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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: I have received apologies from Deputies Clarke and Brady and Senator Byrne 
is substituting for Senator Wilson.  I welcome Senator Byrne.  We are joined remotely on Mi-
crosoft Teams by Senator Ó Donnghaile and we might be joined remotely by others in time.

Engagement with the Ambassador of Russia

Chairman: In the first part of our meeting this morning, we meet the ambassador of Russia, 
Mr. Yury Anatoliyevich Filatov, to discuss foreign policy.  I welcome Mr. Filatov and his ac-
companying official.  The format of our meeting is that we will hear the ambassador’s opening 
statement and then proceed to a question and answer session with members of our committee.  
Mr. Filatov will be aware, as members are, of the Covid-19 restrictions and so our meeting is 
time-limited.  That notwithstanding, I am sure we will have an opportunity to pursue a most 
interesting engagement.

Before proceeding to the business of the meeting, I wish to remind members and witnesses 
that mobile phones should be completely switched off or put on airplane mode for the duration 
of our meeting as they cause interference, even if on silent mode, with our recording equipment.

I also wish to remind members of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that 
they should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or 
an official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

Witnesses attending in the committee room are protected by absolute privilege in respect 
of the presentations they make to the committee.  This means that they have an absolute de-
fence against any defamation action for anything they say at the meeting.  However, they are 
expected not to abuse this privilege and it is my duty as Chair to ensure this privilege is not 
abused.  Therefore, if witnesses’ statements are potentially defamatory in relation to an identifi-
able person or entity, they will be directed to discontinue their remarks.  It is imperative that 
they comply with any such direction.  

I remind members who are joining us remotely that if they are within the precincts of the 
Houses, they enjoy the same parliamentary privilege that we do here but if they are outside of 
the Houses, care needs to be exercised as they may not benefit from the same level of immunity 
from legal proceedings as a person who is physically present.

It gives me great pleasure to call Mr. Filatov to make his opening statement to the commit-
tee.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: It is a refreshing moment for me to be outside of the embassy since 
we have closely followed the restrictions.  Let us think of this as a new beginning in our rela-
tionship and dialogue.  I would like to begin by commending the Chairman for the initiative to 
have this sort of discussion with the foreign ambassadors present in Dublin.  I am sure it pro-
vides for a wider view of world affairs and will be of mutual benefit to all of us.

It is hardly possible to give a comprehensive picture of Russia’s foreign policy but I will 
give the committee an idea of some major points.  Before we go into more specifics let me 
turn briefly to the basics.  The foreign policy concept of the Russian Federation was approved 
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by President Putin in the end of 2016 and is still in force.  This concept establishes that the 
foreign policy activity of Russia shall be aimed at the following main objectives: to ensure the 
national security, sovereignty and territorial integrity of Russia, and strengthen the rule of law 
and democratic institutions; to create a favourable external environment that would allow Rus-
sia’s economy to grow steadily and become more competitive, leading to higher standards of 
living and quality of life for our people; to consolidate the Russian Federation’s position as a 
centre of influence in today’s world; to strengthen Russia’s position in global economic rela-
tions and to prevent any discrimination against Russian goods, services and investments by 
using the options afforded by international and regional economic and financial organisations; 
to further promote the efforts to strengthen international peace and to ensure global security and 
stability with a view to establishing a fair and democratic international system that addresses 
international issues on the basis of collective decision-making, the rule of international law and 
the UN charter; to promote the central and co-ordinating role of the UN as the key organisation 
in charge of regulating international relations; to pursue neighbourly relations with adjacent 
states, assist them in eliminating the existing and preventing the emergence of new hotbeds of 
tension and conflicts on their territory; to promote, within bilateral and multilateral frameworks, 
mutually beneficial and equal partnerships with foreign countries, inter-state associations and 
international organisations, based on the principles of independence, sovereignty, pragmatism, 
transparency and predictability; and to ensure the comprehensive and effective protection of the 
rights and legitimate interests of Russian citizens and compatriots residing abroad.

One has to admit that the overall international environment in which we try to pursue these 
objectives is challenging.  The world seems to be running a high fever, as we can clearly see, 
and not entirely because of the pandemic.  We have witnessed increased conflict potential and 
the rise of negativism, aggression and mistrust.  The main destabilising factor has been the ag-
gressive policy of a number of Western states, in particular the United States, aimed at destroy-
ing the international legal framework of security and replacing international law with its own 
invention, the so called rules-based world order.  As a result, the lack of trust in global politics 
and the economy is being aggravated by methods of unfair competition, such as unilateral sanc-
tions, protectionism and trade wars.

Our goal is clear.  We seek stability and fair opportunities for all states.  Gunboat diplomacy 
or so-called democratic messianism, or, for that matter, any other kind of messianism, is hardly 
an option if we want to accomplish this.  I believe that more positive and sustainable results can 
be achieved through joint efforts based on the observance of the norms and principles of the UN 
Charter.  We are upholding this consistently.  President Putin’s initiative to hold a summit of 
the UN Security Council’s permanent members is part of this policy.  Heads of all UN Security 
Council permanent member states gave their consent.  Of course, the pandemic thwarted our 
efforts to agree on specific dates, but we are working on it and developing the concept and the 
potential outcomes of this summit.

Russia’s stance on strategic stability, arms control and international, including European, 
security is well known.  We will do everything possible to restore the dynamic in the arms 
control process, almost ruined by the actions of the outgoing US Administration.  Russia stands 
ready to extend for five years the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty known as START III.  We 
proposed a moratorium on deploying ground-based intermediate and shorter-range missiles af-
ter the United States had withdrawn from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, INF, 
to sustain a more or less stable level of confidence, especially in Europe.  In general, we stand 
for de-escalating tensions along the Russia-NATO contact line.  We came up with a proposal 
to agree on an arrangement that the exercises on both sides are conducted at a distance from 
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the contact line, and to agree on the minimum distances that may not be violated by military 
aircraft and warships of Russia or NATO.  We believe that the well-known formula - that there 
cannot be a winner in a nuclear war and it should never be waged - should be reaffirmed at the 
political level.

We came up with a proposal to do that a long time ago and, I am sorry to say, we failed to 
see any reciprocity on the part of the United States or in the Russia-NATO format.  We believe 
that implementing these initiatives or, at least, a professional straight-to-the-point and substan-
tive discussion of the subject, possibly along with other steps, would help to improve the overall 
atmosphere in Russia-West relations.  Dialogue itself on these matters would improve it.  How-
ever, so far, these ideas have been hanging in the air.

The Covid-19 pandemic, as we know, has severely affected the global economy and led to 
probably the worst recession since the Great Depression of the 1930s.  We believe that inter-
national trade is one of the key drivers of the global economic recovery.  At the same time, the 
Covid pandemic must not be used by countries as a pretext for protectionism and trade wars, 
which could be very damaging for international trade in the longer term.  It is widely acknowl-
edged that vaccines can be the very remedy that will pave the way to global economic recovery.

In this regard, Russia makes an important contribution by providing safe and efficient vac-
cines.  As members know, Russia was the country to approve the first Covid-19 vaccine, Sput-
nik V, which received its emergency use registration in full compliance with Russian law.  Mass 
vaccination in Russia against coronavirus has already started.  We need to address the pandemic 
jointly.  There must be no place for a biased, groundless and politicised approach with respect to 
vaccine development.  We encourage international co-operation in this area, especially between 
producers.  We welcome the recent decision by AstraZeneca to carry out clinical trials using 
components of the Russian vaccine, Sputnik V, in order to increase its own vaccine’s efficacy.  
I hope that Ireland will also be among the countries co-operating with Russia on this very im-
portant issue.

In more general terms, let us face it, we do not need interaction with the West any more than 
the West needs Russia.  We are interdependent but if our Western colleagues prefer to stick to 
certain rules and concepts that they themselves invented, that is up to them.  We believe that a 
dialogue with other participants in international life, including Russia, can solely be based on 
a generally accepted code of conduct, that is, the rules enshrined in the UN Charter, namely, 
respect for the sovereign equality of states, the principle of non-interference in each other’s 
internal affairs and the peaceful settlement of disputes.

The recent settlement of the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh could be considered as an ex-
ample of the above-mentioned approach.  The 9 November agreement reached by the leaders 
of Russia, Azerbaijan and Armenia stopped the bloodshed and paved the way for a long-term 
settlement.  Due to the agreement, thousands of internally displaced persons and refugees have 
returned to their households and secured conditions for the process of rebuilding of the econo-
my and solution of the humanitarian problems.  Now, we can create real conditions to turn the 
region of the southern Caucasus from instability and internally tense contradictions into a place 
of stability that is flourishing in the interests of all peoples living there, and Russia will continue 
to persistently support an advancement in this direction.

