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Monday 16 October 2017 

 

The Assembly met at 9.22 am 

 

PLENARY BUSINESS 

 

PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

The Assembly is now in public session. I remind everyone to turn off mobile phones or at 

least switch them to airplane mode because they interfere with the mics. I also advise 

Members that, as well as the normal audio recording of the proceedings, today’s and 

tomorrow’s sessions are being web streamed on the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly 

(BIPA) website, which is at http://www.britishirish.org. I remind Members that, when they 

contribute or ask any questions, they should please state their name and where they are 

representing. Finally, Members, it is important to advise you that proceedings of this body do 

not attract parliamentary privilege. 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all here today to the historical city of Liverpool for 

the 55th plenary session. I welcome new Members joining us today from the Westminster 

Parliament. You have all been circulated with an up-to-date list of BIPA membership in your 

briefing pack.  

I also have to inform the Assembly that, in accordance with rule 2(a), the following Associate 

Members have accepted the invitation of the Steering Committee to assume the powers and 

responsibilities of Members for the whole of this session: Aengus Ó Snodaigh TD; Viscount 

Bridgeman; Dai Lloyd AM; and Cathal Boylan MLA. We also have apologies from Joan 

Burton TD, Senator Niall Ó Donnghaile, Senator Denis Landy, Pat the Cope Gallagher TD, 

Baroness Blood, Maria Caulfield MP, Lord Empey, Nigel Evans MP, Lord Lexden, Jack 

Lopresti MP, Baroness O’Cathain, Willie Coffey MSP, Mark Griffin MSP, Steffan Lewis 

AM, David Ford MLA, Paul Givan MLA and Ian Milne MLA. Andrew, over to you. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I welcome all Members here today to our 55th plenary 

session of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly. Members will have received a copy of 

the proposed programme of business. There has been a slight change to the programme 

agreed at the Steering Committee, and Members will find a copy of the final programme on 

their desk.  

During the next two days, we will resume our discussion on political developments with 

Brexit and continue our engagements with the youth representatives from various 

jurisdictions. We have a strong panel of speakers over the next day and a half, including two 

Ministers: Chloe Smith MP, who is the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Northern 

Ireland — unfortunately, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, the Rt Hon James 

Brokenshire, had to pull out because of his involvement in political talks in Northern Ireland 
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— and the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Department for Exiting the 

European Union, Robin Walker MP, who, I am sure, will have interesting and challenging 

things to say about many of the pertinent issues we face today.  

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool, Councillor Malcolm Kennedy, will address the plenary this 

morning after Members have heard a talk on the history of the Liverpool Irish community, 

led by local historian Greg Quiery. This afternoon’s session will begin with a panel 

discussion on the implications of Brexit for the economies of the UK and Ireland. Finally, we 

will have a short presentation from five youth speakers, who will engage us on issues and 

challenges pertinent to young people today. We expect today’s session to conclude around 

5.00 pm. At that point, Committee B will meet to further consider its report. Later, we will 

travel to the reception at Liverpool Town Hall, which will be followed by dinner in the main 

ballroom.  

On Tuesday morning, we will hear from a series of speakers who will deal with different 

aspects of British-Irish relations. First, we will hear from Eoin O’Neill, the president of the 

British-Irish Chamber of Commerce, and then from Professor Peter Shirlow, director and 

chairman of the Institute of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool, who will share with 

us some interesting recent research on the political attitudes of young people in Northern 

Ireland. We will then hear from Dr Kirsten Pullen, the chief executive of the British and Irish 

Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA). To conclude the formal proceedings, the 

Assembly will then hear an update on the work of the BIPA Committees from the various 

Committee Chairmen, and the Assembly will adjourn at about 12.15 pm on Tuesday. 

It is very fitting to have a plenary here in this wonderful city of Liverpool as we discuss the 

future challenges impacting not only on politics but on all our citizens’ lives. History can 

teach us a lot of lessons, and we look forward to the future with great confidence. I now move 

formally to the adoption of the proposed Programme of Business. 

 

Programme of Business agreed.  

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

I will now hand over to the Co-Chairperson Kathleen Funchion.  

 

THE LIVERPOOL IRISH COMMUNITY 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks, Andrew. We are going to welcome our first guest now, and I am very pleased to 

have invited him here today — Mr Greg Quiery. He will launch his new book ‘In Hardship 

and Hope:  A History of the Liverpool Irish’ next week. He has utilised the most recent 

research to examine politics, social and economic history, sectarianism and the problems 

associated with large-scale migration and integration to produce his book, which has been 

well-received in early reviews. All that seems very relevant to modern-day politics as well. I 

am delighted that he is here to speak to us today and has taken the time to be with us. I call on 

Mr Quiery to address the Assembly and ask Members to give him a warm welcome. 

[Applause.] 
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Mr Greg Quiery:  

Assembly Members, it is a privilege to be invited to address you today to talk on the topic of 

the history of the Irish in Liverpool, a city where I have lived since leaving Belfast in the 

early 1970s. 

When people ask me where the epicentre of Liverpool is — where it all began — I ask them, 

“Well, do you know where the Hilton Hotel is?” It was right outside this hotel. A gentleman 

called Thomas Steers, who fought on the winning side at the battle of the Boyne — 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

Hear, hear. [Laughter.] 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

— dug a channel and dug out the original old pool of Liverpool and created room for 30 or 

40 ships to avoid the huge tidal range out on the Mersey. He thus created the foundation for 

Liverpool’s trade and commerce. 

Bloody whaling ships set out from here, and it was also from where so many of the slave 

traders set out in the 18th century. There were some 5,000 Liverpool voyages in that 

shameful trade, and about half of the seaman who set out would never return again to their 

home port. Liverpool has done much to acknowledge the slave trade and its role in it. I will 

come to that point again in a second.  

With the abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire, Liverpool continued to benefit 

from tobacco, sugar and cotton trading, which was founded on the practice of slavery 

originally. Indeed, the world’s largest cotton exchange was here in Liverpool at Exchange 

Flags, just behind the town hall. 

At its height, the city of Liverpool commanded close to half the world’s trade. The Liverpool 

merchants had such power and wealth that they regarded themselves as the new Romans. 

Liverpool citizens had an outlook not to Lancashire but out to the world. Liverpool seafarers 

would know more of New York or New Orleans than they would of Preston or Manchester. 

The remnants of that trading glory are all around us. If you go out through the front door of 

the hotel and look to your right, you will see a stripy red and white building two blocks along. 

That was the former headquarters of the White Star Line, and it was from the balcony there in 

1912 that the company directors announced the sinking of Titanic. 

Across the street from that towards the river is the magnificent Cunard Building, where the 

first-class passenger lounge is still intact, where passengers used to walk across the flags and 

embark on ocean liners for the United States. 

Just beyond that is the Royal Liver Building, which was one of the many headquarters of 

international insurance companies based on the shipping industry based here in Liverpool. 

The building, strangely, is founded on oak trunks, so if it was ever to dry out, it would be 

disastrous for that building.  
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You can turn right there into Water Street and find the former HQs of international finance 

companies, including Martins Bank. Beyond the Royal Liver Building, you have seven miles 

of docks that were once a forest of funnels and masts, with another very large dockland area 

on the other side of the river, so it was a huge trading port. 

9.30 am 

But you will no longer find outside the front door here sailors spitting tobacco, barrel organs 

and the notorious quayside fraudsters you used to get in Liverpool. You will not see the 

thousands — indeed, tens of thousands — of discharged sailors with full wallets and 

ravenous appetites who descended on this immediate district with its hostels, taverns, brothels 

and music halls. 

Across the road, in one of those great warehouses in the Albert Dock, is the International 

Slavery Museum. The city once controlled 80% of the British slave trade; about 40% of the 

slave trade in Europe. It was local campaigning that got the slavery museum set up inside the 

maritime museum across the road. It is Black History Month, as you probably know, and 

there is an exhibition in the museum commemorating the Liverpool black sailors. 

Merchant shipping, when it went out from Liverpool, would often lose crew. People would 

jump ship or suffer from illness, and they would very often take on crew in Africa, South 

America or the Caribbean before returning to Liverpool. When those sailors had their 

contracts ended here in the city, they would be left in Liverpool, and they formed the 

foundation of Liverpool’s long-standing black community. A very strong group within that 

community was the Kru people. They were fiercely independent, and I think they brought 

some of that characteristic with them into Liverpool. 

