
EVIDENCE TO THE COMMITTEE ON THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE GOOD FRIDAY AGREEMENT 

The Good Friday Agreement and the subsequent St Andrews Agreement have been remarkably 

successful in bringing a lasting peace to Northern Ireland. They have not solved all Northern Ireland’s 

problems from sectarianism to political crises, but they have so far prevented a return to the misery 

of the 30 years of the Troubles.  

What the agreements did was to take the poison out of the issue of identity and allow normal 

politics to resume where political parties wrestled with the practical day to day problems of health 

and education. The GFA was in the end an agreement to disagree. Unionists still wanted to remain in 

the UK and nationalists and republicans still wanted to be part of a united Ireland. But they accepted 

the principle of consent if the status was to change, and that meant they could pursue their different 

aims politically rather than by violence. It also meant that people in Northern Ireland could feel Irish, 

British or both.  

This happy compromise has been upended by the impact of Brexit. As was pointed out by many of 

us at the time of the referendum, the UK leaving the single market and customs union would require 

a border somewhere. The border could be on the island of Ireland or in the Irish Sea, but it had to be 

one or the other. Brexiteers pretended there was a magical solution through technology – but if that 

were the case there would be no need for borders anywhere in the world. Theresa May honourably 

tried to find a solution to this impossible conundrum with a Heath-Robinson type scheme of the 

whole UK remaining in the customs union. Boris Johnson decided to opt instead for a border in the 

Irish Sea – something Theresa May had said no British PM could live with - in order to get a deal. This 

option is certainly massively better than a border on the island of Ireland, which would be disastrous 

for the GFA, but it cannot be denied that it undermines the unionist sense of identity to have a 

border between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. Unfortunately for the unionists no one in 

six years of trying has been able to suggest an alternative. 

The current British government has embarked on a policy of escalation by threatening to unilaterally 

abrogate the NI Protocol which they themselves negotiated and signed. As a result, they have 

broken international law and undermined the UK’s international reputation, alienated our allies in 

North America and Europe at a moment when we need them more than ever and potentially 

triggered a trade war when the world economy is struggling. The main casualty will be the NI peace 

process itself. That does not mean we are inevitably destined to return to the Troubles, but rather 

that it is likely to result in the institutions remaining broken for the foreseeable future leaving NI 

without a viable government.  

The solution is perfectly obvious. The government should be trying to de-dramatize the issue, 

rebuild trust with the EU and its other allies and negotiate solutions to the undoubted practical 

problems raised by the Protocol. This will require the EU to be more flexible, e.g. on the issue of a 

special channel for goods destined for NI, and the UK to drop ideological demands of little or no 

interest to unionists like the role of the ECJ. Most of all it will require the rebuilding of trust between 

the two sides so that serious negotiations can recommence. As someone who has spent most of his 

life in negotiations the only way I can see that happening is with a new more trustworthy PM in 

London.  