Russia will continue its efforts to step up international co-operation in fighting terrorism.  
We do not divide terrorists into good and bad ones.  We act in Syria by the request of the legiti-
mate local government.  At the same time, Russia has always been a strong supporter of settling 
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any conflict through a peaceful, inclusive political dialogue, paying special attention to the 
settlement of humanitarian problems and aid to the victims of conflict.  We contributed to ef-
forts to overcome conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa, including in Libya and Yemen.  
The situation in the region could, to our mind, be greatly improved through the implementation 
of Russia’s collective security concept for the Persian Gulf region.

This year, the world celebrates three major anniversaries: the 75th anniversary of the victory 
in the Second World War, the 75th anniversary of the beginning of the Nuremberg trials and 
the 75th anniversary of the United Nations.  To make these anniversaries a reality, my coun-
try paid an incomprehensible price - more than 26 million of my compatriots became victims 
of that war.  That is the reason Russia stands firmly in defence of truth in Second World War 
history, preserving the good reputation of victorious soldiers and preventing a revision of the 
internationally recognised results of the defeat of Nazism.  Unfortunately, some EU politicians 
and even state leaders prefer to demonstrate a weird shortness of memory, accusing the Soviet 
Union of collaborating with Nazi Germany in unleashing the war.  It is not only morally unac-
ceptable; it leads to a revision of the results of the war and, therefore, of the existing world order 
based on international law.  That is plainly dangerous.

Let me give an example.  Every year since 2005, the United Nations has adopted the Rus-
sian-sponsored resolution on combating the glorification of Nazism and preventing the revival 
of any form of xenophobia.  Just yesterday, the UN General Assembly again adopted the reso-
lution and, again, only the United States and Ukraine voted against, and the EU members pre-
ferred to abstain, basing their position on the necessity to uphold freedom of expression.  If 
one considers former Nazi and neo-Nazi parades to be an expression of freedom of speech, one 
should not be surprised that next day this freedom will knock at the door with a Nazi salute.

In recent years, relations between Russia and the European Union as a bloc, as an organisa-
tion, unfortunately continued to deteriorate - and not through our fault.  Unfortunately, EU col-
leagues made a very shortsighted choice in favour of archaic geopolitical zero-sum games and 
of creating new dividing lines.  This includes their support of the unconstitutional armed coup 
in Ukraine in 2014, the introduction of unilateral and illegitimate sanctions against Russia and 
the destruction of the entire multi-level system of the Russia-EU dialogue.  As a result, our Con-
tinent is facing a large-scale crisis of confidence and European businesses, including Irish busi-
nesses, are suffering serious losses.  It was the EU’s initiative to suspend many inter-industry 
formats and political dialogue.  Some promising projects were paused, including those aimed 
at building a common trade, economic and humanitarian space from Lisbon to Vladivostok.  
At the same time, Brussels tells us any significant improvement in relations would depend on 
the implementation of the Minsk agreements on the settlement of the conflict in south-eastern 
Ukraine, pretending that it is up to Russia to unblock the situation.  Regrettably, this artificial 
linkage persists to this day.  That probably suits only the Ukrainian Government, which ignores 
its obligations under the Minsk package of measures.  I remind the committee that the Minsk 
agreement has been enshrined into the international law by a resolution of the UN Security 
Council.  The Ukrainian Government is not even trying to hide its interest in using the unsettled 
conflict to maintain sanctions pressure on Russia.  The core of the settlement remains the same: 
the Kiev authorities must come to terms with their own people living in Donbass; that is the 
essence of the Minsk agreements.

That said, I still believe that there are better prospects for the EU-Russia relationship.  The 
President of the European Council, Charles Michel, initiated discussion within the Union on 
the pros and cons of the current approach to relations with Russia.  We are looking at this pro-
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cess with a certain interest, although, frankly speaking, we do not have any big expectations 
regarding it since the ideologically-blinkered and inert thinking in relation to our country is too 
persistent in some EU states, even to the detriment of their own national interests.  Despite this, 
there is a better way to live together in our common Europe.  Even today, we consider the EU as 
a potential participant in the greater Eurasian partnership concept proposed by President Putin.  
We believe this would benefit the European Union as well, combining regional integration po-
tentials and facilitate European economic operators’ access to Eurasian markets.  We hope that 
a sober analysis of the multipolar world will eventually prompt the European Union to rethink 
its obviously outdated approaches on the Russian track.  For our part, we, as before, are always 
open to honest and mutually beneficial co-operation.

Turning to Russian-Irish relations, in many ways they provide a good example of a positive 
and constructive relationship based on mutual respect.  We have been holding well under the 
Covid-19 conditions.  Political dialogue has been going on between our governments at various 
levels on many international and bilateral issues.  It is an open dialogue: we exchange opinions 
and work together where we have similar positions.  When we disagree, there is still a readiness 
to listen and to understand the partner’s point of view.  That approach will be much needed with 
the election of Ireland to the Security Council of the United Nations as a non-permanent mem-
ber for 2021-2022.  My country always highly valued the Irish commitments to the UN Charter.  
We know well the Irish devotion to the peacekeeping objectives in various regions of the world 
and the strong Irish position in favour of peace building and humanitarian assistance to less 
developed countries.  Russia and Ireland have very close positions on the Middle East peace 
process and the settlement of regional conflicts based on international law through inclusive 
political dialogue.  I note with special emphasis that our parliamentary co-operation is impres-
sive and ongoing, as witnessed by the re-establishment of the Friendship Group with Russia 
in the new Irish Parliament.  The videoconference between Russian and Irish parliamentarians 
in the group took place on 25 November.  Participants from both sides unanimously supported 
the idea of continuing the interparliamentary ties as an important part of the entire complex of 
bilateral relations.

Russian-Irish trade and economic relations have always been based on mutual interest and 
trust.  Being a WTO member, we support trade based on global rules and fair competition.  At 
present, when our economies suffer from the “Corona crisis”, international trade has become of 
paramount importance as it contributes to employment, economic activity and the speed of the 
recovery from the pandemic.  This year, as never before, our bilateral trade has been impacted 
by negative global factors.  However, according to Russian statistics, in January to October of 
2020 the value of our trade has decreased slightly by 9% to €1.5 billion compared to the same 
period in 2019, which is a lesser degree compared with other EU countries.  Our countries 
have opportunities to change this situation.  The next session of the bilateral Joint Economic 
Commission, which is supposed to be held in Dublin, will contribute to further development of 
business ties and economic co-operation.

What is perhaps more important is that there is a strong cultural, humanitarian connection 
between Russia and Ireland and, as we fight back at the pandemic and things gradually open up, 
which I hope they will, there is a strong prospect of further expansion in this area.  For the sake 
of questions I will now end my remarks.  I thank committee members for their attention.  I will 
be glad to answer on anything they may be interested in.

Chairman: I thank the ambassador for being here and also for his very comprehensive sub-
mission to the committee.  I will now proceed to questions.  I have received indications from 
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Senators Craughwell, Byrne, Ardagh, Joe O’Reilly and Deputy Gannon.  I ask members to be 
brief and to put their questions to the ambassador in a way that allows for a detailed discussion 
over the next 32 minutes.  I call Senator Craughwell.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: The ambassador is more than welcome.  As a member of 
the Russian-Irish Interparliamentary Friendship Group it is a pleasure to see him here.  It was 
also a pleasure to travel to his country last summer.  What a wonderful place.  I strongly recom-
mend Irish people visit it.  To get straight to the presentation the ambassador made, there are 
questions people will ask.  The ambassador talked of the rule of law, of peaceful co-existence 
with Russia’s neighbours and of the principle of non-interference.  As he will know, we have 
had presentations from other countries in the region and one of the areas of concern is the rela-
tionship Russia has with Georgia and particularly what the Georgians regard as incursions into 
their country.  They claim serious loss of life has taken place over the 30-year conflict in Geor-
gia.  I visited Georgia.  Politicians speak about intercountry relationships and sometimes we 
wonder what the people on the ground think.  Meeting Georgians, my experience was that they 
too were concerned about Russia breathing down their necks, as it was put to me when I was 
there.  We are talking about the destruction of 125 villages and the homes of 35,000 Georgians.

That does not bode well for friendly relations.  For example, if my next door neighbour is 
knocking down my garden shed, then my next door neighbour and I will have difficulties.  I 
am interested in the ambassador’s view regarding the Russians sometimes being viewed as the 
bad guys in world, while the western alliances are viewed as the good guys.  I do not subscribe 
to the notion that everyone on one side of the globe is bad, while those on the other side are all 
good.  I wonder, therefore, how the ambassador’s country has come to find itself portrayed as 
this aggressor in places such as Georgia and in the Crimean conflict.