In 1858, David Livingstone engaged Kru people to navigate up the Zambezi, and they very 

skilfully took a ship to the end of the navigation. When he then said to them, “You’ll now 

have to carry the baggage across land,” they said, “No. we don’t carry baggage for white 

people. You’ve got to find somebody else to do that.”  

That was the spirit of the Kru seamen. The Welsh also brought a spirit of independence and, 

indeed, self-reliance to Liverpool. One historian of the Welsh once said that he could have 

called his book ‘Three hundred and forty-one builders and a doctor’ because the Welsh built 

Liverpool.  

Welsh developers provided the capital. They engaged Welsh solicitors and surveyors, who 

then engaged Welsh architects. They in turn engaged Welsh builders, who engaged Welsh 

carpenters, joiners and plasterers. They then used Welsh captains to bring Welsh wood, stone 

and slate in to build the city of Liverpool. That is how independent they were. 

Scots also came in large numbers to Liverpool. The young William McKenzie built the Lime 

Street deep cutting when more experienced and less courageous men had not got the nerve to 

do so. Liverpool in the 19th century hosted sizeable Spanish, German and French 

communities. Many Italians came here, and most of them walked to Liverpool from the south 

of Italy. Liverpool also has dedicated Greek, Scottish and Scandinavian churches, which are a 

testament to the strength of those cultures in the city. We had a strong Polish community, 

and, indeed, the Polish government in exile were based here in Liverpool during the Second 

World War. The Liverpool Chinese community is one of the longest standing in Europe, with 

its own Chinese district still intact to this very day in spite of successive waves of 

redevelopment. We have always had a thriving Jewish community here, and, indeed, in 

Princess Avenue we have one of the finest synagogues you will see anywhere in Europe. Just 

for good measure, we have Britain’s oldest mosque. All that dates back to the 19th century, 
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making Liverpool a multicultural and outward-looking city at a time when most British towns 

were relatively homogenous.  

Into all this came the Irish. They came in significant numbers in every decade of Liverpool’s 

history. Many business and professional people, such as journalists, doctors and lawyers, 

came here. They included Dubliner James Muspratt, whose chemical works in Liverpool had 

such a high chimney that it was used as a navigation aid. His firm was a forerunner of the 

modern ICI. Another was William Brown, a hard-headed businessman from Ballymoney, 

who started out in the linen trade and became one of the wealthiest people in the world. He 

was able to underwrite the United States government. He donated with one cheque the very 

ornate city library in Liverpool, which stands in William Brown Street. 

But it is the magnates of the 1840s who occupy a special place in the city’s imagination. In 

1847, 300,000 Irish migrants arrived in Liverpool, with around 250,000 every year of the 

following five to six years. Some arrived in ships carrying food exports from a country where 

there were extreme shortages. Most migrated to North America or to other parts of Britain, 

but a substantial number stayed here in Liverpool. When we opened a fund some 20 years 

ago to commemorate the Famine, Merseysiders gave generously. On either this visit or your 

next visit to Liverpool, you should go to see the Famine memorial in St Luke’s Church 

Gardens. Here, though, assistance was spartan even by Victorian standards; the Irish were not 

left to starve. A local Irish writer, John Denver, called Liverpool, “a flinty-hearted 

stepmother”. Local rates here had to be raised three times in 1847 to make provision for the 

destitute Irish. By 1851, there were 85,000 Irish-born people here in the city, and they formed 

about 23% of the resident population. As many of them had large families, you could 

extrapolate that a much higher proportion of the citizens of the city have Irish ancestry in the 

following generations.  

Between 15% and 20% of those people were Irish Protestants. Their story is quite difficult to 

trace because they found it less difficult to assimilate. They had similar religious beliefs, 

politics and values to the resident population, and a significant number had the skills needed 

to find work in the city’s shipbuilding industry and other trades. They took their place one 

step above the Catholic Irish in the local economic hierarchy.  

In an age when a religious denomination was a core aspect of people’s identity, the Catholic 

Irish were seen as an alien migration into Liverpool. The Bible, the Crown, Parliament and 

the empire were the pillars on which the constitution and, indeed, Liverpool’s place in the 

world rested. The Irish had their own version of the Bible, their allegiance was to the Pope 

rather than to the Queen, they saw themselves as victims of the empire rather than 

beneficiaries and, rather than support Parliament, they sought to remove Westminster’s 

jurisdiction from Ireland. They were distinctive in their dress and modes of speech. They had 

skills:  they could build a field from seaweed or a boat from cowhide, but those were not 

skills that were of any use to them in urban Liverpool, so they found themselves in casual, 

unskilled and poorly paid employment on the docks. In the case of women, they sewed shirts 

and trousers to be collected by an agent from their doorstep or worked on picking the cotton 

bales that were imported from the USA. The Irish here remained at the bottom of the 

economic ladder and did not progress, unlike their cousins in the United States. 

In Liverpool it was the Tory party that was seen as the bastion offering protection against the 

growing number of Irish Catholics. Ulsterman Hugh M’Neile, who was a barrister turned 

Anglican preacher — can you think of a more hellish combination? — founded the Protestant 

Association and led quite a large group of Ulster Anglican clergy who preached fiercely 

against the new Catholic presence here in Liverpool. Conservative politicians soon found 



10 
 

they had difficulty getting a nomination for a council or parliamentary seat if they were not 

seen to support Hugh M’Neile and his followers. 

Association with the Irish often hindered the Liberal opposition in Liverpool, and animosity 

towards the Irish — the fear that they would depress wages and take jobs — sustained the 

Tory party in power in the city council for the following 110 years.  

The Irish nationalist party took root here in Liverpool and held about a quarter of the seats on 

the city council. In 1888, it elected an Irish Nationalist Party Member of Parliament here in a 

British city, which is a remarkable think; it could well have had two or even three seats at that 

time had boundaries been drawn a little differently.  

The Orange Order also took root in Liverpool, but it seems it was largely a home-grown 

organisation rather than the product of the Ulster Protestants who were coming over, although 

they would have formed an important component of it. Local politics here became a dogfight 

between the all-powerful Conservatives, the Liberal grandees, the emerging Labour Party, 

and the passionate nationalists. Liverpool became, in the words of one leading Liberal 

aristocrat: 

“a borough which all sensible people should avoid”. 

That is advice you have recklessly ignored, obviously, on this occasion.  

The squalor persisted, especially in Liverpool’s Irish districts. There was narrow terraced 

housing for dozens of families, dark, damp, unventilated cellars, communal water taps that 

were switched on perhaps for a couple of hours a day and women and children suffering the 

humiliation of queuing, paper in hand, for the single toilet used by dozens of families — a 

toilet that was not cleared by a sewer but that had to be emptied by hand. There was endemic 

disease, low life expectancy and casual and unpredictable work. It was, I would think, 

deprivation as great as any you would see in any British city or, indeed, anywhere else in the 

world at that time or since. 

9.45 am 

A low point for Liverpool came in 1909. Tension was high following the killing of a strident 

anti-Catholic preacher, John Kensit, who was hit and fatally wounded by a Catholic youth 

wielding an iron bar at the Birkenhead ferry terminal. There was another preacher at that 

time, Pastor George Wise, who conducted nightly outdoor meetings in Liverpool’s Protestant 

district condemning Catholic Church processions and generally baiting Catholics. Matters 

came to a head when mounted police drove back an Orange march opposing a Catholic 

church procession, and sectarian disorder dominated the city for the following weeks. A 

Protestant carter was beaten to death on his way to work going through a Catholic area. 

Schools were closed, thousands were driven from their homes in Catholic and Protestant 

areas, and street fighting continued for a week. 

The Liverpool general strike took place two years later, when Catholic and Protestant trades 

unionists united in a common struggle for better pay and conditions. They shut down the port 

and the strike committee took control of transport, the distribution of bread and other 

essential services in the city. The Home Secretary, Winston Churchill, sent troops to the city 

and positioned a gunboat adjacent to the mainly Catholic Scotland Road area to the north of 

the city. Troops opened fire, killing two people in the crowd. Catholic and Protestant trade 

unionists walked together at the funerals. However, that was not the demise of sectarianism in 

Liverpool. Following World War I, and the death of Pastor Wise, communal violence 
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continued. You have only to read newspaper reports from 18 March or 13 July in a year to 

see what was happening. 

