
AN COMHCHOISTE UM GHNÓTHAÍ AN AONTAIS EORPAIGH

JOINT COMMITTEE ON EUROPEAN UNION AFFAIRS

Dé Céadaoin, 29 Bealtaine 2019

Wednesday, 29 May 2019

Tháinig an Comhchoiste le chéile ag 2 p.m.

The Joint Committee met at 2 p.m.

Comhaltaí a bhí i láthair / Members present:

Teachtaí Dála / Deputies Seanadóirí / Senators
Bernard J. Durkan,
Seán Haughey, Gerard P. Craughwell,
Mattie McGrath.

Teachta / Deputy Michael Healy-Rae sa Chathaoir / in the Chair.

DÁIL ÉIREANN

1



2

JEUA

Alliance Building to Strengthen the European Union (Resumed): European Council on 
Foreign Relations

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Senator Neale Richmond and Deputy Da-
vid Cullinane.  I remind members to ensure their mobile phones are switched off.  This is im-
portant as they cause serious problems for the broadcasting, editorial and sound staff.

We will now have an engagement with Ms Almut Möller, head of the Berlin office of the 
European Council on Foreign Relations, on alliance building to strengthen the European Union.  
I am delighted to welcome Ms Möller who has travelled from Germany to speak to the commit-
tee.  Members of the committee have been dealing with Brexit for months and years and they 
are anxious to engage with others in planning and plotting the future of Europe and what it will 
mean to us.  We are very honoured to have Ms Möller before us and grateful to her for taking 
time to discuss this important topic.

The committee, in its discussions on alliance and coalition building in the European Union, 
has had some interesting presentations from different sections of society, both political and non-
political.  All previous presentations were made by senior commentators in Ireland.  Sometimes 
it is useful to listen to and consider an outside voice.

The European Council on Foreign Relations has been carrying out some very interesting 
work on mapping coalitions between member states across the European Union.  It has exam-
ined which countries have similar interests, which could potentially work together more closely 
and which may not work together.  We have been discussing the various ways Ireland can build 
on its relationships with EU partners and continue to build strong multilayered coalitions at all 
levels.  I look forward to hearing Ms Möller’s insights on this matter.

Members  are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person or an official either by name 
or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by abso-
lute privilege in respect of the evidence they are to give to the committee.  If they are directed 
to cease giving evidence on a particular subject and they continue to do so, they are entitled 
thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of the evidence they give.  They are directed that 
only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they 
are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should 
not criticise or make charges against an entity or a person either by name or in such a way as to 
make him, her or it identifiable.  I invite Ms Möller to make her opening statement.  I am sure 
the committee members, as well as myself, will be interested in hearing her views and in asking 
her a number of questions afterwards.  I thank her again for being here today.

Ms Almut Möller: I thank the Chairman, the Senators, and the Deputies.  It is a great hon-
our to be here in the Houses and I thank the committee for inviting me.  To underline what the 
Chairman just said, the European Council on Foreign Relations is a non-partisan think tank, and 
I am based in one of our offices in Berlin.  We care deeply about views from across the Union, 
and with this project, we started to map out the views of the 28 member states to the best of our 
ability.  The most interesting part of this work has been travelling to capitals where there has 
already been a lot of strategising going on over alliances within the various arenas and levels 
of the European Union.  This is my second time in Dublin in a little more than two months, 
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and this is particularly exciting because, as the committee will be aware, there is much thinking 
going on here, so it is also a great opportunity for us to share our insight and see to what extent 
that resonates with thinking here.

I will explain briefly what we did in our quest to better understand how member state capi-
tals look at the issue of coalition building.  The environment is very clear in that increasing 
dynamics of bilateralism are emerging in the EU 28 - soon very likely to be 27 - not only be-
cause of a more conflictual environment but also because of the changes ahead in light of the 
UK departing the Union.  We sense in our data and survey a great deal of overall commitment 
to working together but we have also spotted quite a few blind spots and I will talk about them 
briefly as well.

The committee will see an interactive explorer visualisation which I will use occasionally.  
The backbone of this project has been going to EU capitals and speaking to those people in 
state chancelleries, foreign ministries, and other relevant ministries that shape EU strategy, and 
asking them about their preferences, interests, the countries they contact most, and what that 
means for the coming years.  This is a survey of experts who work on policy in that sense.  We 
also have people from academia and think tanks in the sample who help us balance it.  This 
is not looking at the EU environment in Brussels.  A lot of interesting work has been done on 
that in other fields, but this is looking at member state capitals and their engagement.  We came 
up with a number of areas and chapters that we asked participants about, and I will show them 
briefly.  We asked basic questions about preferences, such as who people contact most, with 
whom they share interests, who is the most responsive, and who is the most disappointing, 
which is something people would normally not tell us, even though it is in the room.  Our data 
very clearly show the top three most disappointing across the board, which are, excluding their 
own views about themselves - Poland, Hungary, and the UK.   We then asked about influence, 
and we tried to trigger a ranking because that is often interesting.  We also have an ambition to 
create a matchmaking platform for countries in terms of their policy priorities in the coming 
years, to look at their potential partners, including ones who might be overlooked, and how that 
might play out on policy.  We are looking at a relatively complex chessboard of 28 member 
states, for the time being.

I will briefly show the committee the overview to make it more interesting.  This interactive 
PDF is available free of charge online so members are welcome to browse it on long summer 
evenings or winter nights.  It is a bit of a beast but it is brilliant in that one can also browse 
it according to preferences, so one can just set it to Ireland or other countries to look at their 
policies and so on.  I will show the committee our overall findings, and I reiterate that this very 
much about perceptions.  This is how people working on EU policy in national capitals perceive 
each other.  We came up with a ranking, which is always something of interest.  Here we can 
see the bigger member states, such as Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and Poland among the top 
performers in terms of their coalition potential, clout, and weight, which is no surprise.  How-
ever, smaller member states such as the Netherlands and Sweden also rank fourth and sixth, 
respectively.  That is interesting because a question that came up a number of times was what 
a country’s coalition potential is and how it can be exploited better.  Size can be of advantage 
but is not necessarily a guarantee for success, and a few countries that are not even members of 
key integration projects such as the euro can rank high.  Ireland finds itself ranked 20th in our 
research.

I refer to five broader lessons we took from this, and one I mentioned already which is the 
capacity of the big member states.  France, Germany, and a few others have a lot of potential, 
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but it is clear that some of the best connected member states are smaller and have been active 
in shaping new coalitions in this new environment.  This includes the engagement around the 
Netherlands, Ireland, and the New Hanseatic League, which is an interesting group emerging 
from a single policy issue.  We have followed this with great interest, not least because we had 
come up with our own idea of an artificial group of countries which we call the affluent seven, 
which has quite a bit of overlap with the countries of the New Hanseatic League.  The argument 
we wanted to make was that we should look beyond established alliances that are no longer 
getting much traction, or are not important enough to punch their weight together.  We talk a lot 
about France and Germany, and these days there is a lot of talk about the Visegrád, V4, coun-
tries.  The old coalitions of the founding member states or the net contributors or even the Club 
Med around Spain, Italy and France, are no longer getting that much traction.  Our encourage-
ment was to look beyond that.  A few years ago when we started this project, we came up with 
the idea of the affluent seven group and there is overlap with the New Hanseatic League, which 
is interesting.  We travelled to a lot of the countries involved in this, including to Dublin, to see 
that there is perhaps a potential to move beyond the fiscal issue and go a little bit wider.  This is 
interesting and promising research for us.

Another lesson is that member states cannot rely on their relationships with France and Ger-
many alone.  It is important to be out there, and I understand there has been quite some activity 
between the governments in Dublin and Berlin over the past years, but we have found in our 
data that there is a great deal of disappointment at times when it comes to the attention countries 
are getting back from Germany and France.  Everybody is looking at them and at times there 
is a lack a capacity or a lack of willingness to re-engage.  Our suggestion is that there are other 
ways for member states to draw the attention of these key players, and that involves creating al-
ternative coalitions that are of relevance to them.  We see it clearly, as I pointed out, in the New 
Hanseatic League, which is of interest in Berlin and is perhaps also raising eyebrows at times, 
hence it is attention that can be useful.  There is also the question of the Visegrád countries.  
There is a strong interest in Slovakia and the Czech Republic in Berlin these days, partly driven 
by their membership of the V4.