Recent endeavours by Russia in the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia have been 
seen by some as interference in that conflict between two sovereign states rather than a peace 
effort.  I will leave it at that, because I do not want to take up everybody’s time.  I am delighted, 
however, to see the ambassador here.  I have previously facilitated the All-Russian Non-Gov-
ernmental Organization of Small and Medium Business, OPORA, in organising meetings here 
in Dublin, and I was also delighted to host the 75th anniversary commemoration at the Mayo 
Memorial Peace Park in Castlebar for Russian people who wanted to remember the fallen of 
the Second World War.

Chairman: I thank Senator Craughwell, and I call Senator Byrne.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: Excuse me, shall I respond now?

Chairman: No, I would rather we take two sets of questions and then have the ambassador 
answer.  Otherwise, we will not have an opportunity for all members to participate.  I thank the 
ambassador for his indulgence.  I call Senator Byrne.

Senator  Malcolm Byrne: It is good to meet the ambassador again.  Having been to Mos-
cow, I endorse Senator Craughwell’s view that it is a beautiful city.  It is important that we fur-
ther not only trade but also cultural relationships between Russia and Ireland and the European 
Union.  I welcome Russia’s continued commitment to arms reduction, to free and fair trade and 
to trade deals.  In Nagorno-Karabakh, certainly, Russia has the potential to at least keep the 
peace, if not to establish a long-term peace.

I raise the question of Belarus.  The ambassador spoke very strongly about the principles 
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of the UN Charter.  The Lukashenko regime, however, clearly does not respect the UN Charter 
regarding human rights and fundamental freedoms.  The ambassador will be aware of the elec-
tions that took place in Belarus this year.  There are major questions concerning the actions of 
the Lukashenko regime, and the protests are continuing on the streets in Minsk and many other 
cities.  The approach of the Russian Government is crucial in this situation.  It is my view, and 
I think that of the Government, that the Lukashenko regime no longer has the support of the 
people of Belarus, and that will obviously have an impact on the region.  I would like to hear 
the views of the Russian Government in that regard.

I would also like to raise an issue that I have spoken to the ambassador about previously.  I 
refer to the treatment of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people, not just in Russia but in 
the wider region.  Article 19 of the Russian constitution speaks strongly about the equal rights 
of all citizens, but the policy of the Russian Government continues to be a challenge for the 
LGBT community in Russia and the region.  I would like to know if there will be any change in 
the policy of the Russian Government in that regard.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: Let me combine my responses a little.  Concerning the issues raised 
by Senator Craughwell, and starting with Nagorno-Karabakh, to my mind this is an example or 
illustration that Russia is indeed a stabilising force along the perimeter of our borders.  There 
has not been a single case of a conflict at that perimeter which has been initiated by Russia - 
none.  Throughout the modern history of Russia, since the break-up of the Soviet Union, all 
those conflicts which have broken out have been, more or less, linked to the long history of 
national, international and inter-ethnical conflicts that had been suppressed during the period of 
the Soviet Union.  With the break-up of the Soviet Union, however, those conflicts just erupted 
and we had to deal with that situation one way or another.

That applies to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.  There has been a war between Armenians 
and Azerbaijanis since right after the break-up of the Soviet Union.  The situation goes back 
centuries really.  With the help of our international partners in the OSCE Minsk Group, France 
and the United States, we managed to freeze the conflict.  What we witnessed this year was 
the meltdown of this conflict.  It was at the request of the Armenians and Azerbaijanis that we 
responded with mediation to stop the bloodshed.  We sent 2,000 of our troops as peacekeepers 
to act as a buffer between the parties.  Azerbaijanis and Armenians alike welcomed our partici-
pation.  The members of the committee should have seen the people in Stepanakert, who were 
able to return to their homes.  They were thanking our soldiers because they literally saved 
those people’s lives.  

The same logic applies to whatever situation we might take, such as Georgia, for example.  I 
am well aware of the remarks made here by my dear friend and colleague, the Georgian ambas-
sador, H. E. Mr. George Zurabashvili, but I am sorry to say that his story about South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia just turned things upside down.  In 1991 and 1992, South Ossetia and Abkhazia, 
which had been autonomous regions of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, fought a war 
of independence from Georgia.  Again, the history of that interrelationship is a long one and is 
centuries-old.  It was Russia that did its best to stop the war at that time.  In June 1992, in Sochi, 
Russia and Georgia signed an agreement that stopped the hostilities.  Russian peacekeepers 
were stationed inside South Ossetia and Abkhazia to ensure peace.  

For almost 16 years, the situation was quiet.  On 8 August 2008, the then ultranationalist 
president of Georgia, Mikheil Saakashvili, of whom the committee might be aware, ordered the 
armed attack by his troops on South Ossetia, which resulted in the killing of 15 Russian peace-
keepers.  There were also numerous casualties among the civilian population of South Ossetia.  
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The response was reasonable and aggression was stopped.  Following mediation by France, 
agreement was reached.  Russian troops remained in the buffer zone between Georgia and 
South Ossetia to keep the area quiet, while the remainder of the troops returned to Russia.  That 
is it.  There have been no incursions or acts of blatant aggression on our part.  This is simply not 
true.  We are not interested in that.  We are only interested in ensuring that the region bordering 
Russia is stable and quiet.  By the way, we have been enjoying what is under the circumstances 
a more or less normal relationship with Georgia in terms of people-to-people contact and trade.  
Georgia is Russia’s second-largest foreign trade partner.

Chairman: I am reluctant to intervene or in any way to interrupt a comprehensive reply, 
but from a time perspective I have to ask His Excellency to move on to address the important 
issues raised by Senator Malcom Byrne.  I certainly do not mean any discourtesy but we are 
under time pressure.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: I reserve the right to reply to questions about Ukraine later.  The 
Belarusian situation is very complex.  It is quite obvious that there have been numerous mass 
popular disturbances in the country.  It is obvious that there is an internal political crisis.  A 
member of the committee spoke about Russia’s role.  Russia and Belarus have a common union 
state.  That brings obvious positive things for both peoples and responsibilities as well.  We 
cannot simply act as a judge, or a superior power that dictates to the Belarusian people what is 
best for them.  The Belarusians are almost like Russian people.  We know very well that they 
are very wise, capable, tolerant, etc.  They have to make their own decisions in a situation of 
non-interference.  I refer to things that have been done and are being done by some neighbour-
ing countries such as Latvia, Poland.  One can certainly speak up in favour of political groups or 
movements, but trying to instigate things inside a country is not a good way to find a solution.  
We agree that there should be a solution to the crisis.  Our president has talked to President 
Lukashenko at least twice very recently.  They have discussed this in earnest and I am sure he 
knows our point of view.  I have to be very careful not to upset the very delicate balance of 
relationships between Russia and Belarus.  In our view it will take a little bit more quiet but 
strong persuasion and diplomacy, rather than building up emotions, which is not good in any 
case.  That will lead nowhere.  That is basically our approach.

Chairman: I thank the ambassador.  I direct him to Senator Byrne’s question on human 
rights.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: Yes.  LGBT people were referred to.  There is nothing in our legis-
lation that could even remotely be considered to be in any way bad for minorities of any kind.  
LGBT people are absolutely equal in their rights, at least from the legislative point of view.  I 
can accept that there might be some instances of discrimination, as happens throughout Europe, 
including in Ireland.  This is treated rather harshly under existing legislation, whether it con-
cerns LGBT people or any other minority.  There is nothing to suggest that the rights of LGBT 
people are somehow compromised as a matter of state policy.  On the contrary, just like others 
they have every opportunity to be promoted in their jobs, etc.  It is blown out of proportion a 
little bit.  One hears reports that someone made a bad glance at someone somewhere.  That is 
life.  It could happen.  Nobody denies that.  There is absolutely nothing to suggest that their 
rights are somehow diminished as a matter of state policy.

Deputy  Gary Gannon: I welcome the ambassador and thank him for engaging with us 
today.  I would like to ask about the reasoning behind Russian air force incursions into Irish 
airspace, most frequently in March of this year when it happened twice.  It has happened inter-
mittently before that.  From the perspective of the Russian Government, what is the purpose of 
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these incursions into Irish airspace?

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: That is our favourite subject.

Deputy  Gary Gannon: Great.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: I have read so many reports.  The fact of the matter is that at no 
point recently or for many years has our air force made incursions into Irish airspace.  There 
has been none of that kind of stuff.  The papers have their own way of putting things.  We have 
a long-standing programme of long-range flights by long-range strategic aircraft.  These are 
training missions.  They fly over the north Atlantic, sometimes in the airspace controlled by 
the Irish air control system.  This is not Irish airspace per se, but an area of Irish responsibility.  
This is perfectly legal.  There is nothing bad about that.  These flights have been going on for 
decades, causing no problems for anybody.  There are carried out in strictest accordance with 
International Civil Aviation Organization, ICAO, regulations, safety standards, etc.  These are 
peaceful missions.

