Martin O'Hagan has fled to a safe house in the 
Irish Republic to avoid a series of raids on his home last week.

The Police Service of Northern Ireland's chief suspect in the 2001 
murder managed to elude detectives who carried out a number of 
search and arrest operations in Northern Ireland last week related to 
the O'Hagan killing, The Observer has learnt.

It has also emerged this weekend that at least one of the five people 
still being questioned by police in connection with the O'Hagan 
murder has been moved into protective custody. 

Four men and one woman were arrested last week and remain in 
custody over the weekend. They include a husband and wife from 
Mid Ulster. 

The searches and arrests were carried out by a new police unit which 
has been given powers to re-investigate murders committed between 
June 1998 and June 2004.

The Retrospective Murder Review Team is headed by Supt Alan 
Skelton and Dt Chief Brian Murphy. Their brief includes re-
examining many unsolved paramilitary-related killings, including 
that of the Sunday World reporter. 

Skelton and Murphy reopened the O'Hagan murder file last year. 

The journalist, who was 51, was shot dead in front of his wife on 28 
September, 2001, as they walked home from a pub in the centre of 
Lurgan, Co Armagh. Detectives investigating the case believe 
O'Hagan's killers had been tipped off by a phone call from the bar 
that he and his wife were leaving for home. O'Hagan was gunned 
down close to the loyalist Mourneview estate. The Loyalist Volunteer 
Force was blamed for the journalist's killing. O'Hagan had a 
reputation for breaking stories about loyalists and their criminal 
enterprises, particularly in the Mid Ulster and North Armagh area 
where he came from.

He was the second journalist in Ireland to be murdered in just under a 
decade. Five years earlier a Dublin crime gang shot dead Sunday 
Independent reporter Veronica Guerin. So far no one has been 
charged or convicted over O'Hagan's murder.

Last night security sources in Northern Ireland said their main 
suspect had fled the Province to the Irish Republic. 'This guy has 
long-standing connections with criminals in the south and wouldn't 
find it hard to get a safe house down there,' one source told The 
Observer.

'He got wind of the operation and despite his house being hit a 
number of times there was no sign of him last week.'
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He said that their chief suspect had recently returned from Mexico, 
where he had been on holiday.

The LVF gunman also has a car business in the Netherlands, where 
he spent most of this year, and close ties to southern Irish criminals 
operating in Amsterdam, the source added.

The Lurgan-born LVF terrorist and former associate of the murdered 
loyalist leader Billy 'King Rat' Wright was first arrested by detectives 
six years ago and questioned about the murder of O'Hagan. 

A number of human rights organisations, along with the National 
Union of Journalists, have raised concerns about the failure to 
prosecute anyone over the O'Hagan killing. 

The Mid Ulster LVF was notorious for being full of police and MI5 
informers, even though some state agents were involved in crimes 
including murder.
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