A broader lesson we took from the survey is about overcoming geographical challenges 
through strategy.  This is particularly interesting when one travels to the periphery of Europe, 
though I do not like that term very much.  When we look at the data on Portugal and Finland, 
we have found that there are some strategies that can help overcome the disadvantages, and this 
is a relevant finding for Ireland.  Let us take Portugal, for example.  Portugal strongly perceives 
itself as an Atlantic power.  It is located next to a big neighbour and based on our data, Spain 
is an important entry point for Portugal into the core of the EU.  Spain has probably not been 
delivering as well as would have been expected over recent years, so that is somewhat of a 
problem for Portuguese engagement.  We found that this can be overcome through issue areas 
that I will also refer to shortly.  Finland has engaged strongly with the Baltic environment.  It 
helps a great deal that the Baltic states have seen quite an interesting trajectory since joining the 
EU and are playing a very interesting role that is different from both the V4 and south-eastern 
Europe.  We thought this was worth exploring further.  I can only be staccato really and hope the 
committee will forgive me for that.  The consultation between the UK and Ireland is one where 
some of the geography and interests make it more difficult so the question of how to bring it 
towards the centre of the EU is of great interest.

I want to talk about priorities and partners because on this occasion we tried to find out what 
the priorities of governments across the EU are for the coming years.  This is the answer we get 
for the entire EU.  Members can browse the document.  This is the overall picture I am outlin-
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ing.  When we went out in the field in summer of last year, the top four topics or priorities were 
a common immigration and asylum policy, a single fiscal policy and eurozone governance, a 
fully completed Single Market and a common border police and coast guard.  We do not know 
what that means in the end regarding a consensus on a direction of travel in these policies in 
the context of this visualisation.  This is just a broad list of priorities.  Members can look at 
countries.  I will quickly jump to Ireland to see where it finds itself.  Members can see that the 
fully completed Single Market, the single fiscal policy and eurozone governance are strongly in 
line with overall EU interests in what will be the talk of the town in the coming years.  It is even 
more than average regarding the fully completed Single Market.  Members will see a plus two 
here.  This matter is really important for Ireland and Irish respondents.  Members will also see 
two areas that get a great emphasis in the sample from our Irish respondents, namely, a common 
digital policy, which is probably no surprise to members, and the common energy policy.  So 
there are two areas where there is consensus with the EU at large and there is a slightly stronger 
emphasis than the EU average on three of them.

What we then tried to do was structure the findings of our survey and ask who shares those 
priorities with Ireland and thinks Ireland is an important partner in these areas.  These are the 
results we obtained.  If members look at the fully completed Single Market, which is the num-
ber one priority here, they will see in bold that the Netherlands, Germany, Sweden and Finland 
also agree that this is an important priority.  What one would wish for in this visualisation is 
for a blue dot to appear next to them, which I will show by jumping to Sweden.  Sweden’s top 
priorities are set out.  If members look at the fully completed Single Market, they will see that 
Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark and Finland appear.  Ireland appears a bit less because it 
is less statistically relevant in our serving but it is still there.  Then there are blue dots - a little 
blue dot and a larger blue dot.  That means that Ireland thinks that the fully completed Single 
Market is a priority and thinks that Sweden is a partner in this.  Here members can see that the 
Government representatives with whom we talked and the academics we included see that there 
is already a relationship here that is probably worth exploring because it is not that developed.  
We call it a match making platform.  It is a lot about perceptions.  We hope it is a bit of a quarry 
for ideas.  If members look at preferences and shared interests to show them what they can do 
with this instrument, they will see that we are asking which EU member states generally share 
many of Ireland’s long-standing interests on EU policies.  That goes beyond day-to-day busi-
ness and is about a longer-term commitment to the EU, eurozone membership, etc.  Interest-
ingly, Malta, Cyprus, the UK, Luxembourg and Portugal show up as countries that share a great 
deal of interests with Ireland when it comes to EU affairs at large.  This shows the results we 
get from the Irish respondents.

Members can move between the two.  Here we have a broad range of countries.  Interest-
ingly, the Nordic countries, France, Germany and the Netherlands show up.  These are really 
lopsided relationships.  This is something we find quite a bit.  It is not exclusively relevant to 
Ireland.  By and large, in all our data, there are only eight mature bilateral relationships.  Mem-
bers can probably think of some of them such as the Franco-German relationship, the Germans 
and the Dutch, the Slovaks and the Czechs, the Finns and the Swedes, etc., but there is then a 
lot of lopsidedness that we think is worth exploring because it means there is an interest in one 
side and not so much on the other.  What is the reason for that?  There are many ties that do not 
show up that are close to non-existent.  We believe that in this environment of European integra-
tion, from a strategic perspective, there is far more potential to engage not only in like-minded 
initiatives in bilateral relationships but also in more conflictual relationships.  We believe that, 
ultimately, this serves the health and vitality of the Union at large.  We do not want to promote 
a Union that only consists of bilateralism and is a kind of Congress of Vienna-style intergov-
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ernmental union.  We think it is very important to place that into the wider EU context.  This is 
also a strategic question to ask.  What does the emergence of new bilateralisms across the board 
mean for the overall cohesion of the EU?  This is just a thought to leave with members.  I stand 
ready to respond to questions and to go deeper into some of our findings.  Our hope as a think 
tank is that there will be a renewed debate based on data we gather.  We continue to gather the 
data and have done so for the second time.  We are refining our methodology as we go along and 
will do this again next year.  We hope to be even more interesting and accurate that time around.  
I thank members for their attention.

Chairman: I thank Ms Möller for her presentation.  The one thing about the statistics and 
facts she shared with us is that some of what she said would be surprising to us and something 
we might not have expected.  In other words, it would not have been predicted by us.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I welcome our guest and thank her for her informative sub-
mission.  It is very important to discuss coalition-building in Europe, particularly at present.  
There are two sides to that argument.  It is hugely important that EU member states form coali-
tions.  The downside of that is that those coalitions could be wrong footed at some stage in the 
future and an association or group could find itself at a disadvantage numerically by virtue of 
smaller groups associating together.  It is important that smaller countries also have an associa-
tion with larger and more powerful economies for two reasons.  One is to ensure that there is 
overall recognition of the need for coexistence while the second is to ensure that the smaller 
countries know they are not insignificant and should not be overlooked.  In this country, for 
example, from time to time we have heard that we only represent 1% or 1.5% of the population.  
The implication being that we mean nothing.  That is incorrect.  Ireland is an integral part of the 
EU.  Irish citizens have equal rights along with every other citizen throughout the EU regardless 
of what part in which he or she resides.

There is another issue, namely, the advent, or reinvention, of nationalism.  To my mind, this 
is a rejection of the concept on which the EU is based.  It is a dangerous route to take that could 
have tragic consequences.  There could be a disregard for smaller countries that would grow 
with the passage of time and would eventually end up in a division within Europe that would 
not be to the advantage of either the European people or the global economy and community.

We must refer to another issue in the context of Brexit.  Our nearest neighbour is leaving the 
EU regardless of whether it crashes out, walks out or performs a controlled landing.  Obviously, 
we would prefer a controlled landing and I think the British would.  However, not everybody in 
the UK agrees with that.  As a result, we may face some difficulties.  The crucial element now 
emerging is the extent to which the 27 European Union member states stuck together with a 
single common purpose regarding the Irish situation and the impact of Brexit on the European 
Union.  How it came about, what happened, what should have happened and what did not hap-
pen are immaterial at this stage.  It is happening and we must deal with that.  We hope that the 
UK will rejoin the European Union at some stage in the future.  I cannot see any alternative 
and believe it is inevitable.  I hope it happens.  However, we may have to rely on the European 
Union to an even greater extent in the future by virtue of our geographical position and isola-
tion, and we are on the periphery of modern Europe, the extent to which we trade with our next 
door neighbours, the extent to which we will have to replace that trade with alternatives and 
the extent to which the European Union might look on Ireland in the future as a minor player.

We have often heard that we must bring Europe closer to the people.  I believe it is the oppo-
site - we must bring the people closer to Europe.  All member states and potential member states 
must recognise that they are Europeans to start with and must commit themselves to the ac-
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quis communautaire in the way originally envisaged.  They must continue that after becoming 
members of the European Union.  There is little sense in practising the acquis communautaire 
beforehand and deciding afterwards to be selective in doing so by accepting A, B and C, but 
not the rest.  That does not work.  I cannot see how a union the size of the European Union can 
exist economically without a single currency.  I have said this many times previously.  Plenty of 
people disagree.  The problem is that when there are numerous currencies within the European 
Union that will always allow speculation to take place to the extent that it will disadvantage 
smaller countries at particular times in the crowding and rush of the markets that takes place 
from time to time.  We all know that.

