
 

 

 

 

 

 

Presentation before the Seanad Special Select Committee on the Withdrawal of the United 

Kingdom from the European Union, 19 April 2021 

 

By Dáithí O’Ceallaigh, Chair of the IIEA UK Group 

 

Dear Chair and Senators, 

 

Thank you for inviting the IIEA to meet with your committee. Over the 30 years since its 

foundation the Institute has devoted much research to the UK and its relationship with the EU. 

In 2015, it published a book: “Britain and Europe, the Endgame”, edited by O’Ceallaigh and 

Gillespie, and another in 2019: “Brexit Status Report: 2016-2019 and Beyond”, edited by 

O’Ceallaigh, Gillespie and Gilmore.12 The Institute publishes a fortnightly bulletin, Brexit Brief, 

and frequently issues monographs or blogs written by different members of its UK group – a 

committee of volunteer experts. All publications are available on the IIEA website. The IIEA is 

an independent think tank which does not necessarily endorse all the views of its contributors 

and volunteers, and therefore my comments are not necessarily endorsed by the Institute. 

I note that the Committee has recently met with IBEC, the ESRI and Enterprise Ireland. I do 

not propose to go over the ground covered in their initial presentations here in these 

introductory remarks, but I am, of course, happy to answer any questions you might ask. 

Brexit has now happened. The people of the UK voted to leave the EU and they are now 

outside the EU. Whatever the outcome of the continuing negotiations to give effect to Brexit 

and to give flesh to the new relationship the decision has been made. We must work on the 

basis that the UK will remain outside the EU and that any attempt by the UK to seek to re-join 

the EU is a long way off -and indeed may never happen. Recent polls would indicate an 

increase in support for Brexit. The essence of the Brexiteers’ argument was that the key to the 

future for the UK was the return of sovereignty from the EU institutions to Westminster. They  

 
1 Britain and Europe: The Endgame – An Irish Perspective, O’Ceallaigh & Gillespie, 2015. 
2 Brexit Status Report: 2016-2019 and Beyond, O’Ceallaigh, Gillespie & Gilmore, 2019. 

https://www.iiea.com/publication/britain-and-europe-the-endgame-an-irish-perspective-now-availabl/
https://www.iiea.com/publication/brexit-status-report-2019/


 

 

 

 

 

argued they would be better off outside the EU rather than in it. This helps to explain why the 

deal is so thin. Sovereignty was paramount. They accepted that there might be economic and 

other costs in the short term but were, and are, prepared to accept these in the hope of a 

perceived better future. 

Theresa May had determined that Brexit meant that the UK should leave the customs union 

and the single market. During the negotiations, she came to the view that it would be in the 

best interests of the UK to align itself closely to the EU in the future in these areas. Incidentally, 

this would have avoided a border in the Irish Sea between Great Britain (GB) and Northern 

Ireland (NI). This deal was opposed by the hard-line Brexiteers, led by Boris Johnson, with 

support from the DUP.  

Once in power the Brexiteer watchword was “sovereignty”.  David Frost’s lecture in Brussels 

in February 2020 is a succinct and clear expression of this view.3 The deals which were 

negotiated, the Withdrawal Agreement and subsequent Trade and Cooperation Agreement 

(TCA), provide for minimalist arrangements with the EU. In effect it amounts to a thin trade 

deal. Financial and other services were omitted from the TCA. Many previously fruitful areas 

of cooperation, including police and security cooperation, scientific cooperation, student 

exchange (Erasmus), etc were dropped, largely for ideological reasons. 

A separate Protocol for Ireland/Northern Ireland, intrinsic to the overall agreement, was 

negotiated as part of the Withdrawal Agreement to avoid a hard border on the island of Ireland, 

to protect the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) and the Single Market. 

Extravagant claims were made by the Brexiteers during the campaign, e.g., the financial 

benefits to the NHS of withdrawal from the EU, an “oven ready deal” was available from the 

EU and that the NI Protocol would have little or no effect on NI-GB trade. 