Deputy  Gary Gannon: Regarding safety standards, there have also been accusations that 
the transponders on these flights have been turned off, which puts civil aviation at risk.  Is it the 
ambassador’s understanding that transponders on these flights are turned off?

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: I am not familiar with the technical details, but I know that some-
times at certain stages of flights they might be switched off and on again.  That is done-----

Deputy  Gary Gannon: That is not in accordance with safety standards.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: Chapter II of the Chicago Convention on International Civil Avia-
tion addresses this kind of thing.  I asked our armed forces personnel to report to me on this.  
These people are not in politics.  They are military personnel.  They report things as they are.  
They stated that these flights have nothing to do with the safety and security of Irish personnel, 
Irish airspace or Ireland in general.  They are very far away from any established international 
air routes.  No issue of public safety is involved here.  I am very happy with this response.

Chairman: The ambassador might share that report with the committee for the benefit of 
Deputy Gannon and other members.

Senator  Catherine Ardagh: I thank the ambassador.  I am part of the Irish parliamentary 
friendship group and I had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Filatov’s parliamentary colleagues in 
Moscow approximately a year and a half ago when they gave us a wonderful welcome.  I was 
reunited with a friend because the interpreter had been in school with me so there are many 
connections.

There are many subjective views on the large number of conflicts throughout the world in 
which Russia is involved.  I do not like to be fickle but the maxim is that there are two sides 
to every story and the truth lies somewhere in the middle.  I do not think we will solve these 
issues today.  I appreciate Mr. Filatov’s view on it and it is very interesting to hear his view on 
all of the various conflicts in which Russia is involved.  What gives me a little hope with regard 
to international relations with Russia is the fact that Sputnik V and the AstraZeneca team are 
working together on an improved Covid vaccine.  Many of us know there is huge scepticism 
about Russia, Russian produce and Russians, and the idea it is testing the RAF response time 
coming into Irish airspace.  If we can concentrate on collaborative projects such as the vaccine, 
it is very helpful and positive and I call for more of this.
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Deputy  David Stanton: I apologise for not being present but I am in the convention centre.  
I welcome the ambassador.  I visited Moscow and St. Petersburg approximately 20 years ago 
with a parliamentary committee from here and it was a very interesting visit.  I will move to do-
mestic issues and ask the ambassador a number of questions.  What is the rate of unemployment 
currently in Russia?  I note there is some concern about this.  What is the poverty rate?  What 
is the impact of the virus on the economy, unemployment and the Russian people generally?

Chairman: Why has there been no serious investigation into the poisoning of Alexei Na-
valny?  Why is this matter regarded as not being sufficient for a formal investigation?

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: As it happens, today President Putin is holding his year-end big 
press conference.  He has probably finished by now.  With regard to the pandemic, this morning 
I heard this particular question asked of the president.  His answer was quite clear.  We have 
suffered a real overall economic downturn, although much less than we had expected.  The de-
crease in production in GDP was 3% and the prognosis was worse.  Yes, the overall population 
has suffered a decrease in real income.  This is true.  The government is working on a number 
of projects involving financial support and shaking up production, more or less along the lines 
of the Irish Government, to provide support.  The situation is very difficult for all of us.  It does 
not help the overall programme of government with regard to eradicating poverty in the first 
place if we have to fight back a little.  I assure the committee this is a priority, if not the most 
prioritised issue for the president.

With regard to Alexei Navalny and the story about his poisoning, let me give the Chairman 
a brief answer.  There is nothing in the medical test results carried out in the Russian hospital 
when he got sick to suggest or support the claim of poisoning.  We have formally asked Ger-
man colleagues to provide us with any evidence to the contrary at their disposal, which would 
enable Russian law enforcement authorities to launch a criminal investigation into the matter.  
So far, we have not received an answer and this raises questions about claims of poisoning.  
There is quite clear legislation on when we can open up a criminal case, and with the Chair-
man’s background as a Minister with responsibility for justice, he probably knows that there has 
to be evidence of criminal intent or something that suggests criminality.  Alexei Navalny was 
treated in the hospital and his life was saved.  At the insistence of his family who asked for his 
transportation to Germany, this decision was made immediately, after consultation between our 
medics and German medics to make sure he was transported safety.  I do not want to go into 
the propaganda side of things.  This question has been asked of the president today at the press 
conference.  He was quite clear in asking another question.  It would need years of preparation 
by special forces to get rid of a person who does no harm to anyone.  To us, it looks like a really 
widespread operation of propaganda against Russia and nothing else.

We are asking people to share with us what they have to suggest he was poisoned.  If we find 
evidence we will look into it and we will find who poisoned him but we have to have something.  
In Russia, we still have biological material from the probably couple of dozen tests carried out 
during the 24 hours he was in the hospital in Omsk.  There have been two or three diagnoses.  I 
am not a medical doctor but it was not about poisoning; it was about his body reacting to exter-
nal factors.  This is how it stands.  We are waiting for real evidence.  This is being done within 
the legal framework of the European Convention on Mutual Assistance in Legal Matters.  There 
are obligations on Germany and we insist it meets them.

Chairman: I am very conscious of the time and I ask Senator O’Reilly to confine his re-
marks and to be brief.  I will then ask the ambassador for his concluding remarks.
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Senator  Joe O’Reilly: The ambassador’s responses to me can be included in his conclud-
ing remarks.  I thank the Chairman for this opportunity and I will be quick.  The ambassador 
is welcome.  As leader of the Irish delegation to the Council of Europe, and supported by the 
Government, I was one of the strong advocates for Russia’s continuing participation in the 
Council of Europe and for the brokering of its re-entry to talks in the Council of Europe.  This 
dialogue is important and it is worth mentioning Ireland’s position.  I will not repeat any ques-
tion that has been asked.  Will the ambassador comment on how he evaluates the Middle East 
peace process and the climate change issue in Russia?  Will he also speak about Donbass in his 
concluding remarks?  I will not say more.  There is no point in a speech at this hour of the day.

Chairman: I invite the ambassador to conclude.  I apologise to members and the ambas-
sador, as we could go on for another hour and have an interesting discussion.  Unfortunately, I 
must ask the ambassador to confine his remarks to about two minutes but we will have a further 
opportunity, maybe next year, to pursue many of the issues.  I ask the ambassador to send a note 
to Deputy Gannon on the important issue he raised.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: First of all, we need to emphasise one very important basic point, 
which relates to all the issues raised today, in one way or another.  Russia is not an aggressive 
entity.  We are not looking for a fight with anyone.  We are not looking to destabilise our neigh-
bours.  It is to the contrary in that we would like to see the stability of all things around our 
perimeter.  We proceed from that assumption and from that fact, and it is a fact.  The Nagorno-
Karabakh settlement clearly showed that when we are faced with something from the past, we 
deal with it on a par with the people we know and who trust us.  It has been done.

Unfortunately, that cannot be done everywhere.  What happened in the Ukraine, for example, 
was not the result of any action by Russia.  The uprising in Donbass and the self-determination 
of Crimea were a direct consequence of the armed overthrow of the legitimate government in 
Kiev by the extremist ultranationalist group with a distinct anti-Russian bias.  That overthrow 
was prepared and implemented with the direct encouragement and support of the United States 
and some western European governments.  However, the root of the problem is that the people 
in the south-east of Ukraine and Crimea, who are predominantly Russian speakers, did not ac-
cept the coup of 2014, which directly threatened their way of life, national self-consciousness 
and even safety.  The point of the Minsk agreement, and the whole story since 2014, was for the 
Kiev authorities to listen to their people, to have a dialogue with them and to settle things with 
them.  That is the real issue.   We will be supportive and have been supportive of them.

As far as the Irish connection is concerned, today’s dialogue is representative of the mature 
state of our relationship.  Not only do we talk about nice things, but we discuss some really dif-
ficult issues and we do it with a willingness to understand each other’s position, which is really 
important.

Chairman: Yes.  On that note, I reiterate my thanks and, indeed, the appreciation of mem-
bers of the committee for your attendance.  I wish you a very happy Christmas and new year.

I ask that a note be repaired in response to Senator O’Reilly’s question on the role of Russia 
in the Middle East peace process.  I do not recall a reply to Deputy Stanton’s question on the 
unemployment situation in Russia, so perhaps a note on that can be provided as well.  I will 
bring matters to a conclusion by thanking you for attendance and engagement.

H.E. Mr. Yury Filatov: Thank you.  I wish all members a merry Christmas or, as we say, 
happy Christmas.
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Chairman: Thank you. 

Engagement with the Permanent Representative of Ireland to the United Nations

Chairman: I am very pleased to welcome H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason, Ireland’s per-
manent representative to the United Nations.  She is very welcome, albeit in virtual form.  On 
behalf of the committee, I wish her all the best particularly as she takes up her important role, 
on behalf of Ireland, at the Security Council.  I also welcome the diplomats, officials and her 
team joining us.

