
 

 

 

Opening remarks by  

Billy Kelleher, MEP for Ireland South 

 

European Affairs Committee, 4th November 2020 

 

Go raibh maith agat, a chathaoirleach, 

 

It is indeed a strange feeling sitting on this side of committee room having spent the 

bones of 30 years asking questions instead of answering them but, as the old saying 

goes, “A change is as good as a rest” so we’ll plough on. 

 

Europe is facing many significant challenges, not least that of Brexit, which I will return 

to later on in my contribution.  

 

Fundamental to my concerns about the future of Europe is the lack of respect for the 

Rule of Law by certain Member States. The actions of the Polish and Hungarian 

governments when it comes to human rights, separation of powers and the freedoms 

of the media are contrary to the express values and laws of the European Union. 

 

I am on record saying that adherence to these common rules and values must be a 

prerequisite to continuing to draw down EU funds. Stronger mechanisms are needed 

to ensure, what I consider, rogue member states follow the rules to which they signed 

up. Crucially, it must be much more than just the European Council acting as 

arbitrators on matters such as this. The European Parliament, as the elected 

representatives of the citizens of Europe must have a role. The will of the Parliament 

is clear on this - we will not accept flagrant and continual Rule of Law breaches any 

longer. 

 

Migration is a hot topic across the EU. Ireland, by virtue of its geographic location on 

the western periphery of the Union, does not feel the same effects as our friends with 

a Mediterranean or Eastern frontier. It would be easy for us to say, “Let someone else 

deal with it” but that would be wrong.  

 

The EU needs to get to grip with its migration challenge. It is not going away and will 

only increase so long as there are wars, famines, persecution and economic 

challenges in other parts of the world. 



 

For me, we need common rules on migration into the EU. We need clear commitments 

on what constitutes legal migration and what constitutes valid asylum or refugee 

applications.  

 

In the immediate term, we need to improve the efficiency of the asylum claims 

procedure and the collaboration of member states. Moreover, we must provide those 

waiting to be processed with a fair standard of living and, above all, a little compassion! 

Let me say this clearly, Europe should be ashamed of the events of the Moria camp 

and this cannot be repeated. Ireland must also speed up its ending of the use of Direct 

Provision centres. 

 

Europe must be a safe harbour for all those fleeing violence or persecution. Europe 

also needs the energy and vitality that comes with economic migration. Let us be quite 

honest, the Union is getting older with very significant demographic challenges in 

many member states. 

 

Another issue that I think Ireland must grapple with is the whole issue of own 

resources. The Union is funded in two primary ways: direct contributions from member 

states and from own resources generated on an EU-wide basis such as the proposed 

plastic tax and Carbon-Border Adjustment Mechanism. 

 

However, as much as Ireland wants to ignore the debate surrounding CCCTB, Digital 

Taxes or a Financial Transaction Tax, it is not going away. In fact, the majority in 

Parliament in favour of their introduction is growing every day. 

 

Ireland cannot stick its head in the sand and hope that the OECD continues to kick the 

can down the road. Change is coming. Moreover, while we have our veto, the 

Commission, and indeed other Member States, are not afraid of using other 

mechanisms such as Article 116 of the Treaties, not requiring unanimity, to get their 

way.  

 

It indicates a significant shirt form the sacrosanct view of unanimity to enhanced 

cooperation/qualified majority voting. 

 

The Government, and indeed Irish society, must have a conversation on what its 

priorities are in terms of these new taxes. 

 

Let us be honest: Ireland cannot continue to call for Europe to do more and refuse to 

fund the Union. Member States cannot afford to keep increasing their own 

contributions especially at a time of such pressure on domestic resources. 

 



I will be frank. I do not have an easy answer. What I do know is that the setting of our 

corporate tax rate is of strategic importance to Ireland. Any changes could have very 

negative consequences for our industrial strategy.  

 

However, can we continue to oppose every form of new own resource and at the same 

time, call for more EU support in agriculture, climate action, enterprise and, of course, 

Brexit? 

 

Brexit is an existential crisis for Ireland. Other EU member states will feel its impact 

but the threat to Ireland cannot be overstated. Thankfully, our colleagues in the other 

EU26 states understand our position, and support a strong, pro-Ireland, pro-GFA 

position. 

 

However, has the time come for a ‘Skinny Deal’ of sorts, a bare bones trade agreement 

that gets us through Jan 1st and allows the negotiators to continue on discussing 

solutions to other issues? 

 

For me, the issue of citizens’ rights is paramount. The rights of Irish citizens living in 

the North of Ireland must be on top of the Irish and EU agenda. As an MEP, I have 

sought to use my position to highlight, what I believe to be, the British Government’s 

lack of thought for or understanding of their obligations under the Good Friday 

Agreement. 

 

Whatever happens when it comes to a trade deal, the rights of Irish, and therefore EU, 

citizens in the North must be protected. For me, this behoves those of us in the South 

to start preparations for determining what a United Ireland would look like.  

 

For the avoidance of all doubt, I am not calling for a Border Poll. A Border Poll, without 

the necessary advance preparations for what a United Ireland would look like, would 

be incredibly naive and would set back the objective of a United Ireland.  

 

The EU will play a very important role in a future, shared Ireland structure. While in 

Ireland, we will have a very significant debate in terms of how we live on this island, 

there will also be an important debate across the whole of the EU about the type of 

Union we want, and crucially, the levels of integration and cooperation.  

 

Already, the different perspectives and ambitions held by our colleagues across 

Europe are beginning to creep into the discourse on current matters. Just last week, 

the idea of an “EU treasury Secretary” was floated in the context of the recovery 

package.  

 

The question for all us is “are we wanting to create a community of nations or a nation 

of communities?”. Ireland needs to have a clearly defined and ambitious objective 

going into these discussions in order to play an instrumental role in their formation.  



 

The EU affairs committee will play a very significant role in framing this discussion in 

Ireland in the context of the proposed Conference on the Future of Europe that will 

underpin all potential future constitutional and institutional architecture of Europe.  

 

-ENDS- 