Following the establishment of a Parliament in Dublin, the Irish nationalist vote in Liverpool 

collapsed and the nationalist councillors very quickly transferred to the Labour Party, as did 

the majority of their supporters. The slogan would be something like: 

“Vote for the Labour candidate Logan. He goes to Mass every Sunday.” 

That was how the vote was got out. The Catholic parish structure was a wall behind which 

the Irish sheltered. Weekly attendance at Mass was high, parish social life was vigorous, 

Catholic sports enjoyed massive support, and young people would meet and marry others 

from their own parish. As numbers continued to arrive from what was then the Irish Free 

State in the 1930s, the Irish were seen by some commentators — this was in the years leading 

up to the rise of fascism, as you well know — as welfare scroungers and an inferior race 

forming cliques to distribute jobs to the migrant Irish rather than the native English people. 

There was a fair amount of sectarian, not to say racist, tension in the city at that time. 

The Church hierarchies remained at loggerheads in Liverpool. The Anglican bishop openly 

expressed concern at the arrival of fresh numbers of Irish people. The Catholic archbishop 

refused to attend the Cenotaph, even though thousands of Catholic Liverpool Irish had joined 

the King’s Regiment and fought alongside their Protestant fellow citizens in the First World 

War. Catholic teaching still required couples in so-called mixed marriages to educate their 

children as Catholics, which caused a lot of resentment in Liverpool. 

Following the Second World War, in which both communities had a common experience of 

rationing and Nazi bombing — the dockside communities here experienced the heaviest 

bombing outside London — the Labour movement gained more ground in local politics. One 

anecdote from that time tells of a Labour Party meeting where the chair asked: 

“Comrades, have we got a quorum?” 

A voice at the other end of the table said: 

“It’s all very well for you Roman Catholics but some of us here don’t understand 

what that means.” 

Catholic parish life continued and laid the foundation for Liverpool’s attachment to football 

success. There is one story of the Catholic primary-school league, which used to have its final 

every year at either Anfield or Goodison Park. The two big rivals were St Anthony’s and St 

Sylvester’s and it was always thought that one year they would meet in the schools’ final. 

When they finally did in 1954, 14,000 people turned up to watch this children’s football 

match at Anfield football ground. The winning parish, St Sylvester’s, carried the trophy and 

the team shoulder high back to their parish. The problem was that St Anthony’s, the defeated 

team’s parish, lay between them and their home ground. 

I have one oral account from a person who was a very young woman at the time, who said 

that, when the St Sylvester’s team came round the corner into St Anthony’s parish, she was 

shocked to see a group of women ambush them and a fight break out between grown women 

in the street over a children’s football match. 

In the early 1960s, the city was renowned not just for sectarian strife but for unemployment 

and, in the national media, frequent dock strikes and industrial unrest. However, that was an 

era in which Liverpool shed its sectarian past. Political leadership from the left played a part, 

led by ex-communist Jack Braddock and his redoubtable wife Bessie Braddock, who later 
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became a Minister in a Labour Government. They broke the nationalist grip on the Labour 

Party, and they dispersed the Catholic and Protestant ghettos through the process of 

redevelopment. They challenged Protestant attitudes towards the Liverpool Labour Party. 

Church leadership also played an important role. The two bishops, Anglican David Sheppard 

and the Catholic Derek Worlock, began working together to address the city’s poverty. First 

the queen and then later the pope both visited the city, and each of them visited the Anglican 

and the newly built Catholic cathedral, which stand at either side of Hope Street in Liverpool. 

Sectarian animosity was substantially weakened, but perhaps most influential of all was the 

Liverpool renaissance of the 1960s, when Liverpool’s multicultural population gave birth to 

writers, dramatists, poets, actors and, of course, musicians. It seems strange that culture 

should have played such a key role in banishing sectarianism from the city. The Cunard 

sailors brought American style and music to Liverpool from the record stores of New York. 

They weekly brought in records that the young musicians in Liverpool absorbed. They also 

learned how to play the new music from the black musicians in Liverpool. The city, in the 

early 1960s, boasted 350 working beat groups. The Irish influence on that music was 

significant. For example, The Beatles members Paul McCartney and John Lennon both came 

from strong Irish families; indeed, Paul McCartney’s great-uncles on his mother’s side fought 

on the Irish side in the War of Independence. However, The Beatles were not an Irish group; 

they were a Liverpool group. Their light-hearted and melodious music became popular first 

of all in Britain and then around the world, and Liverpool people, particularly Liverpool 

youth, saw young people around the world imitating the Liverpool accent and listening to 

Liverpool music. The city discovered a new pride in its place and identity. There is a well-

known television clip of a ‘Panorama’ programme coming to Liverpool to look at a new 

phenomenon: football fans singing in chorus at football grounds. It was the first time that that 

had occurred. They were, of course, singing ‘She Loves You’, a song by The Beatles that had 

been top of the charts for six weeks. 

As religious practice was replaced by a new religion — football — and weekly attendances at 

Goodison Park and Anfield increased, the colours of orange and green were replaced by red 

and blue. That mini-nation of migrants exported that distinctive culture around Britain and 

the world. The Merseyside and Scouse identity became a common badge, although minority 

groups such as the Liverpool black community and the Chinese community did not 

necessarily at first benefit from the newfound inclusivity. 

On the back of that remarkable cultural revival, the city had significant economic revival in 

the 1980s. It was sparked by Michael Heseltine, a Cabinet Minister in a Conservative 

Government, who, in the face of scepticism from his Cabinet colleagues, found funding for 

the International Garden Festival and then the Albert Dock development, which we see across 

the road here. Following that example, a strong regional alliance of business, public bodies, 

academic bodies and entertainers united to further modernise and renew the city economy. 

Initiatives such as the capital of culture; the Liverpool One development, which is a shopping 

area around here; the Museum of Liverpool; and the Liverpool arena all grew from that 

united local policy. 

Whilst different communities still maintain their distinctive traditions, these traditions are no 

longer centre stage in Liverpool. Liverpool's Irish identity now finds positive outlets, such as 

in the prestigious Institute of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool and the diverse 

Liverpool Irish Festival, which you are just going to miss because it starts next week. 

Liverpool is now a city more at ease with itself than it was in times gone past. It is still, at 

times, stereotyped by certain politicians and a number of national newspapers; you will not 
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find a copy of ‘The Sun’ newspaper anywhere in this city. Liverpool enjoys an extremely 

positive reputation abroad, as the large numbers of tourists who come here at all times of the 

year testify. Liverpudlians are of one mind in their opposition to sectarianism and division. 

They no longer go to sea in large numbers, but they retain a distinctive character. 

I hope that you enjoy your stay. It is different here, and well worth a return visit. Thank you. 

[Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much, Mr Quiery. There is some time for questions, so if anybody would like to 

ask one, go ahead. 

 

Mr Chris Ruane MP: 

That was an excellent exposition of Irish history in Liverpool. I am one of 11 MPs in 

Parliament whose fathers were Irish navvies; the fathers of Paul Farrelly and Karin Smyth 

were also Irish navvies.  The impact of Irish navvies on British society and economy is an 

untold history. We are thinking of having an inquiry into the impact of Irish navvies, using 

our position as MPs to highlight this and to see whether people can bring forward any written 

or oral testimony, photographs or video. Have you any pointers for that? Where could we 

accumulate such evidence or artefacts that could help us to highlight this untold story? I think 

that there is only one book, by Ultan Cowley, on the impact of Irish navvies, ‘The Men Who 

Built Britain’ so we want to expand the knowledge of that group. 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

You are right. There is very little written evidence, and that is one of the problems with 

investigating this Irish community: a lot of them did not write things down. There are a 

couple of accounts in Liverpool that refer obliquely to the Irish navvies. It is something that 

goes back to the canals built in the 18th century, and then, in huge numbers, in the 19th 

century. There are some newspaper reports, and certainly the building up of Liverpool, and 

the digging out of the Liverpool docks was carried out by the Irish, and a very hazardous 

process it was. 

I have also interviewed a number of people whose parents were amongst those Irish navvies 

in more recent history. That generation might be sourced, because you are getting — 

admittedly second-hand accounts, but still — an account of what went on. 

Another thing worth bearing in mind, which I refer to just briefly, is that in that extremely 

poor community a lot of Irish women also had to produce income for the family, and there 

was a great deal of drudgery that went on as well in preparing stuff for agents who called at 

the door, working for a very low price. There was also in Liverpool a powerful tradition of 

huge numbers of Irish harvesters coming over every year and marching out into Cheshire or 

even as far as the east of England and bringing their wages back home. 