The format of the meeting is such that we will hear the ambassador’s opening statement 
before a question and answer session with members of the committee, some of whom are here.  
Others who are joining us from the convention centre, such as Deputy Stanton and Senator Ó 
Donnghaile.

I remind witnesses that they are protected by absolute privilege in respect of the presenta-
tion they make to the committee.  This means they have an absolute defence against any defa-
mation action taken based on anything they say.  However, I know neither the ambassador nor 
her team is going to in anyway adversely interfere with or abuse this privilege.

It gives me great pleasure to call on the ambassador to make her opening statement.  In 
terms of time, we are obliged to bring matters to a conclusion at 1.30 p.m. at the latest, having 
regard to the Covid restrictions operating for the length of our meetings.

H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason: I thank the Chairman and it is a pleasure to see him on 
the screen.  Good morning from a very snowy New York where overnight we have had one of 
the largest snow storms in five years.  We are looking to Dublin from a very snowy city.

It is a real pleasure to address members of the committee virtually in my capacity as Ire-
land’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations.  I look forward to discussing with 
members Ireland’s priorities and preparations for our upcoming term on the United Nations 
Security Council.  Professionally and personally, I hope this is the first of many encounters we 
will have over the busy two year tenure. 

After a long and hard fought Security Council campaign, we were thrilled to be elected on 
17 June.  We take our seat in 15 days’ time and we are marking down the days.  Preparations 
here are at full throttle.  The committee recently had the opportunity to engage with the Min-
ister, Deputy Coveney, and he briefed members on the key principles that will underpin our 
overall approach when we are on the Security Council.  They are building peace, strengthening 
conflict prevention and, importantly, ensuring accountability.

As the Minister said, they are the principles that are at the heart of Irish foreign policy.  Our 
commitment to these principles will be consistent and determined on the Security Council.  
Simply put, we will remain our recognisable selves, true to our principles and values, anchored 
in our traditional commitments to disarmament, human rights and international law.  These 
principles encouraged two thirds of the 193 member states at the United Nations to vote con-
fidence in Ireland on election day.  I see that as a vote of trust in Ireland’s trademark foreign 
policies. 

The Council has nothing less than the ambition to maintain international peace and security.  
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We are in a challenged international environment, to put it mildly, where global superpowers, 
like the United States and China, have uneasy relationships.  Tensions, indeed open conflict, 
are raging variously across Africa, the Middle East and even closer to home in Europe.  Often, 
these tensions are exacerbated by a changing climate.  We know the two years ahead will test 
us.  Multilateralism itself is challenged.  We will be steering a course through choppy waters.

Where are we now in our preparations?  Our dedicated Security Council team is well assem-
bled in Dublin and in New York.  This is a once-in-a-generation project.  We have assembled 
a team of some of our most talented diplomats who bring a really wide range of expertise and 
great energy to this endeavour.  I am laying the groundwork here in New York with Security 
Council members and with the Secretary General and his staff in the UN secretariat.  I have also 
been working with civil society organisations and with ambassadors from countries right across 
the General Assembly.

Today, I am looking forward to hearing from committee members and listening to their 
thoughts on how Ireland can contribute at the Security Council table.  I keep saying that Ireland 
does not go to that table to make up numbers.  We want to make a difference.  As the ambas-
sador dealing with the coalface, day-to-day work of the council, negotiation by negotiation 
and sometimes sentence by sentence, I thought it would be best to highlight several of what 
the Minister, Deputy Coveney, calls our weighty briefs.  From early in our tenure, we will be 
expected to work on those briefs and, in many cases, to offer leadership on them.  However, I 
should add that the Security Council agenda is a huge and wide one.  There are more than two 
dozen specific country situations officially on that agenda, as well as many thematic focus is-
sues which get the attention of the council.  We are preparing for all eventualities.

I will start with an issue that is now, and has been for a while, of particular focus for the coun-
cil, namely, the situation in Syria.  One of the positive actions the Security Council has taken to 
try to ease human suffering is under the Syria file.  This is done through what we know as the 
Syria humanitarian resolution.  Security Council authorisation is the means by which humani-
tarian actors, by whom I mean people delivering food, medicine and shelter, can provide the 
cross-border assistance into north-western Syria that is so badly needed.  Right now, thousands 
of Syrians are facing into another bleak winter in the desperate situation that is the tenth year 
of conflict.  We plan to do everything we can to ensure that life-saving humanitarian assistance 
can continue to be delivered to millions of internally displaced persons in north-western Syria 
throughout our term on the council and for as long as that support is needed.  The ongoing need 
for humanitarian aid, both to the Syrians internally displaced within that country and to those 
who have had to take refuge in neighbouring countries, underlines the urgency there is that the 
UN-led political process, which is aimed at resolving the conflict, should make progress and do 
so soon.  We fully support the efforts of the UN special envoy to Syria, Geir Pedersen, whom I 
spoke to the other day.  He is working hard, but I have to admit that progress is painfully slow.

I mentioned that the dynamics of the Security Council at this time are less than optimal.  
This year, as members may have noticed, it took more than three months for the council to 
endorse a call made by the Secretary General for a global ceasefire in Covid times.  That was, 
frankly, shameful.  Clearly, the approach of the incoming US Administration will be a factor 
in shaping and, we hope, changing the dynamics at the Security Council next year.  I am very 
much looking forward to meeting and working with the new US ambassador-designate, Linda 
Thomas-Greenfield.  She is a professional diplomat with long experience, particularly in Africa, 
and we hope to work closely with her on the council.

A key area I want to signal, which we will be watching very carefully in the coming months, 
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is Iran and the future of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA, nuclear deal.  In par-
ticular, we will be watching in the context of possible US re-engagement with the deal.  With 
elections in Tehran due by June and following the change of Administration in Washington, it 
is likely to be a critical year for these issues and a difficult year, if we are realistic, for the Iran 
nuclear deal.  The window of time for both sides to re-engage is short and narrowing.  As an EU 
country, Ireland will do everything it can at the Security Council to preserve the JCPOA.  We 
see that agreement as a major diplomatic achievement and the best way to keep Iran’s nuclear 
ambitions in check.  We also think it is the best way to help bring peace to the region.  Our long 
history of support for nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation allows us to play an impartial 
but principled role in the council’s stance on this issue.

As we address ongoing tensions and conflicts, we will also be working at a more subter-
ranean level, looking at root causes of conflict and its impacts.  An area we know well in this 
regard is hunger.  The biggest driver of hunger now is conflict, which is undermining food se-
curity in some of the most vulnerable regions in the world.  The alarm bells signalling the risks 
of famine are ringing loudly in Yemen, South Sudan and many other places.  Yesterday, I spoke 
here in New York with the ambassador of Burkina Faso, in which country there are risks of food 
shortages that are becoming serious.  In September next year, the UN will host a major food 
systems summit.  That is the same month in which Ireland will take the presidency of the Se-
curity Council.  We plan to draw a clear link between food systems, food security and conflict.

The truth is that there are far too many files to cover in this statement that will be at the top 
of the in tray in January.  The majority - more than 60% - of the country situations the Security 
Council is dealing with are in Africa.  We will be very active in leading the council’s engage-
ment in this regard, particularly its work in west Africa, in the troubled Sahel, and in Sudan, 
where the UN is in the midst of a very complex transition from a peacekeeping mission, UNA-
MID, to a political mission called UNITAMS.  That is an issue I discussed with several parties 
yesterday.  As the UN is adjusting to a new reality in that country, we need to be really careful 
that the protection of civilians in Sudan is maintained.  In neighbouring Ethiopia, we are watch-
ing a very worrying situation, with ongoing reports of atrocities against civilians and possible 
ethnic profiling.  Ethiopia, traditionally and regionally, plays a very important role in peace and 
security for the Horn of Africa.  What happens in Ethiopia affects both Sudan and Somalia.  It 
is really important that stability be restored and that Ethiopia get back to paying its role.  As a 
long-standing development partner of Ethiopia, we will support the African Union and all re-
gional partners in working to bring an end to this worrying crisis and to ensure the humanitarian 
access that is needed in Ethiopia is assured.  That effort will, of course, be aimed at ensuring the 
well-being of citizens, through the unfettered humanitarian access that we have not yet seen.