We acknowledge the role played by our partners throughout the European Union in the 
Brexit talks.  It is crucial and must continue.  Any crack in the uniformity of the member states’ 
attitude will be not only the end of the debate but also the beginning of the end of the Euro-
pean Union, which is a much more serious issue and will unfold very quickly thereafter.  We 
acknowledge and compliment our European colleagues on the work they have done and the 
work that remains to be done.  We hope to play an important role in the formulation of European 
policy in the future, as we believe we have done in the past.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: I thank Ms Möller for appearing before the committee 
today and providing us with a good overview of the work of her organisation.  It is quite inter-
esting and is the type of thing I could find myself playing with in the evenings as I try to figure 
out the relationships that exist across the European Union.  I am looking at the screen before me 
and specifically at Poland and the tiny blue dot regarding its commitment to deeper integration.  
There is always a latent aspect to any data and information and my fear is that those who are 
seeking coalitions on that issue, for example, would decide to scrap Poland, saying there is no 
point in going there, and move on.

Returning to what Deputy Durkan said, the new European Union that will exist in a post-
Brexit world will require that coalitions are built based on a topic or specific interest.  We will 
find ourselves, perhaps, seeking German support for financial issues, French support for agri-
cultural issues and so forth.  When building the coalition one takes the major partner and tries to 
assemble the smaller countries around it to have a critical mass for the particular project.  This 
is where Ms Möller’s data are excellent because one can figure out which state one wishes to 
marry for a particular issue.  Those marriages might be short-lived as one moves on to the next 
issue and changes coalition partner.  What the European Council on Foreign Relations is doing 
is very good from that point of view.

I always get a little concerned when we talk about engaging with capitals around the Eu-
ropean Union.  I agree with Deputy Durkan that we have to bring the citizens to Europe, not 
Europe to the citizens.  There is a disconnect in that regard and I have long had the view that 
we should engage as far down as local authority or regional authority level and even try to build 
coalitions between regional authorities in different parts of the world.  I have just returned from 
Saxony in Germany where I spent some time.  I am chairman of the German interparliamen-
tary friendship group and I love to travel there because the people there are so committed.  In 
Saxony over the last week I could have been in Ireland.  We all have the same interests and I 
found a huge correlation between the things that interest me and those that interested people in 
Saxony, for example, how they dealt with the housing crisis after the reunification of Germany 
and other such matters.  We have a great deal to learn from each other.

Ms Möller’s software can allow me to pick a menu of countries I want to engage with in the 
first instance.  It will also point out the countries we need to engage with to build their interest 
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in topics in which they are not quite interested or have not shown a great interest.  Looking at 
one of the other graphs, it appears that part of the problem is that there is a learning curve as one 
goes further east in Europe.  It has not yet fully adopted the European ideal, what is available 
and how to build coalitions.  Over time one will see the blue dots getting bigger across Europe.  
This is very interesting stuff.  It allows the ordinary public representative who is not involved 
at European level to browse and see what is going on and who is making alliances with whom.  
It is very good material and I compliment the organisation on it.  I would like to see more of it.

Deputy  Seán Haughey: I thank Ms Möller for making her research available to us.  It is 
very useful.  This committee decided to examine the issue of alliances because of Brexit.  We 
felt that with the UK leaving the European Union we are losing an ally across a wide range of 
areas, taxation being just one of them.  This research is particularly interesting from that point 
of view.  Last month, Ireland published its national statement regarding the future of Europe, 
and big decisions will be taken at the June meeting of the European Council on the strategic 
agenda and the future of Europe.  As regards our national statement, our priorities are very 
much linked to Ms Möller’s research with regard to the completion of the Single Market, the 
completion of the digital single market and so forth.  Will Ms Möller clarify the background 
to her research?  Is she giving us the views of the governments of the member states?  How do 
those views coincide with the views of citizens?  Is there separate research regarding the views 
of citizens?  I suspect there is a disconnect, for all sorts of reasons.  That is an important ques-
tion and it would be interesting to know the answer.  It appears that Ms Möller’s research and 
our national statement coincide so obviously both have fed into each other.  However, is some 
research taking place on the views of the citizens of Europe as well?

Chairman: I have a few questions too.  If Ms Möller were making recommendations to 
Ireland in addition to what she has told us, what would they be?  What should our priorities 
be?  Everybody seems to want to be friends with Germany.  What does Germany think of us?  
Is this helpful to Germany and can it deliver what is expected of it?  Is too much emphasis and 
expectation being placed on Germany?  Will it be able to meet the expectations of other mem-
ber states?  I was interested in what Ms Möller said about countries disappointing each other.  
Will she explain what she means?  How is Ireland perceived as a partner in the future?  Does 
Ms Möller think Ireland is doing well?  How does she think we are faring?

I like to think that our committee has been broadly supportive of the Government’s engage-
ment regarding Brexit.  The Minister of State, Deputy McEntee, will be in here later.  She has 
always been highly regarded by members of this committee, as has the Tánaiste, Deputy Co-
veney.  I do not want this committee to be political in any way regarding what is happening in 
Europe.  I do not think that it is.  We are not trying to knock the Government or use this issue as 
a political football.  I think the exact opposite is the case.  Everybody here is wearing the Irish 
jersey and we are maintaining a united front.  That is only right and proper.  It is important that 
we pull together when there is a job of work to be done.  My colleagues and I would be grateful 
if we could hear Ms Möller’s views and her responses to our questions.

Ms Almut Möller: I thank the Chair and the members of the committee for their comments 
and questions.  I will start with the Chair’s question regarding disappointment.  It is an unusual 
question that we are asking and it might be wondered why we are doing that.  We are doing 
it because we wanted to understand what matters to governments.  To clarify, this question is 
specifically looking at government positions and think-tanks and academics observing govern-
ment.  This, however, is only one part of a larger puzzle.  There are many other arenas that 
matter as well and what citizens think certainly matters very much.  We have some reference 
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to that in our policies and partners section.  I ask the committee to forgive me if I am jumping 
around the topics a little.

Reference was made to engagement.  Is there a preference for engagement in the context of 
all 28 EU states, in groups of member states, in the treaties, outside of the treaties or just alone?  
There is a view representative of government officials.  We also have a sample, however, of the 
public polling we carried out.  It is very expensive to do that in 28 member states, so the smaller 
countries do not match representative standards.  We wanted to include this in order to illustrate 
the point.  I agree fully with the Chair that it is of tremendous importance.

We have another flanking instrument called the EU cohesion monitor.  It has just come out 
and also looks at the 28 EU member states and their trajectory over the past ten years.  That has 
been the most formative time in European integration.  We have witnessed crises and responses 
which affected not only our economies but also the attitudes of citizens.  We can very clearly 
map out what the citizens think in that context and we are doing so.  We do not have time now 
to look at that in detail but that research is also available online and free of charge.  Ireland is 
a very interesting example of how attitudes can really change for the worse regarding approval 
of the EU and then recover.  It has been amazing for us to see the recovery in the past months.

I want to turn now to the Chair’s question on disappointment and why we think that mat-
ters.  Our submission details the countries in the EU that get the most votes for disappointing 
the most, namely, Hungary, the United Kingdom, Poland, Greece, France, Austria, Germany, 
the Netherlands and Italy.  Those countries do not regard themselves in that light.  Why does 
the rest of the EU make these statements?  It is because there is deep disappointment about ne-
glecting the EU and the values of the Union.  That tells us about what the governments of the 
member states care about and that is a very interesting finding.

Ireland is a country that is very much liked.  We can see a little bit of disappointment show-
ing up in the data.  For a more nuanced picture overall, however, I would like to exclude the 
French, the Germans and the Spaniards and just concentrate on the other member states.  We 
know that the big countries automatically attract more attention and that this results in it being 
slightly more blurry in respect of the smaller member states.  We can see from the data what the 
Irish respondents are telling us and in whom they are disappointed.  The member states most 
mentioned are the UK, Poland and Hungary.  We also see mention of France and Germany, 
however.  My interpretation is that is because of attention not being reciprocated as much.

The Chair also had a query concerning Ireland’s role and how it is perceived.  My sense is 
that Ireland is seen as closely intertwined with Brexit.  From my perspective in Berlin, I sensed 
in recent years that there is a clear idea about the interests of Dublin in this process, as well as 
the associated vulnerabilities.  There was much engagement on that issue.  I will read with inter-
est the document to which the Chair directed my attention.  My question concerns the identity 
that Ireland wants to shape for itself in the post-Brexit environment.  How does Ireland want to 
offer itself as a partner?  Our data tell us that an answer is not really emerging yet.  There is not 
enough clarity about that.