I will certainly have a look for you at what information might be gleaned here in Liverpool. I 

suspect that trawling through the local press is probably another avenue where you might 

discover something. 
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Mr Conor McGinn MP: 

I cannot resist the temptation, given that we are in Liverpool — I am a very proud Irish 

Merseyside MP — following the tradition that Greg spoke about so eloquently, to mention 

the Irish connection in my own constituency of St Helens. Greg will know that James Sexton 

was the MP of St Helens from 1919. He was born in Newcastle, but at a very early age 

moved across. 

His family was heavily involved in the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and, at the time, St 

Helens was renowned as a hotbed of Irish nationalist activity. “Bring back those halcyon 

days”, some might say. 

10.00 am 

Sexton went on to be knighted. He served in a Labour Government. Michael Davitt was a 

frequent visitor to St Helens, as, in fact, was de Valera. In an unintended stop at Earlestown 

station on his way from Liverpool to Manchester, he addressed the significant Irish 

community there from the platform at Earlestown. This week, in fact, we are celebrating the 

diamond jubilee of the consecration of St Patrick’s Church, which is my parish church in 

Newton-le-Willows. Cardinal Heenan consecrated that church on 19 October 1957. We also 

had a celebration, last week, in the Metropolitan Cathedral, for the 60th anniversary of St 

Cuthbert’s school in my constituency. Many Irish members here will know Nuala Ní 

Dhomhnaill as a — if not the — renowned poet in the Irish language. She writes her poetry 

exclusively in Irish. She was born in St Helens in Lancashire. This week, two players from St 

Helens rugby league club joined the Irish squad to fly to Australia to take part in the Rugby 

League world cup. 

Lots of Irish moved from Liverpool to St Helens because we had the chemical factories, the 

glassworks and the pits. Twenty-five years ago this week, coalmining stopped in Parkside, 

which is on the border between my constituency and Helen Jones’s constituency in 

Warrington North. It was the last pit to close in east Lancashire. It was closed, incidentally, 

by Michael Heseltine. 

I wanted to place on the record, Greg, and Chair, with your indulgence, how proud I am to be 

an Irish Merseyside MP, the great history we have here and the strong links that, I think, the 

city region is encouraging between Merseyside and Ireland. There is a great synergy and 

symmetry between Dublin and Liverpool, and there always has been. 

You mentioned T P O’Connor. He was the MP for Liverpool Scotland, which is known 

locally and colloquially as “Scottie Road”. T P O’Connor was an Irish nationalist MP until 

1928 and was Father of the House. In a famous incident that is not as well documented as it 

should be he invoked a very rarely used standing order in the House of Commons. When the 

Prince of Wales visited the House of Commons he went to the Strangers’ Gallery, and the 

bold T P, who at the time was a home ruler, in act and consequence with the filibustering of 

the time, said, “I spy strangers” and had the House of Commons Gallery cleared and the 

Prince of Wales unceremoniously ejected from the said Strangers’ Gallery. 

Greg, thanks to you. It is great that the assembly is here in Liverpool. You and your 

colleagues at the Irish studies department at the University of Liverpool, the Liverpool Irish 

Centre and the Irish Community Care Merseyside do a fantastic job. It is fitting and 

appropriate that the assembly is meeting here in what is the 33
rd

 county of Ireland. 
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The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We might take a few more contributions, if that is OK, Mr Quiery. 

 

Mr Joe Carey TD: 

Thanks very much, Greg, for your very informative presentation. I have an interest in horse 

racing, so I noticed that you did not mention Aintree, which hosts the greatest steeplechase in 

the world. Was there any involvement of the Irish community in building Aintree? It is a 

massive festival now. Thousands and thousands of people travel every year from Ireland and 

all over the world to Aintree, and it is a wonderful showcase for Liverpool. Is there any 

background there with the Irish community? 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

To be honest, Joe, I do not know. I have not researched Aintree racecourse or what went on 

there, but you certainly see that Liverpool’s culture reflects a lot of things that you see in Irish 

culture. The enthusiasm for horse racing is one to which the large Irish community would 

have flocked and, I think, gave impetus to the growth of and to sustaining the Grand National 

meeting. 

 

Mr Fergus O’Dowd TD: 

I would like to congratulate you on your address today. I just want to say a couple of things. I 

come from Drogheda, County Louth, which is a seaport. During the famine, which you 

referred to, I think that Drogheda was the second-largest port of exit for emigration. Most of 

them, I think, went to Liverpool and, as you said, many of them went on to the United States. 

A lot of your commentary reminds me in some respects of the Irish — [Inaudible.] Roman 

Catholics were in bad health, had poor education and were in a society that did not welcome 

them initially, but, because of their involvement and their engagement where they went, they 

went from strength to strength. When I looked at the 1901 census on the Crawley side, I saw 

that the family of Mike Pence, who is the vice-president of America, was living in Liverpool. 

They then emigrated to America, where he became vice president. 

The other thing that I would like to say is that there was a famous Drogheda IRA man in the 

1920s, Frank Thornton, who was Michael Collins’s tough man, I suppose. He was involved 

in a lot of the activities around Bloody Sunday. There is a lot of history and a lot of 

connectivity. 

In Birkenhead, you have a U-boat 534, which was the last German U-boat that was sunk 

during the Second World War. My uncle was in the RAF at that time and was killed in that 

engagement. There is lots of important history and, at the end, as you say, Liverpool has 

moved forward and Ireland and Britain have moved forward, and we can all share our 

common ancestry and our common purposes here today. 

I would just like to say to Chris Ruane that I had uncles who did the same as his father. Many 

of them came to England with one hand, as they say, as long as the other. There is Dónall 
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Mac Amhlaigh. I do not know if you have read his book ‘Dialann Deoraí’ in which an Irish 

navvy tells his story of working in England in the 1950s, which is somewhat later than other 

people. There is a huge history of Irish-speaking people in England who have helped to keep 

the culture alive. There is a huge wealth of knowledge, and I hope to read about that in your 

book when it is published on 23 October. Well done on your research and your work. It is 

great to hear you talk and it is great that both of our countries have moved forward so well 

and are so much together that we can sit here and talk about the future together in a very 

positive and constructive way. 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

I could spend two or three hours answering those very interesting points, Fergus, but I do not 

think that I have the opportunity to do so. A friend of mine in Liverpool called Tony Birtill 

has produced an excellent little book, which I edited, on the Irish language in Liverpool. It is 

a fascinating story. 

 

Ms Helen Jones MP: 

Thank you very much. That was a very interesting talk. Although I am a Warrington MP, I 

am originally from Chester and, like many of the people there, I am part Irish and part Welsh, 

as you can tell from my surname. One of the interesting things about Chester was that the 

first Catholic church to be built since the reformation, St Werburgh’s, was built only because 

there was an Irish regiment stationed at the castle at the time. While it was being built it 

would get knocked down at night. 

The parish priest therefore did a deal with the commander of the Irish regiment so that it 

would guard it at night. That was the only way that the thing got built. 

The thing that I want to raise with you, which you only touched on, is the participation of 

Irish people in the forces in the First World War and the Second World War. I am the 

granddaughter of a man who fought in both, in what my grandmother still referred to as the 

“British Army”. Their contribution is only just being acknowledged in Ireland and is certainly 

not being acknowledged fully on this side of the water. They made a tremendous contribution 

to the British forces, and I wonder whether you want to say a little bit about that, because this 

is a bit of history that, for a while, Ireland wanted to overlook. So many of its men and 

women did fight in the British forces. 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

Yes, the leader of the Irish Nationalist Party at the time, Austin Harford, said there was 

scarcely a family amongst the Irish community in Liverpool that did not have people fighting 

at the front during the First World War. Families had to do a bit of campaigning to get the 

Mayor of Liverpool to organise a reception for those Irish soldiers when they came back to 

Liverpool. The 8th battalion in the King’s Regiment was nicknamed “the Irish”, because that 

was where the Irish were, but T P O’Connor had to approach the War Office and get it to 

accept that and to mention in the citations that it had the word “Irish” attached to the name. 

You are right: that history has not been written. I think that one of the reasons in Liverpool is 

that a lot of them had an extremely poor standard of education, and they did not send back 

letters and things. At the Museum of Liverpool, where we have a display, we see that very 
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few of the letters came from people with an Irish name. One of the reasons for that is that 

they did not really leave any records behind. They made a huge contribution, however, which 

I think contributed substantially to the easing of sectarian tensions in Liverpool, because 

people had that common experience of both those dreadful conflicts. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Thanks. Lord Murphy. 