Ireland comes to the Security Council table with a very well-respected and long-standing 
position of support for a negotiated two-state solution in the Middle East peace process.  The 
presidency of the Security Council will be held in January by an Arab state, the Tunisian delega-
tion.  My expectation, not least in light of recent developments in the region, is that there will 
be a full debate on the Palestinian situation in our first weeks at the Security Council table.  The 
Tunisians, we understand, will bring a focus on co-operation with the Arab League, which is 
active in a range of theatres across the Middle East region.  Of course, we are already watching 
developments in the region carefully and every day.  Last month, for example, we joined with 
other EU members of the Security Council to call publicly on Israel to reverse its decision to 
open a tender for illegal settlement construction in the highly sensitive area of Givat HaMatos.  
I can only hope that during our two-year tenure on the Security Council, we will see more signs 
for optimism than I can attest to today.
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The Government rightly puts women, peace and security front and centre in both our for-
eign policy and development policies.  I served here for two years as the chair of the UN Com-
mission on the Status of Women, which is the principal global intergovernmental body that is 
exclusively dedicated to gender equality and the empowerment of women.  The story of Irish 
women’s involvement in the peace process in Northern Ireland resonates widely in the corridors 
of the UN.  For peace to be sustainable, women must be at the table and meaningfully involved 
in the decision-making.  Famously, the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on women, peace 
and security, WPS, is the most translated ever and the annual debate on WPS is always over-
subscribed.  We look forward to playing a central role on this critical issue at Security Council 
when we take up our role there.  Germany did that for the last two years and we look forward to 
taking over the baton.  The WPS agenda includes, for example, ongoing peace talks in Afghani-
stan and the burgeoning peace process in Yemen.  They concern us and we hope to bring those 
live negotiations into focus in WPS work.

I have not had time to get into depth on some of the issues, such as crises in Europe - which 
the Security Council has on its agenda - Belarus, Nagorno-Karabakh or Latin America, which 
is another region we know well.  Colombia, for example, will be accompanied in its ongoing 
implementation of its peace process. That is a debate we will also have in January.

Just as we are working at full tilt in New York, the Department of Foreign Affairs at head-
quarters and in all our embassies across the globe is pulling together to ensure we will step up 
as an effective, credible and, I hope, impactful member of the council, just as we aim to be in all 
our foreign policy work, whether at the EU, the UN or in our bilateral relations.  The Minister, 
Deputy Coveney, is already actively engaged in extensive consultations with his counterparts 
across the globe, not just with countries who are members of the council but countries that are 
the focus of the council, are undergoing conflict and are regularly discussed at the council.  He 
is also engaging with key partners across the UN membership.

I could not finish my remarks without also mentioning the extraordinary service of the 
women and men of Óglaigh na hÉireann and An Garda Síochána.  Our reputation at the United 
Nations is built on our record of peacekeeping and on their extraordinary service in the cause 
of peace.  Today, Irish women and men wear blue helmets in seven UN peacekeeping missions.  
These range from the Golan Heights, where we have Brigadier General Maureen O’Brien, 
Deputy Force Commander of the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force, UNDOF, to 
the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon, UNIFIL, the United Nations Truce Supervision 
Organization, UNTSO, in the Middle East, Western Sahara, Mali and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo.

The important point about our tenure for the next two years will be that the mandates of all 
those peacekeeping missions come to the council table and are shaped, negotiated, discussed 
and adopted at the Security Council.  In Cyprus, where our gardaí are deployed, the renewal of 
the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus, UNFICYP, mandate will be up next month 
when we sit at the council in January.  For the next two years, we will be at that table with a 
real opportunity to look out for our peacekeepers, to make a difference by building on their 
experience as peacekeepers and on our experience as a peacekeeping nation to help shape those 
mandates and make them more fit for purpose.

I thank the chairman again for this opportunity to introduce myself and, importantly, the 
work we look forward to doing for the next few years to the committee.

Chairman: I thank the ambassador.  On behalf of the committee and on my own behalf, 
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I acknowledge the role she played in ensuring that Ireland has a seat on the Security Council.  
Her leadership, commitment, dedication and professionalism was outstanding in terms of ser-
vice.  We have seen in her address the exciting programme that lies ahead for her and her team, 
and indeed for Ireland.

Deputy  Cathal Berry: I wish a good afternoon to the ambassador from Dublin and a good 
morning to everyone in New York.  I am happy to hear there will probably be a white Christmas 
over there.  I thank the ambassador for her comprehensive statement at the start and specifically 
for recognising the sacrifices and the work of Irish troops and gardaí abroad, which is impor-
tant.  I also thank her for focusing on the situation in Idlib, north-west Syria, which is quite close 
to where our troops are at the moment.

I have two brief questions, both related to international peacekeeping.  First, over the next 
two years is it likely there will be new United Nations peacekeeping missions deployed some-
where on the planet?  The fact that Ireland now has a seat at the Security Council means that, 
from a credibility perspective, it is probably expected we will put boots on the ground.  I am 
keen to know the ambassador’s thoughts as to whether it is likely there will be Irish Defence 
Force involvement in new peacekeeping missions over the next two years and, if so, where 
would those missions likely be?  

Second, I am happy to hear what the ambassador said about the strengthening of United Na-
tions mandates for peacekeeping troops.  She mentioned she is keen that they be more robust, 
fit for purpose and capable of being implemented on the ground.  She outlined the process by 
which that is to come about.  What is the likelihood of success there?  Are we likely to have the 
same mandates again?  How does she rate her chances of strengthening those important man-
dates?  Without a strong mandate, one cannot have a strong presence on the ground.

Deputy  David Stanton: I am at the Convention Centre, participating remotely.  It is good 
to see the ambassador again.  I enjoyed my visits to New York in two different years with the 
Commission on the Status of Women, CSW.  I congratulate the ambassador on her work in that 
and chairing it at the time.  She worked equally hard on lobbying for our place on the Security 
Council.

When I met ministers from island nations, African nations and so on, one common theme 
that came across was the issue of climate change, the conflicts it can cause and is causing and 
the concerns people have.  Some island nations in the Pacific are worried about their lands 
disappearing completely under the ocean.  Will the Security Council be focusing on that to any 
degree from the point of view of security?  Linked to that is the issue of refugees and asylum 
seekers, which has caused so many difficulties, more so for the refugees and asylum seekers 
themselves.  We have seen thousands drown in the Mediterranean and unspeakable suffering 
going on all over the world linked to climate change and to other conflicts.  

The other issue has to do with South Sudan.  The ambassador says we are moving from a 
military to a political mission.  There is a lot of concern there and even yesterday the represen-
tative there gave a report to the Security Council on his concerns about South Sudan and the 
concerns of people there who feel vulnerable and fear that the UN will move away from protect-
ing them.  Is the ambassador happy that will be okay?  We do not want a situation arising where 
people could be vulnerable or threatened, as happened in the past.

I wish the ambassador all the best on the Security Council.  I know she will do extraordi-
narily well and do us proud.  I wish all her team in New York a happy Christmas and thank them 
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for their hospitality when I met them there over the last number of years.

H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason: I thank Deputies Berry and Stanton.  I will speak to 
Deputy Berry’s question on upcoming possible new peacekeeping missions.  The first point is 
that as we go on to the Security Council, we take on a responsibility for international peace and 
security.  As a traditional peacekeeping nation, we always say that we see peacekeeping as be-
ing at the heart of that mission.  Deputy Berry is absolutely correct that this will be a critical is-
sue and there will be ongoing discussion as we build our two years up.  The question of whether 
Ireland might contribute troops to any new mission would be a Government decision.  As has 
always been the case, that decision would be taken on a case-by-case basis. 

The question on whether there may be new missions and where they might be is a very good 
one.  A new mission indicates a new source of tension and conflict.  We hope that much of the 
work we do in the next two years will be to resolve existing conflicts.  The reality is that we are 
dealing with very unstable situations.  If the Deputy asked me where they might be, I would 
say that we constantly look to Africa and the Middle East as the two regions where the largest 
deployment of peacekeepers is currently in place.  We have more than 100,000 peacekeepers on 
the ground.  A number of those missions are in transition.

Deputy Stanton asked a very interesting question about the transition out of a peacekeeping 
mission into a political situation.  Where that is possible we support that.  There are, of course, 
situations which arise that require more peacekeepers on the ground.  One area which is under 
discussion – it is early days yet – is the question of securing the ceasefire in Libya.  There have 
been no discussions.  I do not think a scenario will arise where there will be a major deploy-
ment of a peacekeeping mission in Libya, but early discussions are under way on the notion of 
monitoring a ceasefire.  In that context, one might imagine that there would be a need for moni-
tors.  The scale of that is nothing like what we talk about in UNIFIL or UNAMID.  There are 
more than 7,000 peacekeepers in South Sudan.  As a troop contributor, our views on this will 
be sought.  We will, of course, be guided by the Government and will work very hard on any 
upcoming peacekeeping missions.

The majority of peacekeeping missions are now resourced and sourced by the global south.  
Our African partners, in particular, play an enormous role in securing the region of Africa where 
most peacekeeping missions are needed.

The strengthening of mandates is an important issue for us.  We go to the table with more 
than 60 years of unbroken peacekeeping experience.  Frankly, we know what we are talk-
ing about when we see a mandate.  The question of an ongoing international environment for 
conflict is changing, and includes jihadists and groups of mercenaries moving across borders 
destabilising fragile regions.  It is a changing international environment.  It would be foolish to 
try to use rollover mandates each time to address changing conflicts. 

