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The foundation of the Irish Peace Process has been based on the 

three main relationships within these two islands. Firstly, the 

relationship between the two communities in Northern Ireland, then 

the North/South focus, and finally, the East/West axis. The great 

improvements we have witnessed over the last few decades have 

been, in my opinion, derived from our concentration on these three 

aspects. The various efforts over the years, culminating in the Good 

Friday Agreement and the St Andrews Agreement, were all based on 

this three-way focus.  Complimenting all of these initiatives was the 

fact that both the UK and Ireland were equal members of the 

European Union.  

The Brexit decision has potentially reversed, or, at the very least, 

slowed down the improvement in our dealings, within and across 

these islands. 

Now, we must pick up pieces from this decision which was not of our 

making, and which, in my view, was taken without much regard for 

the implications for this island.  

As someone who attended European Council of Ministers meetings, 

virtually on a weekly basis, for over 14 years, I am acutely aware of 

the challenging negotiation road ahead. With the UK leaving, I can 

foresee huge difficulties. We will lose our main ally in our future 

negotiations within the EU. Across every specialty which I dealt with, 

Social Welfare and Pensions, Communications, Energy, Marine, 



Foreign Affairs, and Justice, we generally had a common interest 

with our neighbouring island. In future, it will be necessary for us to 

cultivate new alliances but these will not be as close to us as our 

erstwhile UK colleagues were. 

By its nature, the European Union is a compromise. When I first 

attended a Council of Ministers meeting in 1997, there were 15 

members around the table; by the time I left, in 2011, there were 27, 

with an increase in the meantime to 28. Getting the agreement on 

the negotiating stance amongst so many member states with 

differing national priorities will be extremely difficult. And that's 

even before negotiations start with the UK. 

 

For me, there is a danger that we will be caught in the crossfire 

between the UK and the wider EU. Despite all the assurances from 

both sides, we, as a sovereign nation, must maintain our absolute 

right to decide what is best for our people. While I fully appreciate 

that we must rely on the negotiating skills of the various European 

institutions, who hopefully will keep our national interests in mind, I 

believe we should continue to strongly articulate the very particular 

circumstances that affect us on this island. We should insist that 

"nothing is agreed, until everything is agreed".  I was long enough 

around the corridors of Brussels to know that, ultimately, when the 

hard bargaining comes down to the wire, the interests of individual 

member states, especially the smaller ones, can be conveniently 

glossed over, if the ultimate price of an overall agreement is in sight.  

It can end up being "everyone for themselves", and this is where 

Ireland could hugely lose out, unless we adopt a very hard bargaining 

stance from start. 

Given the fact that Ireland is deemed to be in "exceptional 

circumstances", we should ensure that we can continue bilateral 

discussions with the UK, as Minister Noonan referred to it, "the 



strong sharing of information" between the two nations. This should 

be undertaken especially in relation to the micro issues which won't 

necessarily be dealt with in any overall agreement. While I've no 

doubt that our embassy in London is doing its best to highlight issues 

with our UK neighbours, I don't get the sense that we are, on a 

sector by sector basis, discussing with them the practical effects on 

us of their decision. We need to ramp this up in the next few months, 

despite the fact that the situation has been complicated even further 

by the calling of a snap election by the British government, and, 

consequently, no devolved government in Northern Ireland. We can 

validly conduct these bilateral talks, under the umbrella of the Good 

Friday Agreement. 

For me, one of the critical issues arising from the Good Friday 

Agreement architecture which needs to be dealt with on a bilateral 

basis with the UK, as soon as possible, is the issue of the future of the 

cross-border bodies, especially the Special EU Programmes Body. 

Equally, Brexit clearly will have adverse implications for the ability of 

the North/South Ministerial Council to discuss EU matters, as 

provided for in the GFA. 