 

The Lord Murphy: 

Greg, that was masterly; brilliant exposition of what happened. 

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

Thank you. 

 

The Lord Murphy: 

We can see that very clearly.  This is a very simple question:  how did the Welsh and the Irish 

get on?  

 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

The Welsh would give an Irishman a job if there was no other Welsh person available, so — 

[Laughter.] At the time, when there were economic good times in Liverpool, which was not 

that often, they did that. I am sure that a lot of the Welsh got involved in that sectarian 

conflict that went on, but I think that the Welsh might have contributed in an oblique way to 

the harmony that since came into Liverpool. That was because somebody coming over from, 

say, Ulster, knew where they stood as regards Catholicism and Protestantism, but in north 

Wales you did not have a really strong Catholic body, so you did not have a tradition of either 

Orangeism or opposing Catholicism. In that way, the Welsh almost sublimated the 

atmosphere in Liverpool. I think that they were the backbone of the Liberal Party for a long 

time in Liverpool because they were suspicious of the Labour Party, particularly because that 

is where a lot of the Irish nationalists were, but they did, in time, especially those who were 

active in unions, come into the Labour Party. I think that they did not have that tradition of 

hostility towards Catholicism that people from Scotland or Ulster might have inherited. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

John Scott. 

 

Mr John Scott MSP: 
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Thank you for your talk, sir. You have not made much mention of the Scots at all. You 

mentioned Aintree a little, where we had a Scottish Grand National winner last year, of 

course, as well as football and Bill Shankly and people like that, including Kenny Dalglish, 

and I notice that Argyle Street was mentioned. Was there a huge competition between 

Glasgow and Liverpool for trade, or was it all one-sided? Certainly, the architecture is very 

similar, which I noticed yesterday, and therefore they are very similar great cities of the 

empire. 

10.15 am 

Mr Greg Quiery: 

Yes, I think that they are very similar cities indeed. Liverpool’s advantage, if you are talking 

about the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century, was that it was so close to the heartlands of 

Birmingham and Lancashire. It derived a huge amount of its trading power from that. 

Glasgow had a greater industrial power in the city with the shipyards. Liverpool mostly relied 

on casual, part-time work based on the docks and industries associated with the docks, such 

as food processing, so it never had that strong trade unionism that you had in Glasgow. 

I have not researched the Scots in Liverpool, but there is a Scottish church here, which is 

testament to the fact that there was a sufficiently strong Scottish community to build that 

church. Mackenzie, whom I mentioned had built that deep cutting, is buried there in a 

massive pyramid. It is said in local legend that he was buried sitting up at his card table, but I 

think in fact that the family just wanted to erect a pretty impressive memorial there. The 

Scots certainly played an important part and brought a lot of their Scottish character to the 

city. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much, Mr Quiery. Is there anybody else with any questions? 

OK. Thank you very much. I wish you all the best of luck with your book, and I think that 

everyone found it very interesting, so thanks very much for being with us this morning. 

[Applause.] 

We have a very, very small window of time between now and our next speaker, so if people 

want to get a coffee and bring it back, they can do so, but it is not an official break. I ask 

people to come straight back. You have a few minutes to go out and get tea or coffee and 

bring it back in, but please come straight back. 

The sitting was suspended at 10.17 am. 

 

The sitting was resumed at 10.30 am. 

 

WELCOME TO LIVERPOOL BY THE LORD MAYOR 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome Councillor Malcolm Kennedy, who is the Lord Mayor 

of the city of Liverpool. He is going to address our plenary session this morning. We are 



19 
 

delighted, Councillor Kennedy, that you are visiting the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly 

here in the great city of Liverpool today. We are proud to be in this wonderful historic city, 

known throughout the world for its music, its football, its ties to the Titanic and also its being 

one of the epicentres of global free trade, which is what Liverpool is famous for within these 

islands. Therefore, without further ado, I invite you, Lord Mayor, to address the Assembly 

this morning. [Applause.] 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

I see some names on nameplates that are very familiar to me: Rosie Cooper MP, former 

member of Liverpool City Council; and Helen Jones, the Member of Parliament for 

Warrington in my area. Wherever you have come from, welcome to Liverpool. This is one of 

the more formal events. It is nice to see you, Conor. 

 

Mr Conor McGinn MP:  

Good to see you, Lord Mayor. 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

If you are from Liverpool, you become very familiar with our local Members of Parliament 

and, of course, Members of Parliament representing a UK seat with a strong Irish 

background, Conor. Liverpool is a city that sometimes, jokingly, is called the capital of 

Ireland, and for a good reason. In the 19th century, in the census of about 1830, the 

population of Liverpool was around 25% Irish-born. These days, it is probably fair enough to 

say that possibly half of the population of Liverpool is of Irish descent, with people 

intermarrying. 

The connection between Ireland and Liverpool goes back a tremendously long time. I 

imagine that the first mayor of Liverpool in 1207 probably shook hands with his Irish 

neighbour. It is wonderful that you are here. If you are going to have a plenary session of a 

UK-Irish parliamentary body, I cannot think of a better place to have it than in Liverpool. 

I have to apologise, in that the “Malcolm” in my title of Councillor Malcolm Kennedy has 

more of a Scottish link than an Irish one, but I have been known in my local ward to 

dissemble a little bit if I am asked if I have Irish inheritance. I cannot and do not attempt to 

do an accent, and I get away with explaining my Geordie accent in another way. I was 

actually born in Gateshead in County Durham, or it was County Durham when I was born in 

it, but it is now Tyne and Wear. 

The connections between Liverpool and Ireland have had sadder times. We had sadder times 

during the 19th century, and if you visit St Anthony’s Church in my ward off Scotland Road, 

and you go down to the crypt, you will find hundreds and hundreds of bodies of Irish 

immigrants buried there as they emigrated from Ireland and died in England, some hoping to 

get to America. 

The connections are so strong that I feel very proud to be the lord mayor who is welcoming 

you here to this plenary session. The relations between the UK and Ireland are now very 

strong. There are political events, which I will not go into because lord mayors are, of course, 

not political, that, over coming years, are going to cause us some difficulties, but the 
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connections between Liverpool and Ireland will remain strong. We have built our city with 

Irish labour. We drink a lot of Irish Guinness. Welcome here. 

I wish you well in your deliberations. I will stay for a few moments, and if anybody wants a 

chance to talk to me, I will be pleased to do that. I am always open to invitations to visit 

Dublin once again. 

Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

I thank Councillor Kennedy for his warm words here this morning. He has said that, if 

anyone wants to ask a question, he is more than willing to take a couple of very short 

questions. Is there anybody who wants to ask the Lord Mayor any question this morning? 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

I thought that this might be my big chance. [Laughter.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Jim. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

What is your — One, two. One two. DUP men do not need loudspeakers. [Laughter.] 

 

Mr Chris Ruane MP: 

What about your women? 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

What is your assessment of the role of the Orange Order in the history in Liverpool and its 

present [Inaudible.]? 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

When I bought my first house in Tuebrook, every year one family used to march around the 

area, blowing their horns and trumpets and whatever they do on occasions such occasions, 

and at first I wondered what was going on. 

On a serious note, Liverpool, of course, had its difficulties. This is the city that had, in the 

early part of the 20th century, an Irish Nationalist Party Member of Parliament for the area 

that I represent as a councillor. On the hill above, in Everton, there was a very strong 

Protestant community, and the relations between those two areas of Liverpool were not 
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always good. In the 1960s, we were electing people to Liverpool City Council on a Protestant 

ticket. Liverpool has got over that, and it is something that is really never talked about now. 

The Orange lodge is still here, and Irish nationalist marches by various organisations also 

take place in Liverpool, usually without any trouble at all, and if there is any trouble, it is 

rather minor. Everybody praises the two bishops in Liverpool — Bishop Sheppard and 

Archbishop Worlock — for the work that they put into bringing the two communities 

together. Let us put it this way: we are one community in Liverpool. We are a united city that 

does not abide that kind of religious dissension. 

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

Well said. 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

If there is a place to learn from on those matters, it may be Liverpool. [Applause.] 