We are working with the members on the Security Council and other troop contributors to 
look to the new challenges.  I want to mention issues that come up with increasing frequency.  
One is the inclusivity of the mandate.  In other words, do the mandates properly look out for the 
protection of civilians, something Deputy Berry touched on.  Not all mandates have a civilian 
protection element.  We are working hard to make sure that where they have that mandate the 
peacekeepers on the ground, including those who are Irish, are properly trained.  Ireland plays 
a role in training and supporting that aspect of mandates.

Deputy Berry asked if we were in with a chance.  We certainly are.  Just after the recent 
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coup in Mali, we saw the renewal of MINUSMA, a peacekeeping force involving Irish soldiers 
on the ground.  That mandate was adapted to cope with the changing situation.  While many 
discussions around mandates at the Security Council can be difficult, and sometimes issues of 
performance are resources are raised, we will work for the safety and security of our forces and 
to make sure they are fit-for-purpose mandates.

It is a pleasure to see Deputy Stanton again.  I thank him for his great assistance to us in the 
Security Council campaign.  He was one of our warriors as the Chair of the committee in get-
ting us over the line.  

He raised two very important issues.  The first was climate insecurity.  This is a kind of 
breakthrough issue in the UN.  It is a sensitive issue.  We know climate insecurity is a big 
driver of conflict and tension.  Deputy Stanton mentioned the Sahel region.  It is destabilising 
and fragments small island states.  We have not yet seen conflict there.  However, across Africa 
from Mali to countries that are in a peaceful environment, such as Namibia, where deserts are 
increasingly reducing economic capacity, we know it makes ongoing situations more fragile. 

There is a resistance on the part of some members of the Security Council, in particular 
Russia and China, to address climate and security at the Security Council table.  It relates to 
a principled position they have about the concept of security.  However, nationally we see it 
as a driver of instability and believe that, as we have said so often, there is no peace without 
development and no development without peace.  It comes into the nexus of prevention for us.  

If we see climate insecurity and an abuse of human rights, we can tell people that is a pre-
cursor of instability or conflict.  We are working very hard.  It is good news to be able to say 
to Deputy Stanton that the German delegation, working with a country from the Sahel, Niger, 
recently succeeded in getting an informal working group on climate and security established, 
which is significant in terms of the Security Council.  Ireland hopes to play a key role in that 
group, and we are already preparing for that.

The human aspect of this was mentioned by the Deputy.  It has an ongoing effect in terms of 
refugees, something the Secretary General raised with me in a conversation this week.  In 2011, 
he spoke about the impact of climate security on refugees. 

The Deputy’s second question concerned South Sudan and transition.  It is a critical issue, 
which is preoccupying us.  In our early weeks on the Council we will deal with this issue.  The 
peacekeeping mission UNAMID is due to be drawn down or, to use a more appropriate term, 
ended at the end of this year.  We have concerns about moving away from a peacekeeping mis-
sion into what will, of course, ultimately be a very effective political mission which we call 
UNITAMS.  There will be gap factor, where 7,000 peacekeepers will leave the world’s young-
est nation.  The protection of civilians, many of whom have depended on the peacekeeping 
mission until now, will be affected.  There will also be a huge logistical operation in terms of 
withdrawing personnel and hardware.  All of that is a major undertaking in a very short time-
frame.  A number of members of the Security Council would have preferred a slower and more 
orderly draw down, and we share this view.  At the moment UNITAMS is at about half strength 
on the ground.  Some 7,000 peacekeepers will leave and I understand UNITAMS will comprise 
70 personnel in total.  I am sure they will be highly effective and integrated once operational, 
but we are very concerned about that transition moment.  Deputy Stanton touched on what will 
be an issue we will grapple with on several occasions over the next two years.

Deputy  Malcolm Byrne: I thank the ambassador for her presentation and congratulate her 
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and all the staff in the Department of Foreign Affairs on their work in securing the seat on the 
seat on the Security Council.  She mentioned multilateralism and how support for it has been 
under threat.  Perhaps she might outline how policymakers, legislators and the UN can promote 
concepts around multilateralism and multilateral organisations.

The UN delegate programme is a very successful.  The ambassador might talk about how 
that could be expanded.  It is important that we look at encouraging young people to take an 
interest in international affairs, particularly in multilateral organisations and their role in areas 
such as peacekeeping and trade.

Deputy  Gary Gannon: It is wonderful to have the opportunity to talk to the ambassador 
today and, once again, to echo my congratulations to the ambassador and her staff.

I ask the ambassador to talk about the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which she mentioned in 
her presentation, the enforced peace that happened there over the past couple of months, and 
if that peace and the manner in which it was achieved has been somewhat undermining to the 
traditional structures of peace we associate with the West.  It has been said that the UN, the EU 
and even the US were found wanting in that conflict.  I ask her to talk about that peace.

I would also ask the ambassador about the role that water shortages will play in conflict 
over the coming years, particularly in the Middle East.  Elsewhere, the ambassador mentioned 
hunger as a source of conflict.  I would like to get a greater understanding of how we will focus 
on water and who has control of water.

H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason: I thank Senator Byrne and Deputy Gannon.

Senator Byrne raised a subject close to our heart here.  Every hour of every day we, in ev-
erything we do, believe we are strengthening the multilateral system.  I think one of the reasons 
Ireland was elected to the Security Council - frankly, it is quite a big deal that 128 members or 
two thirds of the General Assembly chose us to represent them - is that we have always been 
regarded as a cheerleader and a consistent country in reinforcing the values and principles that 
underlie multilateralism.

The small country approach here is a very important issue to mention in terms of our angle 
of entry to multilateralism.  In realpolitik, in countries such as Russia, China and the United 
States, multilateralism is often seen as à la carte for a big power country.  Such countries could 
get on with their business perhaps without multilateralism.  We would argue, though, that the 
nature of the challenges that these superpowers and small countries are facing today - chal-
lenges we have just heard about this morning in the discussion such as climate change, terror-
ism, insecurity across borders and, as a primary example, pandemics - do not have solutions in 
countries that have a nationalist or protectionist agenda.  Ireland’s support for multilateralism 
is now in many ways perversely being validated by what we see of the nature of the challenges 
the international system is trying to deal with.

Ireland’s promotion and respect for international law also covers our human rights record.  
It covers the humanitarian law, which is very often, for example, in the case of Syria these days, 
challenged.  International humanitarian law and international human rights law underpin the 
structures for multilateralism and that is what we do at the table.  We constantly will speak to 
that while showing that, in fact, multilateralism itself operates.  The way we build public trust 
for multilateralism, frankly, like any form of governance, is to show that it delivers and that it 
works, and I would be the first, as a permanent representative at the UN, to say that the Security 
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Council has not always covered itself in glory.

To come to Senator Byrne’s second point about the role of youth, he is touching on a really 
critical issue, and I am glad to say one where Ireland has a profile in leadership here at the UN.  
I have been delighted in my three years here - all the visiting Ministers at the General Assembly 
have also been very happy - to be accompanied by and to engage with Ireland’s youth represen-
tatives.  We consistently choose young, bright, articulate, creative people to express our view 
- I am always extremely proud - and we engage with them.  However, the Senator’s question 
goes to how we can bring that to the Security Council.  I will take only one example of where 
we certainly plan to do it.  We will have youth voices at that Security Council table.  I am con-
stantly saying this famous slogan, “Nothing about us without us”.  Women and youth voices are 
missing from that Security Council table and Ireland has worked very closely with the Secre-
tary General’s youth representative.  Particularly coming back to Deputy Stanton’s question on 
climate and climate insecurity, we have a position, which Ireland supports, in the headquarters 
of the UN working on that very issue.  Climate is an issue where we have seen youth not only 
lead, but prod governments into action.  We believe that that is something that we should bring 
with us as a message, and, indeed, in a listening way, to the Security Council table.  Ireland led 
with the Marshall Islands on bringing a whole youth dimension to the climate action summit 
here last year and youth voices have an important role to play at the council table.  We will bring 
them to that table.  We will do that, not with decades of experience like someone like myself in 
diplomacy but because we are talking to the young people of Ireland, whom members invited, 
by the way, into their own chamber in the Dáil for a whole day’s climate debate which had huge 
resonance here.  I would say to Senator Byrne that it was not symbolic; it was substantive.  We 
will follow through on that.

Deputy Gannon raised the question of Nagorno-Karabakh.  Certainly, it is a crisis that we 
are preoccupied by.  For now, we seem to have overcome at least the worst of the period of 
tension.  We know that the Minsk Group co-chairs were involved in discussions in bringing a 
resolution between Armenia and Azerbaijan.  Right now, we are watching developments.  We 
could not in any way say that we have signed out from vigilance on the current situation on the 
ground.  One of our primary concerns remains both the maintenance of the ceasefire and, im-
portantly now, humanitarian access and addressing the humanitarian challenges on the ground 
for the people of the region of Nagorno-Karabakh.  Hospitals, schools, and important infra-
structure in the delivery of water and energy have been badly affected by the crisis.