The Chair also asked about our recommendations for Ireland.  One area where the Union 
really needs to punch better in future policies is in the digital realm.  Our Irish respondents 
tell us that is an absolute priority for Ireland.  That again does not necessarily mean that there 
is alignment across the Union and that every other country also stating that this is important.  
There are differences regarding policies but there is a great deal of potential to raise this issue 
in the future.  That is particularly the case in the context of the New Hanseatic League.  The 
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French have been talking about this more.  There is great potential to engage in these new 
future-orientated policies and, in doing so, to shape a picture of a country which has the strong 
backing of its citizens.

As an aside, that aspect also makes Ireland very interesting for all of those committed to Eu-
ropean co-operation, if not necessarily further integration.  Ireland is a very stable and reliable 
partner in that context.  This is something Germany definitely cares about.  My recommenda-
tion is to use that advantage and ensure that other member states really see Ireland’s potential.   
The country has had past difficulties within the European Union, but our cohesion monitor data 
show that Ireland is also seen as a success story demonstrating how Europe can help to deliver 
on potential.  It is necessary for Ireland to paint a clear picture of itself, talk about that vision 
more and in that way become more prominent on the map.  There is much to work with already 
and Brexit presents a clear window of opportunity because much attention is focused on Dublin 
right now.

The point concerning the longevity of coalitions is very interesting.  I agree that there will 
be more issue-orientated coalitions.  That will be the case because of a more politicised environ-
ment in the member states and the EU institutions.  At the same time, however, it is important 
to have longer term strategies for partnership.  They can allow a sense of co-operation to be 
developed that transcends occasional differences.  I refer to the current relationship between 
France and Germany.  Normally, those two countries do not agree on many of the issues.  They 
have a framework established, however, in which they can talk about those differences.

We have a special section in our data on France and Germany where we asked only the 
French and the Germans about themselves.  They are well aware of their differences and they 
are also not very optimistic about overcoming them in the key areas that need to be tackled.  The 
Chair mentioned the Eurozone as one such issue.  These types of data are an important indicator 
for us.  It is not enough to know about each other’s differences.  There also has to be knowledge 
of the space we need to create to allow action to be undertaken.  The French and the Germans 
have not proved to be very good at that.  There are reasons why that is the case, as well as rea-
sons that affect the rest of the Union.

I will turn now to the concerns of Ireland as a minor player.  There is great potential for 
member states that do have the size and heft of France, Germany and others.  Ireland already 
has a legacy and credibility within the EU framework.  I had some interesting conversations 
in Croatia recently.  It only joined the EU in 2013 and is coming from a completely different 
perspective.  The level of difficulty is much higher.  I refer to shaping an idea about oneself and 
having the willingness to be proactive in that and not just a passive receiver.  That is a com-
pletely different situation.  There is an advantage to being recognised as a country that wants 
not only to take but to shape although that, at times, might look different.

The disregard of smaller countries was connected to the point about the reinvention of na-
tionalism.  It has less relevance in our data and more in our cohesion monitor data.  Following 
German foreign policy very closely, I agree that the current environment probably brings more 
focus on the old-fashioned methods of power, which is very dangerous.  It will force players 
within the Union to play and punch, especially when we do not know where one of our most 
important partners, the United States, is going, but it clearly does not want a strong EU.  It un-
derstands a more old-fashioned type of power, which clearly is not how we Europeans would 
like to look at it.  It represents a risk and places a duty on the larger member states, especially 
when shaping coalitions outside of the EU framework.  Tying things back into the EU frame-
work at large is becoming increasingly important and I am concerned that this is not adequately 
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recognised.  There is an important role for the countries which warn against this.  Alliances are 
important in this regard.  This is very clearly seen wherever I travel in Nordic countries, for 
instance.  

I spoke earlier about the construction of the affluent seven group, but it could be an afflu-
ent eight or affluent nine or whatever.  We could see Ireland as being a part of it but we did not 
include it for the time being.  These are important opportunities beyond the shaping of the day-
to-day politics of voting on respective policies; it is on the broader notion of what it means to 
act together as Europeans.

I will comment briefly on the Senator’s point about Saxony, because it points towards a 
dilemma.  In recent days in the vote for the European Parliament, Saxony, along with Branden-
berg and to an extent Thuringia, showed large votes for the nationalist Alternative for Germany 
party.  It is coming in first in Brandenberg and Saxony and it came in third in Thuringia.  This is 
something to watch.  There is shared interest but then there is the question of how the public al-
lows for closer co-operation.  The question related to the regional level, however, which is very 
important but we are not mapping that in this survey.  We deal with it better in other surveys we 
are undertaking. 

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: We tend to migrate towards the bigger powers and look to 
them to build the coalition and we want to be a member rather than a leader.  Has Ms Möller’s 
study shown any capacity for small countries to exercise soft power and bring together a coali-
tion, and hence bring the large blocks to join rather than going cap in hand to larger blocks, as 
it were?

Ms Almut Möller: It is important to do both.  The Dutch example is an interesting study.  
Our analysis showed that the Netherlands understood Brexit would require a reshuffling of 
alliances.  It already has a very strong relationship with Germany, which is one of the strong 
bilateralisms which shows up in our data of the eight; it invested in its relationship with France, 
which is not an easy one; and it came up with a stronger engagement through the Hanseatic 
League format.  This was precisely what the Senator described, that is, not focusing on the big 
ones but having a second pillar to avoid having placed all its eggs in one basket.  That is a very 
smart strategy.  That would be my answer to the Senator’s question of what smaller states can 
do.  Collectively there is a great deal of power in the affluent seven, as we put it, or the Han-
seatic League, as we might put it in the future.  When we travelled to countries which affiliate 
themselves with the Hanseatic League, we found an interest in trying to explore other areas that 
might carry weight.

If one looks at the numbers that it takes to shape and not merely block things, then a Han-
seatic-plus group, bringing in some of the bigger states as the Senator suggested, has much 
potential.  It requires positioning, whereby states clearly outline what they want.  My sense is 
that no EU member state has been very good at this, as it requires them to put their cards on the 
table and makes them vulnerable.  It probably needs a culture of states overcoming reluctance to 
position themselves, taking initiatives, declaring preferences and seeking compromise.  If one 
looks at the Hanseatic League or the affluent seven group, there are many things that do not fit 
together.  This is not a natural group, at first sight, and it needs work.  That is another lesson, that 
coalition building does not only take place in a harmonious environment but that groups need 
mitigating and bridging of differences.  We have not done that research as it requires a lot of 
resources.  Another study that I would love to do is how member states deal with this environ-
ment of greater bilateralism and what it means for representation in capitals, how many people 
at home work in relevant Ministries on those issues.  There is a lot more to learn on that.
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Chairman: Deputy Durkan had a small question.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: All my questions are small.  As we discuss the need to sup-
port one another, to identify with other groups and gain strength by association and so on, this 
in itself is a criticism of what we are.  The European Union suggests that every person in every 
member state is a committed member and equal in every way to one another.  It says there is no 
difference whatever.  If my car is in one part of the Union it should be the same price in every 
other part of the Union.  Especially for those of us on the periphery, that has gained a greater 
importance than before.  For example, many years ago, this country’s currency was aligned 
with the pound sterling.  When the European Monetary System came in, we immediately opted 
to align ourselves with the Deutsche mark.  That was a commitment by this country to recognise 
that we had to become more a part of the system, rather than remaining part of the periphery.  
We often discuss the regulation of medicines on the Committee on Health, of which I am a 
member.  The Single Market and the customs union do not apply in that area.  Different prices 
are applicable in different member states.  Why?  There is no reason that should be the case.  We 
manufacture in Ireland, where there is a huge pharmaceutical industry that is proportionately 
much greater than our numerical strength.  It is in our interest to be able to supply the 500 mil-
lion people in the European Union.  The motor industry is of great interest to Germany.  It is 
in Germany’s interest that it be able to supply the 500 million.  Like many others here, I have 
always tried to support European industries in the purchase of machinery, motor vehicles and 
electrical goods.  It is of ever increasing importance.  These are all areas on which the European 
Union as a whole must improve to be and remain relevant and to become more relevant to the 
people.