 

Mr John Scott MSP: 

Good morning, Lord Mayor. I was here yesterday and was enormously impressed by the 

regeneration of the dockland area and Liverpool ONE. Would you like to talk about the 

economic benefits of that? 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy):  

That is my favourite topic. Up until last year, I was Cabinet member for regeneration in Joe 

Anderson’s Cabinet. Before that, I was opposition spokesperson on regeneration. I have had a 

bit of a monoculture as far as responsibilities on Liverpool City Council are concerned. I do 

not think that the changes and progress in Liverpool, particularly from the 1990s onwards, are 

down to simply either one party or one politician. Certainly, a big thanks from this city — a 

city that has not had a Conservative councillor since the late 1980s —  

 

A Member:  

Hear, hear. [Laughter.] 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

I make no comment on the rightness of that — or not, of course — as Lord Mayor, but this 

city gives a great thank-you to Michael Heseltine, for instance, who has been honoured here 

for the commitment that he made to the city at a time when other politicians were talking 

about managed decline. The Garden Festival and the Albert Dock were the kick-starts for 

major physical regeneration in the city. The investment of the Duke of Westminster and his 

Grosvenor organisation during the years of Liberal Democrat control in the city was another 

major step forward. I have to say that the European Union’s objective 1 and other sources 

like that have also been greatly beneficial to Liverpool’s economy. Being European Capital 
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of Culture in 2008 — I may start getting on a European theme here [Laughter.] — was also a 

big boost to our economy and our ambitions as a city. 

Major parts of this city still need redeveloping. We have had difficulty over the north 

Liverpool docks, which have been basically derelict for decades. There are issues around 

heritage and World Heritage Site status, but we have to move forward as a city. We have to 

develop as a city. When I do the hop-on, hop-off bus tour, other people are walking around 

saying, “Wow, isn’t that wonderful? Isn’t that smashing?” I am looking around thinking, “We 

need to do something about that. There is so much to do”. 

Liverpool has made enormous strides. I came here in 1974 as a student and trained to be a 

teacher. My children were born here. My grandchildren were born here. My wife, whom I 

married five years ago, first came to Liverpool to see me in 2001. She thinks that the city is a 

different place now even from that time. There has been major transformation. There has 

been a unified effort by the city council on that, which sometimes is cross-party. The big 

challenge, however, is still north Liverpool, the low incomes in the city and the need for jobs. 

That is what the city council is focusing on. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP):  

The final question will be from Paul Farrelly. 

 

Mr Paul Farrelly MP:  

Thank you, Chair. I am Paul Farrelly, the Member of Parliament for Newcastle-under-Lyme, 

so not too far away. My dad actually strayed the furthest from Merseyside, settling in the 

Potteries years ago. If you have been here since 1974, Malcolm, you may have come across 

years ago my uncle Phil, who ran the Irish centre, which sadly closed very many years ago. 

Regarding regeneration, one of the main, major things that Liverpool has had to cope with in 

the past is depopulation.  

It has also affected cities like Stoke and, massively, cities like Detroit in the United States. 

What is the situation now with population and addressing that vital element of regeneration? 

10.45 am 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

As you know, at the beginning of the 20th century, the population within the city boundaries 

of Liverpool was close to one million, over 950,000 certainly. During the 20th century, it fell 

to under half a million, around 450,000. That decline has been arrested, and the population is 

slowly increasing. It is not increasing at the pace of other cities — Manchester’s population is 

growing more quickly, I think — but we have stopped the decline and people are now 

coming to Liverpool. 

The thing about Liverpool is that it is also the place to visit, of course. Liverpool now has, I 

think, the third highest number of visitors of any city, behind London, obviously, and 

Edinburgh. This is a city which is booming. We have more students. We have a massive 

number of students. One of the points of controversy in the city with the existing population 

is sometimes the amount of student accommodation that is built. The challenge is to get the 
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jobs here and get the students to stay, like I did in 1974. Liverpool is a city that grew and was 

built on immigration, but do not get me onto a European theme once more. [Laughter.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

On that note, I, on your behalf, thank the Lord Mayor of Liverpool for his very generous and 

welcoming words in this great city this morning. Lord Mayor, we very much look forward to 

visiting your town hall for dinner this evening. We hope that you will be there. We look 

forward to spending valuable time in your city over the next two days. Thank you for your 

warm welcome and for the hospitality that you have shown us this morning. Thank you very 

much indeed. 

 

The Lord Mayor of Liverpool (Councillor Malcolm Kennedy): 

Thank you, Chairman. [Applause.] It is nice to see you too, Helen. 

 

ADDRESS BY THE PARLIAMENTARY UNDER-SECRETARY OF STATE, 

DEPARTMENT FOR EXITING THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We move on to the address by Mr Robin Walker MP, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of 

State at the Department for Exiting the European Union. We are very pleased to have Mr 

Walker with us today. He will address the Assembly, and there will then be some time for 

questions. [Applause.] 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP:  

Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, thanks very much for having me back. It is a delight to be 

back among friends at BIPA. It is a great pleasure to follow on from the warm words of the 

Lord Mayor of Liverpool about how this city is one of the many things that connect our 

nations. As we all worry about the oncoming weather — and I hope that we can all be better 

prepared than we were 30 years ago for the great storm that hit then — that is also a reminder 

of the fact that we are all affected by similar issues. Andrew talked about the importance of 

global trade, the process of globalisation and, of course, the common issues that affect the 

UK and Ireland, and will do, both during and after the UK’s exit from the European Union. 

I would like to address the unique relationship between Ireland and the UK, the progress of 

EU exit negotiations on Northern Ireland, and the Ireland dialogue in particular. We place a 

huge value on the relationship between Ireland and the UK. The issues unique to Ireland and 

Northern Ireland will always be at the forefront of our negotiations. I understand that, among 

member states, the Republic of Ireland is uniquely affected by the UK’s decision to leave the 

EU. Preserving the relationship between the UK and Ireland and protecting the peace process 

in Northern Ireland is an absolute priority for the UK. 

We believe that there is significant alignment in the objectives set out by the UK 

Government, the Irish Government and the EU on the unique circumstances of Northern 
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Ireland and Ireland, and I hope that the Prime Minister’s speeches, from her Lancaster House 

speech to her most recent one in Florence, have assured you that Ireland is a key priority as 

we negotiate our exit from the European Union. Importantly, those speeches have reaffirmed 

the UK’s absolute commitment to protecting the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement and the 

common travel area, and have explicitly stated that we will not accept any physical 

infrastructure at the border. We welcome the Commission’s commitment in its guiding 

principles paper to having no physical infrastructure. That is an important step forward. I 

hope that the Prime Minister’s Florence speech provided reassurance that we approach the 

UK’s exit from the EU positively and want to find a partnership that will allow the UK and 

the EU to work together in a new partnership to provide the conditions for both of us to 

thrive. To repeat her statement: we want the UK to be the closest friend and partner of the EU 

after leaving. 

Future prosperity will be at the heart of our discussions on EU exit, and that should be even 

more the case for our nearest neighbours. I will touch on our position paper on Northern 

Ireland. The UK believes that there are four broad areas where a specific focus on the unique 

relationship between the UK and Ireland and the importance of the peace process in Northern 

Ireland is required in the initial phases of the dialogue — the so-called withdrawal 

negotiations, which are well under way. Those areas are upholding the Belfast/Good Friday 

Agreement in all its parts; maintaining the common travel area and associated rights; 

avoiding a hard border for the movement of goods; and aiming to preserve North/South and 

east-west cooperation, including on energy. Our paper sets out all those areas and provides 

proposals for them. 

We are clear that we are fully committed to the Belfast Agreement. The paper proposes that 

maintaining and respecting that agreement is at the heart of negotiations with the EU on 

Northern Ireland and Ireland. It sets out in detail what that should mean across all aspects of 

negotiations and makes a series of concrete UK proposals for provisions that should be 

enshrined in the withdrawal agreement. Specifically, the paper proposes that we affirm the 

ongoing support of the UK Government, the Irish Government and the European Union for 

the peace process; formally recognise that the citizenship rights set out in the Good Friday 

Agreement will continue to be upheld; agree to the continuation of Peace funding to Northern 

Ireland and the border counties of the Republic of Ireland; agree text for the withdrawal 

agreement that recognises the ongoing status of the common travel area and associated 

reciprocal arrangements following the UK’s exit from the EU; and agree nine key principles 

and criteria that could be used to test future models for border arrangements, including 

recognising the importance of avoiding a hard border for both the peace process and daily life 

in the Republic and Northern Ireland, avoiding any physical border infrastructure and 

agreeing at an early stage a time-limited interim period, linked to implementation 

arrangements, that allows for a smooth and orderly transition; and agreeing a common 

understanding of the principles of North/South and east-west cooperation in the initial phases 

of the dialogue, including key principles for the new energy framework in Northern Ireland 

and Ireland that highlight the need for the continuation of the single electricity market and the 

strategic importance of sustainable gas and electricity supplies. 