Spokespersons for the EU commission have stated that "creative and 

effective" solutions can be found to ease our difficulties. The 

practical reality is that, as an island, the Irish Sea could well become 

the de facto border. Given that it seems to be accepted that the 

Common Travel Area regime is still to apply, surely some creative 

and effective solution can be arrived at, in this respect. However, 

customs clearance would be a much more difficult issue to deal with. 

Of course, technology can help deal with movement of large 

consignments north and south. But what happens in regard to 

normal citizens travelling across the border on a daily basis? How can 

a new post Brexit customs regime deal with this? Unless some 

practical arrangement can be arrived at in this respect, I can foresee 

"smuggling of the past" resurrecting its ugly head. One favourable 



aspect of our joint EU membership has been the significant reduction 

in the possible avenues for cross-border smuggling. Alas, Brexit may 

change all this, back to the bad old days. The British Brexit Minister, 

David Davis referred recently to the possibility of joint customs 

checks taking place on either side of the border, in a similar way to 

what apparently happens between Sweden and Norway. Given our 

recent history on the island, I'm surprised that anyone can even 

suggest this as a workable solution. 

The border areas  in Ireland will be the most affected within the EU. 

While the focus of the EU and Irish negotiators will be on the overall 

impact nationally, unless some special attention is paid to those 

areas immediately contiguous to the border, those communities, 

whether from an economic, cultural, or societal point of view, will 

lose out. For instance, one aspect, which may not be dealt with 

specifically in the overall agreement, may be the issue of mobile 

phone roaming charges. From 15 June this year, there is due to be, in 

effect, free roaming across the EU. However, for those of us living 

and doing business in the border areas, there will be a significant 

added financial imposition as our phones roam between north and 

south, unless some special bilateral arrangement in this regard can 

be arrived at. 

Again, what will be the position of the many hundreds of cross-

border workers, who live and work on either side? Will their pension 

and social welfare rights, as laid down by EU directives, be preserved. 

There are many other issues of a cross-border nature which need to 

be specifically dealt with: European Arrest Warrant, cross-border 

health cooperation, tourism, television without frontiers, fisheries 

and specifically, Carlingford and Swilly Loughs, to name but a few. 

There already has been a recognition of our specific border area 

difficulties, both internationally, and from the EU. For the last 

number of decades, the International Fund for Ireland, and indeed 



the various EU peace funds, have helped the six Northern and six 

Southern border counties. I believe that a continuation of the special 

EU funds should apply to these areas, especially during any 

transitional period for the implementation of Brexit. Perhaps, 

consideration could be given to some relaxation of State Aid Rules 

for the border county areas? 

Over the years, in all my discussions with Unionist representatives, 

I've always maintained that, while we may not agree on the political 

and constitutional issues pertaining on the island, we should proceed 

with dealing with particular sectors on an all Island basis. For 

instance, it makes absolutely no sense that an island as small as our 

should have two distinct electricity networks. Thankfully, today, we 

have an All Island Electricity regime. Where stands this and other 

such cross border initiatives, as a result of Brexit? 

Undoubtedly, a lot of preparatory work has already taken place by 

our diplomatic officials and government. Interest groups also have 

focused on their own spheres. However, the general public needs to 

be given some direction as to how likely they are going to be 

affected. Of course, it will be said that it is too early to go into 

specifics. However, I believe that the government should prepare a 

National Plan outlining the macro and micro issues which will need 

to be focused upon in any future discussions with the UK and the EU. 

I fear that too much focus may be made on some of the more 

headline issues, to the detriment of practical matters which affect 

people in their daily lives. There will be so many “unknown 

unknowns" cropping up over the next few months and years. The 

general public should be able to interact with a specific Government 

sponsored website, on this issue. 

It was no coincidence that we joined the EU, at the same time as the 

UK. It was in our national self-interest to go in, in the same step as 

the UK. Now that they are leaving, we need to strongly articulate our 

own national interest in these negotiations. The result will be a 



political compromise. Therefore, it will need our political leaders to 

keep our particular difficulties at the top of the EU agenda. 