I will conclude by reiterating the point about bringing the people to Europe, whereby each 
person who gets on the European train has a commitment to European ideals and being a Euro-
pean.  It should not be as if we in some way are from outside the Union and are seeking admis-
sion to an inner sanctum.

Chairman: Would Ms Möller like to wrap up?

Ms Almut Möller: I agree.  That will get a lot of traction in central and eastern Europe es-
pecially.  The idea of second-class citizenship is very damaging.

I will finish by showing members a contact map, which shows the intensity of contacts in 
the EU.  In order to show up in our visualisation, a certain threshold must be passed, so this does 
not mean that there are not ties between other capitals which are not shown here.   All I want to 
show the committee is that one sees clearly that regional engagement matters very much.  What 
one also sees, by the way, is that there is only one link between the east and the west and that 
is through Warsaw and Berlin.  As I stated, compared to our previous data, this is a weakened 
link.  This should be of primary concern.

The committee will see the secondary ties there.  We just want to illustrate that.  This also 
puts Ireland on the map.

Then we see the Brexit effect.  The committee will excuse me for being brusque with this 
as obviously, there is much more to tell about that, but this clearly shows how much work there 
is to do.

I offer to re-engage with the committee.  We are happy that we had the chance to come here.  
It was an honour.  I thank the Chairman and the committee for that opportunity.
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Chairman: On behalf of the members, I warmly welcome Ms Almut Möller again and 
thank her for having come here today and for the special effort that she made to get here.  We 
appreciate that.  Her presentation has been informative.  We have certainly learnt much from it.  
I thank Ms Möller again for it.  I wish her continued good look with her excellent work.

I will suspend the meeting for a few minutes to allow our guest to leave the room.  When 
we return, we will be in public session for our engagement with the Minister of State, Deputy 
McEntee.

Sitting suspended at 3.01 p.m. and resumed at 3.07 p.m.

General Affairs Council: Minister of State at the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade

Chairman: I warmly welcome the Minister of State with responsibility for European Union 
Affairs, Deputy McEntee, back to the committee this afternoon as part of our regular engage-
ments on the work of the General Affairs Council.  The Minister of State will update the joint 
committee on issues which were discussed at last week’s meeting in Brussels, including the 
EU’s next five-year strategic agenda and Brexit contingency planning.

The next few months will be of great significance for the European Union.  Last week, the 
citizens of the 28 member states voted in the European Parliament elections forming a new Eu-
ropean Parliament and it would be neglectful of me at this stage not to take this opportunity to 
wish every person from Ireland who has so far been elected to the European Parliament, from 
whatever political parties and none, every good luck, success and every good wish on their new 
venture.  Some of them have been re-elected.  Others have been elected for the first time.  It 
is important for us as a committee and all of the members, again in a completely non-political 
way, that we consider them all to be flying the flag for Ireland, for us and for our citizens.  It is 
only right and proper that we wish them well today and that we support them in every way we 
can.

A new European Commission should be in place by November and a number of senior roles 
will change over.  Now is a time of calm before great change and renewal and it is an important 
time for us to focus on the future direction of the EU.

I would normally read out the usual reminder of the rules on privilege but, as the Minister 
of State and the officials are familiar with them, I do not have to do so.  However, I remind our 
guests of their application.  I, again, welcome the Minister of State and warmly welcome her 
officials, who are always excellent and hardworking on behalf of all of us.  I invite her to make 
her opening comments.

Minister of State at the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade  (Deputy  Helen 
McEntee): I thank the Cathaoirleach and the members for the invitation to address the commit-
tee.  I apologise in advance if my voice starts to go but I have a bit of a cold.

I join the committee in wishing our new MEPs every success.  I look forward to working 
with them, as I know the committee does, in the coming weeks and months.

As usual there is much to report upon since my previous visit.  Last week I attended the 
General Affairs Council where we focused on the multi-annual financial framework, MFF, and 
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preparations for the June European Council.  The agenda for the upcoming European Council 
includes the next strategic agenda for the Union, high-level appointments, the MFF and climate 
change.

I propose to focus on three headline issues, which are the EU’s strategic agenda 2019-
2024, an update on the other issues discussed during last week’s General Affairs Council and 
an update on the negotiations for the UK’s withdrawal from the EU and our preparedness and 
contingency plans.

I will first turn to the EU strategic agenda for 2019 to 2024.  In 2014, the European Council 
adopted the “Strategic Agenda for the Union in Times of Change”, setting out five key over-
arching priorities to guide the work of the EU.  Change is a constant and it is right that we look 
again at our priorities to ensure that we focus on meeting the needs and expectations of our 
citizens and prepare for the challenges of the future.  Ireland began preparing its contribution to 
the new strategic agenda in 2017, when I joined the Taoiseach and Tánaiste at the launch of the 
citizens’ dialogues on the future of Europe.  These were designed to help us learn about what 
mattered most to our citizens in the debate on the future of Europe, which took place through-
out member states.  The Chairman will recall that this committee also held its own hearings on 
the future of Europe.  The Chairman spoke at our national event in May last year in Dublin, for 
which I thank him.

In April, the Cabinet approved the publication of a national statement on the European 
Union.  This is a whole-of-Government response to the issues raised during the citizens’ dia-
logues and is Ireland’s contribution to the next strategic agenda.  It was laid before the Oireach-
tas and was the subject of statements in Dáil Éireann just before the Easter recess.

The Europe of the future must meet the ambitions of our citizens.  It must deliver on the 
unfulfilled potential of the Single Market – one fit for the digital age.  It must be ready for the 
opportunities and the challenges of the digital transformation, protecting the most vulnerable 
in our society.  It must be a global leader in finding solutions to climate change.  It must play a 
central role in advancing the sustainable development goals and it must stay true to its values.

Heads of State and Government began their discussions on the strategic agenda a few weeks 
ago in Sibiu, with a view to adopting it at the next European Council in June.  In the meantime, 
we will work with the other member states to ensure that our priorities, defined in Ireland’s 
national statement, are reflected in the new strategic agenda.

With regard to the other issues discussed at the General Affairs Council last week, I refer to 
the MFF.  During the debate on this occasion we discussed the neighbourhood, development 
and international co-operation instrument, NDICI. The new proposed instrument will see a ma-
jor restructuring of the EU’s fund for external action.  The proposal is to integrate the European 
neighbourhood instrument and the European Development Fund, which used to be managed 
separately, into the EU budget.  This is intended to reflect the EU’s strategic priorities, notably 
the neighbourhood countries and Africa.  In my intervention, I supported the integration of the 
European Development Fund within the NDICI.  Integration will allow for greater coherence, 
more efficiencies and simplified procedures, or to remove duplication where we can.  I also in-
dicated that Ireland supports the proposal to integrate the European neighbourhood instrument 
into the NDICI.  We feel that the current level of proposed ring fencing for the neighbourhood 
instrument should allay any concerns about the importance and priority that the EU attaches 
to relations with our nearest neighbours.  I am aware this was a concern for many of my col-
leagues, and those concerns were outlined.  We feel the ring-fencing of this funding should allay 
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many of the concerns that were raised.

It was clear that there is no clear majority at the Council in favour of either option and it is 
likely that these two issues will have to be discussed again as the MFF discussions progress.  
This was the last thematic MFF discussion under the Romanian Presidency.  At the June Eu-
ropean Council, leaders will assess whether we are on track to reach an overall agreement in 
the autumn or whether more time will be needed.  I commend the Romanian Presidency for 
its dedication to these important negotiations.  I am sure that the incoming Finnish Presidency 
will do its utmost to guide us towards agreement by the end of the year, which we would very 
much favour.

The other item on the General Affairs Council agenda was preparations for the European 
Council meeting in June.  The European Union elections signal the start of the next institutional 
cycle in our Union.  As part of that cycle, the new strategic agenda will be adopted by leaders 
at the Council next month.

There will also be a series of personnel changes at the top of the EU’s main institutions.  A 
new Commission President and College of Commissioners will be appointed.  The European 
Parliament and European Council will also elect new presidents and Mario Draghi will be re-
placed this year as President of the European Central Bank.  Yesterday, the Taoiseach attended 
an informal European Council to start the consideration of these high-level appointments ahead 
of the European Council next month.  These appointments should reflect geographical balance 
and demography to ensure large and smaller countries are represented in the highest positions 
in the EU.   We must also ensure we have gender and political balance, which should also be 
taken into account.