The paper directly addresses separation issues to inform the current negotiations, but it also 

addresses issues on customs and energy that are inextricably linked to the future relationship 

between the UK and the EU and the importance of moving discussions on to that future 

relationship as quickly as possible. There is a high degree of alignment between the UK and 

the EU on those issues — a vital stand of the negotiations. All sides are resolved to find 

flexible and imaginative solutions to those complex issues. 
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As we made clear in our position paper and in the Prime Minister’s Florence speech, we must 

aim to avoid all physical infrastructure on the land border. We welcome the Commission’s 

commitment to that in its paper — it is an important step forward. 

I am pleased that our negotiations on the withdrawal agreement have made strong progress. 

On the political dialogue that we agreed to in order to address the issues, last week, the 

Government had another set of positive discussions, and I take this opportunity to update you 

on the progress that we have made on agreeing joint principles. We have developed the joint 

principles on the continuation of the common travel area. Both sides agree that Good Friday 

Agreement citizenship rights have to be upheld, and we are working together on how that 

commitment can best be codified. At the last round, both sides also agreed to start working up 

joint commitments on protecting the Good Friday Agreement as a whole, as I said earlier, 

reiterating the commitment of all parties and the European Union to support it, including with 

regard to the border. The joint work that we agreed in the August negotiating round on 

preserving North/South cooperation is moving along at pace. 

Further important issues for both Northern Ireland and Ireland are intertwined with the future 

UK/EU relationship and will have to be considered as part of that. Moving discussions on to 

that would help us to address these issues, which are critical for people and businesses on the 

island of Ireland. Those issues include customs, which Chloe is going to talk on in a little bit 

more detail — good to see you — and the phytosanitary arrangements for the movement of 

animals and agricultural products, which has been very much impressed on me in all my 

engagement with businesses on both sides of the border. 

One important element in this is going to be the implementation period, which was a key 

component of the Prime Minister’s Florence speech. This is not a proposal to delay or 

continue endlessly with negotiations; rather, it is a time-limited period for both parties to 

implement the arrangements agreed on our future relationship and to provide certainty to 

businesses and individuals that they can continue to function on the same basis without 

requiring two sets of changes for into and out of transition. That will be in the mutual 

interests of the UK and the EU. It is in all our interests to start addressing some of these 

issues together. 

It would be helpful to our shared objective of avoiding a hard border and physical 

infrastructure to be able to begin discussions on how future customs arrangements will work 

as soon as possible. If we agree the comprehensive free trade agreement as part of our future 

relationship, solutions in Northern Ireland will be easier to deliver. 

Of course, as part of that, the Prime Minister has emphasised our commitment to securing a 

deal that works for the whole of the United Kingdom. We have been clear from the start that 

devolved Administrations should be fully engaged in this process. As many of you know, the 

Joint Ministerial Committee (EU negotiations) is meeting today under the chairmanship of 

the First Secretary of State, Damian Green. My Secretary of State, David Davis, will be there 

in person before he heads to Brussels with the Prime Minister. My Secretary of State has 

been engaging closely with Ministers from the Scottish and Welsh Governments, and our 

officials have been engaging closely with officials from the Northern Irish Executive. Of 

course, we would all like to see a power-sharing Executive restored so that they can engage 

in the negotiating process and in the essential communication about UK frameworks and 

further devolution that the First Secretary is leading as we approach the detail of the 

withdrawal Bill. There is considerable common ground between the UK Government, the 

devolved Administrations and the Irish Government on what we want to get out of this 

process, and I am confident that we can find a way forward. 
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The British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly also provides a vital forum for the Crown 

dependencies, and I continue to lead the DExEU on engagement with the Crown 

dependencies on EU exit. I visited each of them over the summer, and I continue to have 

regular dialogue with the leaders and Governments to ensure that their views are also taken 

into account. I also continue to chair the joint ministerial council (JMC) for the overseas 

territories and the more regular JMC on Gibraltar. I am looking forward to speaking at the 

Gibraltar Day reception next week. 

With that update, I am very keen to engage with you and take any questions. Thank you. 

[Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much, Mr Walker. A number of people have already indicated that they have 

questions, so I ask people to be brief if they can. We will take two or three contributions 

together and then come back to yourself. 

 

Senator Frank Feighan: 

Thanks, Robin. I am delighted to see you back here; you have been a valued member of the 

British-Irish Parliamentary Association. I just have a few questions. 

Going back to Brexit, I helped launch the SDLP’s Irish for Europe campaign in the House of 

Commons. As Irish people, we were trying to encourage Irish citizens living in the UK to 

vote Remain. The one thing that I was very concerned about, and still am even now, is that 

the island of Ireland absolutely did not come into the British electorate’s opinion. Whatever 

happens, the border will be the Achilles heel. I simply cannot see any way around that. I am 

not being negative, and we can talk about borders, but there is no way around it. That is the 

Achilles heel that is coming back to haunt Britain, Ireland and Europe, because there is 

simply no way that we can have a border that is workable on the island of Ireland. 

There are two things that I want to say. On average, 26 meetings a day have gone on since 

Ireland and the UK joined Europe together. You have been a very valued ally, and vice versa. 

Those meetings will not take place any more.  

11.00 am 

What is happening here at the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly has gone on since 1990. 

The friendships and the links that have been forged are incredible. How do we replace that 

void in Europe? We have diplomats, and I am quite sure the Good Friday Agreement came as 

a result of that cooperation. How do we replace that? The British-Irish forum is absolutely 

great, but we need much more agencies or meetings like this, because we cannot allow those 

26 meetings every day for the last 40 years to evaporate. That is the one thing I am very 

concerned about, so I am just wondering if you have any views on how to increase those 

North/South, but more importantly east-west, relations. 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

I think actually the — 
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The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Sorry, Mr Walker. I am going to take a few contributions, because there are quite a lot of 

questions. 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

OK. I will try and keep a running tally, then. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD: 

Go raibh maith agat, Chair. Minister, we have listened to words move from “bespoke 

arrangements” to “unique solution”, and I keep hearing the word “unique”, which means 

“one only”. How do you see that special status that is required, in my view, for the whole 

island of Ireland North and South, in order to not take a backward step, particularly on the 

economy and the peace process? Secondly, you referred to “no physical infrastructure”. That 

word certainly has become the common phrase, but if there is no physical structure, it means 

there will be a technological structure, and that has to be in some way visible. That certainly 

will lead us in a backward step in relation to people’s view of borders and the peace process.  

You referred to the Belfast Agreement. Certainly we all know the importance of that, and 

particularly the issue of Peace monies that is trying to bed down the fragile peace, despite the 

fact that a lot of people in the media would like to think that peace has been achieved in the 

North. I would like you to comment on those items, but, as time is scarce, I want to propose 

that this Assembly invite both Secretary of State Brokenshire and the Minister for Exiting the 

European Union, and your good self and whoever else would like to come, to see the 

situation on the ground. I think we are frankly insane in relation to the Achilles heels. If we 

cannot find a solution along what I call the porous border — in fact, the very porous border 

— and we cannot find common ground, we are going to have a hard Brexit. 

 

Mr Ross Greer MSP: 

Robin, I welcome what you said about ensuring that the devolved Administrations are fully 

engaged in the process. Does the UK Government accept that it was a mistake to publish 

position papers affecting devolved competencies without notifying or consulting the devolved 

Administrations, and will you refrain from doing that in any future papers? 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

Thank you very much. First of all, in terms of the referendum debate, I think it is something I 

recognise. I do not think this issue played a prominent enough part in that debate, and I 

certainly raised it in my own local debates. I think it is something that everybody from every 

side would argue. No one ever had an intention to use the process of the UK’s exit to damage 

the UK/Irish relationship. The key thing we have to focus on — it is very important and 

detailed work — is to actually ensure that, as we go through it, we are actually strengthening 

that relationship.  
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That comes to your point of east/west being just as important as North/South in this respect. 