The Trade and Cooperation Agreement was negotiated in a relatively short space of time and 

the text was agreed on 24 December 2020, only days before it was to come into effect. Little  

 
3 Reflections on the Revolutions in Europe, Frost, 2020. 

https://no10media.blog.gov.uk/2020/02/17/david-frost-lecture-reflections-on-the-revolutions-in-europe/


 

 

 

 

or no time was left to prepare those affected, particularly business, for the new arrangements 

to be inaugurated on 1 January 2021. It is no wonder there were teething problems. The British 

had not prepared adequately for the new trading regimes and there were many loose ends in 

the implementation of the NI Protocol, though Chancellor Gove and Commissioner Šefčovič 

had made good progress. Many of the teething problems with the Protocol have been resolved 

or are on the way to resolution despite recent difficulties. There are a few very difficult areas 

of difference, including sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) controls, which deal with food, 

animals and plant health. Much could be resolved if the UK agreed veterinary alignments with 

the EU along the lines of the Swiss or New Zealand model. As regards the overall UK-EU 

relationship progress has been reached in some aspects of financial services and in the 

myriad of areas where cooperation in the past was seamless. 

Trust, or the absence of trust, has been a big problem. Many Europeans doubt that the British 

can be relied upon to honour their commitments. On 8 September last, the Northern Ireland 

Secretary, Brandon Lewis, unexpectedly said in the Commons that the British  

Government would be prepared to break international law regarding the Protocol. Earlier this 

year, the British unilaterally extended grace periods relating to the Protocol. Both events, as 

well as the harsher tone of Lord Frost, who replaced Michael Gove as chief negotiator with 

the EU, caused deep unease in Brussels and led more than one member state to question the 

value of British commitments 

The future arrangements between the UK and the EU are being worked out. I expect that in 

time agreement will be found on the detail of the future arrangements for trading, financial, 

legal, policing, and other areas of mutual interest. I find it hard to believe, though obviously my 

views would not be shared by the Brexiteers, that any of the players, UK, EU, Ireland North 

and South, will emerge unscathed. It is clear that trade has been damaged, and that 

paperwork and costs have been increased. It remains to be seen how the new arrangements 

will affect cross border cooperation in the justice and policing area, London’s preeminent place 

in financial and ancillary services has been threatened. Erasmus no longer operates in GB 

and scientific cooperation is threatened. 

 



 

 

 

 

The damage to the British-Irish relationship is deep and serious. A good working relationship 

between the two governments had been built up since the 1980s which was enhanced and 

simplified through joint membership of the EU, where the two worked closely together on many 

issues. Many problems were resolved informally over a coffee or a late-night drink. That 

relationship has now ruptured and interests which were previously shared are now divisive. 

Many in the UK, including the unionists in Northern Ireland, claim that the positions taken by 

Ireland during the negotiations caused significant difficulties for their negotiations with the EU. 

Brexit has also complicated the situation in Northern Ireland. It did not cause the collapse of 

the Assembly and Executive, which preceded Brexit, but it has exacerbated the differences 

between the communities. Northern Ireland voted to remain, not to leave the EU. The DUP 

was the only Northern Ireland voice listened to in Westminster during the Brexit period. Lady 

Sylvia Hermon was a lonely voice who argued the remain case. The DUP threw in their lot 

with the hard-line ERG group in the Conservative Party, voting with them against the deal 

negotiated by Theresa May. That deal would have avoided both a border on the island of 

Ireland and a border down the Irish Sea. The latter was later conceded by Johnson to secure 

a trade deal, much to the annoyance of his erstwhile unionist allies. Without alignment on 

customs and the single market there must be a border somewhere between Ireland and Great 

Britain. 

As the members of the Committee will be aware, the political situation in Northern Ireland is 

deeply troubling and some fear that the institutions may collapse before the elections due next 

year. The violence in loyalist areas which later spread to nationalist areas at some interfaces 

is the worst we have seen in years. 

In the coming months and years, it will be necessary to find ways to reset the British-Irish and 

North-South relationships for the good of everybody on these islands. We must seek to 

continue to talk and to work together to ensure the principles of the GFA are upheld. 

I am happy to answer any questions you might have. 