The EU has implemented measures aimed at combatting disinformation in election cam-
paigns.  The European Council will consider a Presidency report on lessons learned from the 
European parliamentary elections.  Ireland fully supports EU efforts to combat the manipula-
tion of our democratic systems.  Domestically, our interdepartmental group on security of the 
electoral process and disinformation has been working to identify best practice to secure our 
electoral processes.  The Broadcasting Authority of Ireland has also helped to establish a media 
literacy campaign entitled Be Media Smart.

At the June Council, leaders will also discuss climate change, in light of the UN climate 
action summit this September and the development of a long-term EU climate strategy.  Our 
Deputies and Senators will be aware that an all-of-Government plan will be completed shortly 
to deliver on the Government’s ambition to make Ireland a leader in responding to climate 
change.  This follows from the cross-party and cross-committee report that was published this 
year.

The General Affairs Council next month is expected to discuss enlargement in advance of 
the next European Council, at which a decision is envisaged on opening accession negotiations 
with North Macedonia and Albania.  Ireland believes that the future of the Western Balkans 
lies in the European Union.  I visited Skopje and Tirana in February and was impressed by the 
progress made on key reforms.  The Commission published its opinion this morning and based 
on its positive recommendations, we would like the Council to take the decision to open acces-
sion negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in June.

The Commission updated Ministers on their recent communication on strengthening the 
rule of law within the Union.  I am aware that Deputies have raised this issue on many occa-
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sions.  The communication is the start of a reflection process on rule of law issues.  According 
to the Commission, there is a need for better promotion of the rule of law, early prevention of 
risks or breaches and more effective responses.  This matter is of serious concern to Ireland as 
the rule of law is a fundamental principle for all EU member states.  We look forward to the 
specific proposals from the Commission, which will hopefully be published next month.

I will now turn to the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union or 
Brexit.  The April European Council decision to extend the Article 50 process reduced the risk 
of a no-deal scenario in the immediate term.  The political impasse in the UK, however, and 
the failure of the UK Parliament to ratify the withdrawal agreement, means that the threat of a 
no-deal Brexit in October remains.  There are those who would say that it is even more severe 
than the March deadline.  The process of replacing Prime Minister May will begin in the week 
starting 10 June.  It would not be appropriate to comment on this internal matter for British 
politics, other than to say I wish Prime Minister May well.  Her efforts to find a path forward in 
a very difficult situation demonstrated a commendable commitment and sense of duty.  We look 
forward to working constructively with the next British Prime Minister and his or her team.  A 
change of Prime Minister, however, will not change the facts of Brexit.  The European Council 
has made it clear that the withdrawal agreement, including the backstop, cannot be reopened 
or renegotiated.  The European Council has also said, however, that should the UK’s position 
evolve vis-à-vis the future relationship between the EU and the UK, the EU is prepared to re-
consider the political declaration on the future relationship.  The responsibility for avoiding a 
no-deal outcome lies firmly with the UK.  Our position has remained the same for some time.  
The best way to ensure an orderly withdrawal and to fully protect the Good Friday Agreement 
is to ratify the withdrawal agreement.  It is vital, therefore, that the UK, regardless of whoever 
is the next Prime Minister, makes good use of the period between now and 31 October to try to 
find a suitable way forward.

Last week, the Cabinet indicated its approval for Government to continue its Brexit planning 
and preparedness work for all possible outcomes, including no deal.  This work will continue 
both at home and at EU level.  Since December 2018, we have focused on putting the necessary 
contingency measures in place to mitigate the potential impacts of a no-deal UK withdrawal.  
Much of this work, as outlined in the Government’s December 2018 Brexit contingency action 
plan and subsequent updates, will continue to be relevant in any scenario.

The Government is determined to make good use of the period afforded by the extension 
to further deepen our no-deal responses.  This will include adding to or refining completed 
measures to maximise our readiness.  We have recruited additional staff as part of our work 
to prepare our ports and airports for all Brexit scenarios.  The Revenue Commissioners, the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the Health Service Executive recruited 
staff in time for a no-deal Brexit last March, but they would still be needed in a range of Brexit 
scenarios.  Additional training for these officers will take place over the summer months.

Many of the preparatory measures undertaken by businesses and outlined in the Govern-
ment’s Getting Ireland Brexit Ready public information campaign are good business practice 
and will benefit stakeholders, whatever the outcome of the UK withdrawal.  We will continue 
work to encourage businesses to prepare, including by taking practical steps such as registering 
for economic operators’ registration and identification, EORI, numbers.  Most Deputies and 
Senators who have been out and about for the past few weeks are aware that there may be a 
sense that this has gone away and will not happen but we encourage everybody to continue to 
engage and take practical steps to prepare themselves and their businesses for this event.  The 
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Withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union (Consequential Provisions) Act 
2019 was signed by the President on 17 March and its provisions remain ready to be deployed if 
and when required.  We are preparing for Brexit with the full support of the European Commis-
sion and our 27 EU partners.  Many of the actions aimed at mitigating the effects of a no-deal 
outcome will be taken at the EU level, as they involve sectors regulated by EU law.

Earlier this month, I welcomed the European Commission announcement of an exceptional 
aid fund for the beef sector in the context of Brexit.  The Government had sought such provi-
sion for Irish beef farmers, both at meetings of the EU Council of Agriculture and Rural Affairs 
and in direct consultation with the Commission.  It is something constantly raised by members, 
particularly in the context of raising awareness of the need to retain our overall Common Ag-
ricultural Policy budget.  We are grateful to the European Commission, in particular Commis-
sioner Hogan, for the assistance.  It is another example of the importance of EU solidarity in the 
context of the economic challenges caused by Brexit.

It is clear that the UK’s withdrawal from the EU will have a significant impact on Ireland, 
whatever its outcome.  Government, businesses and citizens must make the necessary prepara-
tions to minimise its impact, and we are determined to be as ready as we can be, whatever the 
outcome.  I thank members again for the invitation to address the committee and for their atten-
tion this afternoon.  As always, I am happy to take any questions that the committee may have.

Chairman: I do not mean to put the Minister of State on the spot with a question and she 
can answer it in rotation with the rest of the members.  She mentioned Commissioner Hogan 
and the package for beef farmers.  Since that announcement there have been many questions 
as to how it will make its way to the people who need it most, to put it bluntly.  These are the 
people producing beef, not the factories, exporters or anybody else.  It is about the farmer who 
produces the beef.  How can they see the bottom line panning out better for them?  Will the 
Minister of State give clarity as to the way the package could have an impact in a positive way 
on the small farmers producing or buying calves, fattening them and keeping them for a win-
ter or two and then selling them to the factories?  In many cases they only break even or lose 
money.  Others have a marginal profit, meaning the industry is on its knees.  That is why it was 
acknowledged that a package was needed.  Getting a package is one thing and I am grateful for 
it.  The members know I do not care who helps and I will compliment anybody who does it.  
How will the money get into the pockets of the right people and those who deserve it?

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I echo the Chairman’s sentiments on the people who should 
see benefit from the package.  These people are in the critical area of production for the country 
and the European Union.  It is tied to and is essential to exports and jobs in the European Union.  
I compliment the Minister of State on her interaction and work throughout the European Union 
advertising Ireland’s cause right across the Union.  The causes of Ireland and the EU have con-
verged to a large extent so I compliment her on her role in this respect.  We are in a formative 
era for the EU and this is a new challenge, with new personnel, issues and challenges.  There are 
matters that will have to be resolved within the European Union by the Union and its people in 
the next five years.  We should wish the Minister of State well in her role in dealing with issues 
wherever they may arise.

We have mentioned in past times the need to ensure equity and that the Single Market 
applies right across the board to everybody.  We must be able to buy and sell into the Single 
Market and be treated equally within it.  We should not be penalised any more than anybody 
else in the Single Market.  We must have the right, the space and the ability to prosper, and we 
have that now.
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Climate action is a major challenge for every country.  Some countries contribute to a great-
er or lesser extent than others to carbon footprints.  We must note that we have a role to play.  
Agriculture can and will play a role on the basis that it is already very efficient in its treatment 
of the environment, as it has proven over many years.  For example, I do not accept the notion 
that we should have a knee-jerk reaction and take one sector of the economy out of business 
because of the idea that is a sole contributor to the problem.  We are not the sole contributors to 
the problem across the European Union and we are like everybody else.  Some areas are better 
than others.  It is essential we deal meaningfully with the matters that must be dealt with.  For 
example, electricity generation leaves a major carbon footprint.  This is key to what we must 
deal with in future from an economic, environmental and competition perspective.  We have a 
role to play and we expect to be able to play it.  We do not have to destroy our economy to do 
this.