We want a sustainable solution.  This will mean dialogue.  It will mean negotiation.  For 
now, the de-escalation of tensions is holding.  There is much rhetoric, of course, but we really 
want to see future hostilities avoided.  I come back to something that will be a focus for Ireland 
at the table on any of these situations, and will be the protection of civilian population.  We will 
continue watching.  The OSCE, of course, is an important actor in the region as well.  We are 
working very closely through all our missions to ensure that the situation is resolved.

Deputy Gannon also raised a very important issue relating to water.  He is absolutely right.  
At a general level, we often hear that future wars will be about water and, of course, we see 
growing evidence that water is a source of tension.  He raised areas such as the Middle East.  Of 
course, the Middle East is one critical area.  We have seen in Lake Chad, for example, where 
former President, Mary Robinson, who was also a wonderful spokesperson for Ireland through-
out the campaign, was the UN representative, an enormous source of water support for that 
region in Africa where the waters have receded tremendously and generated another climate-
related source of tension.
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In the summer, on the Security Council, for the first time we saw an informal discussion on 
the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam.  Obviously, it is a water issue disputed now between 
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt.  It is very much something that could lead to further tension.  I 
touched on Ethiopia in my introductory remarks.  Certainly, something we would watch very 
seriously is the Nile, as a lifeline for all three countries.  Seeing any tension breakout around 
that would be of great concern.

To conclude, the issue of water, peace and security is a recognised subject for discussion 
and, indeed, for engagement here.  In 2017, Bolivia, then a member of the Security Council, 
hosted an informal meeting on water, peace and security.  The Security Council is aware and 
apprised of it.  We hope it will not need its attention brought to this in the context of an outbreak 
of conflict but it is a key issue.  Going back to Deputy Stanton’s original point, in the work we 
will do on climate and security, we certainly know water will become a critical issue.   

I am sorry if my answers are a bit long, Chairman, but I will finish up on this point.  On the 
question of water, I refer to the small island states that we have built a close and very important 
relationship with in the past few years.  The Minister, Deputy Coveney, presided over the de-
velopment of a strategy for small island states as part of our development policy.  Many of them 
have no access to fresh water.  They import their water.  This is one of the complexities of the 
changing nature of the instability caused by the pandemic.  When they had to close down their 
tiny islands to protect their populations, this meant they had to close down their economies.  
Many of them are tourism economies, which also means the available resources open to them 
to import water, for example, are being reduced.  Even their ability to develop systems to de-
salinate water is being critically reduced.  We see this as one vicious circle feeding into another.  
Water is very much a subject of concern right across the board.

Chairman: Are members satisfied with that reply?  Is Deputy Stanton satisfied with it?

Deputy  David Stanton: Yes, that was fine.  It was a very convincing reply and very infor-
mative.  I thank the ambassador.

Chairman: Before we conclude, I will put a question to the ambassador.  As she looks out 
at snow on the ground in New York, we look forward to our Christmas vacation, albeit so far 
without snow.  This is the last day of our parliamentary sittings before the Christmas recess.  
Similarly, this time last year on our last day before the Christmas recess, there was a full sched-
ule of Dáil and Seanad business.  However, in the course of the debates this time last year, there 
was not one mention in the Houses of Covid-19.

As the ambassador and her team will appreciate, Covid-19 has dominated our agenda right 
throughout the year.  In respect of Covid-19, and with particular reference to the vaccine, she 
mentioned the issues in her in tray that will be dominated by African issues.  In this context 
what plans, if any, does the United Nations have to ensure vaccine equality?

Over the past number of weeks, we saw great hope across the western world with country 
after country, with much resources and money behind them, queueing up to buy tens of mil-
lions of vaccine supplies.  How are we going to ensure there will be vaccine equality?  How 
can the UN help and the international community assist in ensuring poorer countries are not 
left further behind, taking into account the issues raised by Deputy Gannon about water and the 
issues raised by Senator Byrne and Deputy Berry in terms of ensuring every effort is made to 
bring people along with us not only in the developed world but also across the less developed 
regions?  
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It is one thing to have a vaccine, but in order to ensure the success of the vaccine there must 
be universal vaccination.  There is a role to be played by the UN in terms of leadership.  The 
ambassador might share with us any thoughts she has on this subject.

H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason: Indeed, the Chairman is right.  How remarkable it is that 
the word “Covid” was not one we would have recognised 12 months ago and yet it dominates 
all our discussions now.

I have two big picture points to make.  The first is that the Security Council was slow off the 
mark about Covid, as I said in my introductory remarks.  There was an extraordinary call by the 
Secretary General to introduce a global cease fire and to insist on humanitarian access during 
the pandemic.  It took more than three months for the Security Council to rally to that call.  It 
did eventually but it was very slow.

The other part of the Security Council’s responsibility and the whole UN system, as the 
Chairman appropriately put it, is to address the insecurity caused by Covid and, importantly, 
to try to assist those affected by Covid.  Those of us at the UN will be looked to because of 
Ireland’s record of solidarity across the globe.  We were seen in the last pandemic, which was 
the Ebola crisis, to have played a really important role.  Frankly, that was an occasion when the 
Security Council managed to step up.   Also, Ireland’s role on the ground in Africa was hugely 
respected during the Ebola crisis.

The Minister, Deputy Coveney, has been working in Brussels to support EU support for not 
only the WHO, where our own Dr. Mike Ryan has done an outstanding job, but for other initia-
tives - for example, the global fund for COVAX by Gavi.  We are definitely supporting equal 
universal access, as the Chairman put it, in terms of the roll out of the vaccine.  As I understand 
it, two thirds of the world’s population have joined the WHO’s plan to buy and fairly distribute 
a vaccine.  This comes back to a point, which I believe was made by Deputy Berry, about the 
multilateral system.  I may have mistaken the name of the Deputy here.  This is a clear example 
of the multilateral system being in a position to react.

We know the current US Administration took issue with the WHO during the pandemic 
but we quadrupled our support nationally to the WHO.  We certainly look to the WHO and 
UNICEF, which is well known in Ireland having been led by a former Member of the Houses.  
UNICEF has a particular mandate in the distribution of vaccines and to ensure, as the Chair-
man said, the most vulnerable and those furthest behind, to put it in our classical sustainable 
development goal language, receive it.  We want to ensure those who are furthest behind are 
reached first.  That is clearly not going to be the case now.  However, we hope there is a fair and 
equitable distribution.

The numbers in the country I am living in are shockingly high and I know Ireland has faced 
huge challenges on the ground.  However, many of the global south countries have been spared 
the worst effects of Covid.  We know the vaccine is critical in keeping the pandemic in check 
in the global south.

By being at the Security Council table, in our work with UN agencies and in terms of what 
the Minister, Deputy Coveney, does through all his contacts across the globe and importantly in 
Brussels where the EU really plays a central role, we expect to see all our efforts yield dividends 
and improve access and work towards universal access.

I want to correct myself.  It was Senator Byrne who asked the question on multilateralism.  
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How did I not remember that surname?

Chairman: I thank the ambassador for what has been a most comprehensive report and a 
most interesting engagement.

Unless members have any further matters to raise, I will bring this session to a conclusion.  
On my own behalf and that of the committee, I wish the ambassador, our permanent represen-
tative, and her team a very happy and peaceful Christmas.  Although challenging, I wish her 
a very successful new year and 2021.  I thank her for meeting us today and I acknowledge the 
timing of this meeting is less convenient for her than it is to us.  We acknowledge her attendance 
and look forward to engaging with her further during Ireland’s term on the Security Council.

H.E. Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason: I thank the Chairman.  It has been an honour and a 
pleasure.  I wish old friends and new ones a very happy Christmas.  I hope all members and 
their families stay safe and healthy.  We have 15 more sleeps to the Security Council so I know 
the committee members will be with us as we go.  I look forward to seeing them again soon.  I 
thank the Chairman.

Chairman: Thank you ambassador.  I thank the members.  The clerk will be in touch before 
our next meeting in respect of ideas for our work programme and we will agree a date for the 
next meeting.  There is one issue.  Covid vaccine equality might be something we will look at 
in the context of our spring programme because I believe it will be an important, if challeng-
ing, issue.  For countries like Ireland, particularly having regard to our role in the Sustainable 
Development Goals at early stages and having regard to our earlier issues, the whole concept of 
vaccine equality is one we should look at.

I again thank Ms Byrne-Nason and wish her a happy and peaceful Christmas and new year.  
We will be in touch early in the new year for our next meeting.

The joint committee adjourned at 1.31 p.m. sine die.