We must welcome enlargement as we are Europeans and others wishing to come on board 
the Union are Europeans as well.  There is a commitment to the acquis communautaire, and 
new members would be as entitled as we are.  We are becoming part of a bigger Union but equal 
contributors to it, and that is the way it should be.  There can be no exceptions and we are all 
part of the same group.  Government policy is absolutely correct in that it is proper to welcome 
enlargement.  However, we must insist that countries coming on board that committed to the 
acquis before coming on board remain committed to the acquis after membership of the Union 
is granted.  That is critical.  This leads to application of the rule of law and we must insist the 
rule of law applies right across the European Union.  If there are exceptions, compliance with 
the acquis would no longer exist and a pretence otherwise would be wrong, misleading and 
very damaging to the concept of the European regime and project.

Last and by no means least, we come to Brexit.  It has been a topic of conversation all the 
time and it will remain as a topic for some time yet.  In the short few months ahead, the issue 
will develop to a greater or lesser extent, or else it will not develop at all.  We have a meaning-
ful role to play within the European Union, as Ministers have, along with the Opposition over 
recent years.  That meaningful role within the Union has been about bringing people together to 
establish common ground and objectives, with less reliance on emerging nationalism, which is 
the enemy of the European Union.  I will conclude with a point I made in response to the previ-
ous submission.  If there is a discussion on a loosening of the rules in the European project, it 
will be the beginning of the end for the Union.  The first brick in the wall that removes member 
states’ responsibility or allows member states to proceed of their own accord will be the begin-
ning of the end of the European Union.  People across the European Union need to examine that 
carefully and ask whether we should go here and whether we have been there previously and, if 
so, what were the results and costs of our previous visit to that particular pedestal.  The evidence 
is clearly there for everybody.  My party strongly supports the lines being taken by the 27 mem-
ber states and we hope the UK will find its way back into the European Union at a later stage.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy McEntee, and thank her 
for her ongoing efforts and hard work on behalf of the country at European level dealing with 
all of this subject matter.  Like Deputy Durkan, I welcome the proposed enlargement of the 
European Union, which would be confined to North Macedonia and Albania.  Is it correct that 
Albania is a member of NATO?  By what name was North Macedonia known previously?

Deputy  Helen McEntee: The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: I welcome the proposed enlargement in any case.  
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I will say a few words on Brexit.  The Minister of State portrayed the Commissioner, Mr. 
Hogan, in a good light.  I agree with her and it is generally accepted, not only in Ireland but 
throughout Europe, that he has been an excellent Commissioner.  Please God, he has been men-
tioned for promotion under the new arrangements.  I will understand if the Minister of State is 
unable to comment on that.  I wish the Commissioner well.

Brexit is a very fluid situation.  Ireland must be concerned about the future of the 80% of our 
exports to continental Europe which go through the British landbridge.  The Minister of State 
might comment on that.  I would be very worried about that in the event of a no-deal Brexit.  If 
I read the position correctly, with Mr. Raab pulling back and given the comments made by the 
UK Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, Mr. Hunt, the balance seems to 
be edging towards excluding a no-deal Brexit, which is very good from our point of view.  The 
Labour Party wants a customs union or as near as possible to what we have at present.  What-
ever one might think of Mr. Corbyn, the balance of the party is right.  There is also a welcome 
sign that the Speaker, Mr. Bercow, has now come out strongly in favour of parliament having 
its view.  My reading of Mr. Bercow and his comments today is that he very much upholds what 
parliament has already decided in excluding a no deal.  While he cannot make that decision, 
he has had his voice heard and seems to be a tough Speaker in that regard.  I would welcome 
the Minister of State’s comments on those matters.  I hope I am reading the position correctly.  
Hopefully, the wind has turned a little in our favour.  Maybe it was not going against us but I am 
reading the signals as being a little more hopeful than they were some days ago.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: I welcome the Minister of State to the committee.  Her 
contributions are always very informative.

We were concerned that the European Parliament elections would have a scattergun out-
come with moves to the far right and left but they seem to have converged towards the centre.  
I do not see a great threat to the European ideal emerging from the incoming Parliament.

My colleagues mentioned the Commission and the Commissioner, Mr. Phil Hogan.  I am 
told I look like the Commissioner and it would be easy to slot me into his job if the Taoiseach 
was of a mind to do so.  On a serious note, I attended one of the citizens’ dialogue sessions and 
I compliment the Minister of State, the Taoiseach and the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs and Trade, Deputy Coveney, on a really good job of engaging people around the country.  
That is what is needed to revitalise the European ideal among the people.

I am a little disappointed that the Minister of State adverted to our desire to become leaders 
in climate change.  In the previous session, we were talking about a trip I made to Saxony last 
week with the German-Irish Chamber of Commerce.  As the Minister of State will be aware 
from travelling throughout Europe, the amount of wind energy being generated on mainland 
Europe is astounding.  It does not seem to cause any great problem to planners or anybody else.  
In this country, we must come to terms with whether the environment or the landscape is more 
important.  People will criticise me for that statement but climate change is now the greatest 
threat to all of us.

Unlike my colleagues, I am not exactly embracing enlargement right now.  I have concerns 
about the western Balkans.  Tensions still exist there.  I favour enlargement provided all those 
who are playing in this game realise that the European ideal is not a peacekeeping organisa-
tion and countries come to the European project having made their peace with everybody and 
ready to move forward and leave the past behind.  Albania and North Macedonia are not really 
a problem, but there are other states in that region which still have difficulties in this regard.  I 
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would be interested in an update on the position in respect of Georgia.

It seems that every potential leader of the Conservative Party is in favour of reopening the 
withdrawal agreement.  I sincerely hope that is not the case.  The alternative, for which we must 
prepare, is that there will be a crash-out Brexit.  If there is no further negotiation and clarifica-
tion, the UK will crash out of the European Union.  We will need serious support from the EU 
should that rise and I note the Minister of State and the Tánaiste have been working hard on 
that.

On the issue of the Border, we keep talking about our ports and saying we will have customs 
officials and everything else on our ports.  On the day after the referendum in the UK I said the 
Border would be a problem.  I am still unsure as to what preparations we have made to ensure 
the integrity of the Border.  A few in this room will recall the difficulty we had in closing the 
Border in 2001 when the foot and mouth disease scare occurred.  We closed it but it took cus-
toms, the then Department of Agriculture, Food and Rural Development, An Garda Síochána 
and the Army to do so.  I can see no way that the Border can remain open.  By the way, I do not 
subscribe to this nonsense of a Border poll either.  We are not ready for that.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: That is for sure.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: I would be interested in whatever plans the Government 
has in place in that regard.

The Minister of State, the Tánaiste and the Taoiseach have done a great deal in getting Ire-
land ready for Brexit.  I should not leave out our officials both nationally and internationally 
who have been incredible in the work they have done.  I am blown away by what I see as I travel 
throughout Europe.

An issue that came up the other day is that we have now opened the sea bridge and there 
are ferries going directly to France.  I would hope to see ferries going directly to Germany, 
the Hook of Holland or somewhere like that.  I heard a chap on the radio the other day who 
produces flowers for export to the Netherlands, of all places.  The sea bridge is too long for his 
produce but the landbridge will not be shorter because we hear there will be 9 km tailbacks at 
the various ports.  We will not be able to offer such small producers anything.  They do not have 
enough produce to fill a truck.  I am concerned for them.  What supports will be put in place for 
them?  It is not all about beef, lamb and chicken.  There are people producing other perishable 
goods who will need significant supports to remain in business.  As the guy who grows flow-
ers was saying, he produces so many flowers that his operation is too big for this market on its 
own, there will be no market in the UK and by the time the produce gets to mainland Europe, it 
will be of very little value because it will have gone over its timeline.  While the sea bridge will 
support big producers, how will we deal with the small guys?

Chairman: I ask the Minister of State to make her concluding remarks and comments.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: I thank the Chairman and all the members for their questions and 
comments.  I will touch first on the issue of the beef fund from the Commission.  Everybody 
here will agree it is most important that the money gets to those who need it most and is not 
diluted by administration.  The people seeking these funds are those who have already been 
negatively affected by the uncertainty caused by Brexit.  This money needs to get to those who 
have already lost revenue.  As the criteria have not yet been set out fully or published, we need 
to wait to see what they will look like.  I know those who have been working to advocate for 
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this, including the IFA, have been emphasising that this money needs to get to those who need 
it.  We need to wait to see what the criteria will be.  I hope we will have that sooner rather than 
later.

Deputy Durkan referred to the Single Market.  When we talk about the strategic agenda for 
the next few years, the biggest aspect is that it is not all about new priorities or new areas, it is 
about completing the commitments we have already made and the work that is already ongoing.  
The Single Market is approximately 80% complete in the area of goods, but the digital market 
is just 30% complete.  When it comes to services, which comprise a significant part of our ex-
port economy, the figure is somewhere in between.  There is substantial work to do.  We need 
to ensure that everybody benefits from the completion and digitisation of the Single Market.

Deputy Durkan and Senators Coghlan and Craughwell raised the issue of enlargement.  
When this matter came up at last June’s European Council meeting, it was decided not to open 
the accession process for North Macedonia and Albania.  Having travelled to those countries 
this year, I am aware that a great deal of work has been done there.  We have to remind ourselves 
that opening the accession process does not mean they become member states.  It is a lengthy 
process.  It takes a number of years for countries to become member states after that process has 
been completed.  There has to be give and take.  When progress has been made and work has 
been done, we need to be able to show support and solidarity as well.  I understand that other 
member states have particular difficulties and challenges.  We will discuss this matter and lend 
our support to it at next month’s meeting of the General Affairs Council.  Georgia is a member 
of the Eastern Partnership, which is celebrating its tenth anniversary this year.  It is not looking 
to join the EU and is not part of the accession process at the moment.  As in the instances of 
Turkey and other countries, these conversations are continuing to remain there without moving 
anywhere.

There is a huge amount of work to do on climate.  We have said we want to become leaders 
in this regard.  We know we are falling behind at the same time.  The next targets are not going 
to be targets we can reach.  That is why we are focusing on our 2030 targets, which involve a re-
duction of 40%.  We understand that we have significant challenges in light of the fact that 33% 
of our emissions come from our largest indigenous sector.  We need to work with that sector.  
As many people stated, we should not engage in the “climate-shaming” of certain industries and 
sectors.  We need to make sure our approach is affordable, equitable and technically feasible.  It 
must be something people are on board with as well.  Some of the biggest challenges we have 
faced in recent years with regard to wind, solar or other proposals have involved ensuring com-
munities are on board.  The way we have planned the layout of our country means that houses 
and other things are situated in areas that make this a much more complex and difficult mat-
ter than is the case in other countries where there may be thousands of acres without a house 
or community in sight.  We have to take each country based on its geography, population and 
concerns and try to apply this.  We are focusing on that.  We are working with the Commission 
on a longer-term strategy.  This has been discussed a number of times.  At a significant sum-
mit that will take place in New York in September, we will focus on young people and on how 
climate change initiatives can be implemented.  We are trying to be as active as we can with 
our European and international partners.  We have been active at home by declaring a climate 
emergency, by doing our cross-committee work and by drawing up the cross-departmental plan 
that the Minister, Deputy Bruton, hopes to implement soon.

I was also asked about the overall structure of the next Commission and the next European 
Parliament.  The positions are being discussed.  The initial conversation took place last night.  
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We want to ensure smaller member states are represented and there is a good balance between 
male and female representation.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: That rules me out so.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: I cannot speak at this time about what will happen with current 
Commissioners.  That will be discussed.  The timeline provides that an initial proposal should 
be made by June.  I do not know whether that will happen.  That is the timeline which has been 
set out.

Even though the UK Parliament has voted to avoid a no-deal Brexit, that does prevent it 
from happening.  The only thing that can prevent it from happening is for the UK authorities to 
put forward a measure, a plan and a timeline for what they want to do next.  Obviously, the EU 
will be there to work with the UK, regardless of who assumes the role of Prime Minister later 
in the year.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: Mr. Bercow made it clear this morning that the UK Parliament is 
supreme.  He is going to insist that it has its say, regardless of whatever is decided.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: Absolutely, but without a request for an extension to the current 
arrangement, or something else being put in its place, a no-deal Brexit will not necessarily be 
prevented from happening.  We need to focus on trying to avoid that situation.  At the same 
time, we have to wait to see what the UK will bring forward.  It will probably be September 
before that happens because it will take a period of time - most likely up until the end of July 
- for a new Prime Minister to be elected.  It is possible that discussions will not resume until 
September.

Senator Craughwell asked about Brexit preparedness.  A meeting of the Brexit stakeholder 
forum took place this morning.  Such meetings have taken place on a regular basis for the 
past two years.  It is heartening to hear that in certain sectors, there is a level of preparedness 
of between 80% and 90%.  It is very difficult for sectors of industry to prepare fully without 
knowing what the future relationship will be.  The issue of transportation and haulage across the 
landbridge continues to be raised.  Some larger companies in certain sectors of industry have 
already been able to change direction away from the landbridge.  It is likely that they will not go 
back to the landbridge even if things change and a softer Brexit is agreed.  Such a change is pos-
sible with larger companies, although not necessarily with smaller companies.  We are acutely 
aware of this issue, particularly given that some sailings are 20, 40 or 60 hours.  Such sailings 
will not be able to support the transportation of fresh flowers, particular types of fruit and veg-
etables and other produce.  We are very aware of that.  We do not know what type of future re-
lationship there will be, what the landbridge will look like and what kinds of timelines through 
the UK we are talking about.  We can prepare as much as possible, but it is very difficult.  We 
are asking businesses and individuals to look at seven key steps for getting ready.  Much of this 
work does not involve a cost, which is extremely important.  It is not being discussed as much 
as it was a few months ago, but I encourage everybody to try to engage with it as much as they 
can in their own constituencies and counties to make sure people still have it on their agenda.

I was also asked about the overall position following last week’s elections.  We are look-
ing at a different composition across the leading groups - the European People’s Party and the 
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats - because they have come down in numbers.  
With regard to our own position here, I wish all of our new MEPs every success.  According 
to the most recent survey, which was carried out by European Movement Ireland and Red C, 
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our overall support for the EU increased last year from 92% to 93% and support for the EU 
among young people between the ages of 18 and 26 increased from 96% to 97%.  This continu-
ing strong support was reflected in the elections that took place last week.  We will do our best 
to ensure it is reflected in our contributions in the European Parliament, at the General Affairs 
Council and at the Foreign Affairs Council.

It seems to me, based on my engagement with colleagues at the General Affairs Council and 
elsewhere, that there is no appetite for the reopening of the withdrawal agreement.  In terms of 
the Border, we need to be clear that we will not be dragged or taken out of the Single Market or 
the customs union with the UK if it goes.  We need to ensure that does not happen.  We need to 
protect the Single Market and the customs union without putting in place a border between the 
North and the South.  That is very complex and difficult.  It will not be good overall in terms of 
our economy.  We are working intensively with the Commission on this.  Before the previous 
deadline, the Commission travelled to Ireland, in the same way that it travelled to other member 
states, to discuss a number of things.  We will continue to engage with it in this regard.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: Would the landbridge not make it possible for us to have our own 
dedicated line so that we do not have to get caught up in this?  Unlike Britain, we will still be 
part of Europe.  I suggest that we have our own dedicated line getting on to ships so that we do 
not have to go through what Britain might have to go through, documentation wise and all the 
rest.  

Deputy  Helen McEntee: That is obviously something that we can control in our own ports.  
It is something on which we have been working and engaging with our French, Belgian and 
other colleagues.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: Yes, at Dover.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: We cannot dictate, on mainland UK, that our trucks take prece-
dence over their trucks.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: They have to understand that we are part of Europe and they are 
not.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: Yes, exactly.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: It is not something that is within our power to do, unfortunately.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: Until we want that.

Deputy  Helen McEntee: We can manage what we can manage but there are certain things, 
as members can understand, we cannot do.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: We can tunnel under the UK.

Chairman: I sincerely thank the Minister of State for being here today.  Our discussion has 
been informative as always.  We appreciate the fact that she always takes the time to come here.  
I know she has an awful lot on her plate but these meetings ensure that we keep up a strong 
dialogue.  She is our main conduit to Government and to what is happening so we appreciate 
her very much.  I thank here again for being here.

Senator  Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear.



24

JEUA

Chairman: I propose that we suspend the meeting for a few minutes to allow the Minister 
of State to leave the room.  I also suggest that we take a photo with her outside the room, if that 
is okay.  When we return, the meeting will go into private session.

Sitting suspended at 3.51 p.m. and resumed in private session at 3.54 p.m.

The joint committee adjourned at 4 p.m. until 2 p.m. on Wednesday, 12 June 2019. 