We absolutely need to make sure that the close working between our Governments continues 

— and the close engagement between British and Irish politicians, of which this is a fantastic 

example. I was accused of waxing lyrical, when I went before the Lords EU Committee on 

this issue, as to the importance of the BIPA, but I think it is a really good example of an east-

west forum which can continue to thrive, whatever the approach.  

I think your point on the border is unnecessarily pessimistic. I think we can achieve, through 

agreement, taking the approach that we have set out, that we want to reach a new customs 

arrangement between the UK and the EU, and that we want to absolutely make sure that the 

unique relationship with regard to rights and the common travel area is protected through the 

withdrawal agreement. We can avoid a return to hard borders.  

With regard to this point about technological borders, the crucial thing here is to reach 

agreements that actually allow us to avoid any visible physical infrastructure. That depends 

on arrangements between the UK and the EU, but it also depends on arrangements between 

the UK and the Republic of Ireland. That is something we can do.  

You are absolutely right about the Peace money. It is a very important element of this. My 

time in BIPA was something that helped persuade me of the crucial importance of that, and 

of making sure that it was something that our Department was pushing for right from the 

start. We set out an approach that means that, notwithstanding other financial commitments, 

the UK is committed to engaging on that with the EU and reaching common agreement as to 

how we can take forward the Peace funding. That is absolutely vital. With regard to an 

invitation to come and see the facts on the ground, I am very happy to do that again, but I 

actually visited the border a couple of weeks ago as part of a visit to Northern Ireland. It is 

very important that we take the absolute porosity of that border into account. 

With regard to the publication of our papers and consulting the devolved Administrations, we 

absolutely will seek to ensure that they are informed of these and have their input into them. 

What I would say is that a specific concern has been raised with regard to the recently 

published White Papers on customs and trade. Advance notice was given on those, although I 

accept that it was relatively short. Our Department is certainly pushing to ensure that any 

notice and engagement is on a longer timescale in the future than happened in that particular 

case. 

Hopefully, today’s JMC can give an opportunity for the First Secretary of State to discuss 

with all the devolved Administrations the best way forward on this and the best way to ensure 

that their views are taken into account. I can assure you that, in writing and preparing many 

of these papers, we have absolutely taken into account the published positions of the Welsh 

and Scottish Governments, and we have, in many respects, reflected those. If you look, for 

instance, at our science and research paper, some of the language is almost the same as some 

of the language in the Scotland White Paper. We will continue to work with the devolved 

Administrations on this, and we would very much like to be doing that in the same way with 

the Northern Irish Executive as well. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

OK. Our next three questions are from Lord Murphy, Linda Fabiani and Deidre Brock. 
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The Lord Murphy:  

Thank you very much indeed. I thought that was a very interesting and very full explanation 

of the Government’s position with regard to Ireland and Northern Ireland. I have not the 

slightest doubt about the Government’s commitment to the points you have made. My worry, 

particularly with regard to newspaper reports over the past few days, is that no deal means no 

deal for Ireland, no deal on the border, no deal on British-Irish citizenships and no deal on the 

effects on the Good Friday Agreement. No deal would be catastrophic for Ireland and 

Northern Ireland. 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP:  

Thank you very much, Co-Chair. I am very interested in the terminology that is used all the 

time by the UK Government, which is about the devolved Administrations being fully 

engaged. I ask the Minister whether he thinks withholding analysis that refers to Scotland as 

being very badly affected by Brexit and refusing to publish it represents being fully engaged. 

I also want to ask him whether he feels that no negotiation or consultation on the migration 

advisory committee prior to its being set up, or on any aspect of asking for input from the 

Scottish Government when Scotland has very particular issues about immigration, means that 

being fully engaged is very one-sided and all on the side of what the UK Government 

believes it to be. 

 

Ms Deidre Brock MP:  

I echo Ms Fabiani’s points about that analysis, Minister. As you can imagine, we need to 

prepare for the worst in Scotland if that is indeed to be the case, so we would like to see it. 

Further to that, I wonder whether I could get the Minister’s reaction to the alarming news in 

the ‘The Telegraph’ that £490 billion had been written down in the UK balance of payments 

data. I will quote from ‘The Telegraph’ today, I think, or yesterday: 

 

“the net international investment position — has collapsed from a surplus of £469 bn to a net deficit of £22 bn.” 

 

Can you tell us what impact that is going to have on Government thinking in relation to 

Brexit, please? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Minister, do you want to come in on that? 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP:  

First of all, Lord Murphy, with regard to the position on no deal, of course in a negotiation 

there has to be an ability to say that we do not have to reach a deal on all the aspects that have 

been put forward. What we have set out very clearly is the desire to reach a deal, first and 

foremost, on aspects of the withdrawal agreement, which can cover many of the issues with 

regard to citizens and citizens’ rights.  
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We have been absolutely clear that our commitment to the citizenship elements of the 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is concrete, notwithstanding whatever is agreed in 

negotiations, and we were clear in our paper on citizens that the broader negotiation around 

UK and EU citizens was without prejudice to that position to protect their rights. 

Clearly, as well, I can give a reassurance that the central position and objective of the UK 

Government is to get a deal on all the issues and to establish the future partnership, which, I 

think, would be mutually beneficial for the UK and the EU. Within that, we have put the Irish 

and Northern Irish issues at the forefront of our thinking. That is absolutely what we will 

continue to work towards, and I take that extremely seriously. I recognise that by far the most 

straightforward way of delivering on all our commitments in this respect is to get a very good 

deal between the UK and the EU, so that is the central scenario that we are pushing towards. 

I do not recognise that there has been a withholding of information or analysis. There has 

been a good degree of sharing between the Government and the devolved Administrations 

across a huge range of issues, and we should continue on that basis. 

As you know, the First Secretary is leading the Joint Ministerial Committee (JMC) today, and 

it is very important that we work hard from all perspectives to ensure that there is a good 

working relationship in place. We are absolutely committed to that. With regard to the work 

of the Migration Advisory Committee, I met Scottish businesses and organisations, which 

said that this was exactly the kind of work that they needed. They wanted an evidence-based 

policy that focuses on different sectors of the economy and different parts of the United 

Kingdom, in recognising some of those challenges that affect different areas in different ways 

as well as some of the challenges that are cross-cutting. 

I met growers in Fife who were clear about some of the challenges they see on the migration 

front. It is important that the Migration Advisory Committee work, which has been 

commissioned by the Home Office, can address that in every part of the United Kingdom and 

look into those issues. In some cases, there may be differences, but, in other respects, the 

messages that I heard from those growers in Fife were almost identical to the messages I 

would hear from growers in the Vale of Evesham near my constituency in Worcester. Some 

of the key drivers of these issues affect us all equally. It is good to have an evidence-based 

policy in that respect, and we should absolutely make sure that the devolved Administrations 

are able to play their part in that. 

With regard to Deidre’s question, I have not seen those figures. I have not seen that article in 

‘The Telegraph’, but the UK as a whole has continued to attract a high degree of inward 

investment. We have seen it with Facebook and Google, and the takeover of ARM Holdings. 

I was in Belfast just a couple of weeks ago and was struck by the enormous amount of 

development going on in the port area and the inward investment from around the world. We 

should continue to encourage that. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks. We have 10 people looking to ask questions, so I am going to divide them into two 

groups of five. I encourage people to be brief. 

 

Senator Paul Coghlan: 
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It is good to hear you again, Robin, and particularly to hear you refer to “closest friend and 

partner”. Obviously, that is what we would need to preserve no matter what the outcome of 

the Brexit discussions and talks. 

I think that you accept that there will have to be some sort of customs union — a special 

customs union — or free trade zone to avoid a hard border. I am delighted that your Prime 

Minister and Brexit Secretary are going to Brussels today for talks with Mr Juncker and Mr 

Barnier. Do you think that your Prime Minister is sufficiently in control to make the 

necessary compromises to advance the talks? 

 

Mr Cathal Boylan MLA: 

Go raibh maith agat — [Interruption.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

OK, Members, sshhh. Thank you. 

 

Mr Cathal Boylan MLA: 

Thank you, Chair. Being a representative of a border constituency, I have heard nothing in 

the statement today that will convince the people of my area. It is very divisive when the 

Member makes a statement about the Republic of Ireland being uniquely affected. The whole 

of the island will be uniquely affected, so let us get the terminology right in the first place. 

The Member said that he was over visiting Ireland. I represent a border constituency and have 

never heard of the visit. I would like him to come to the south Armagh side and talk to the 

people there. 

My question is this: 56% of the people of the North of the island voted to remain, so in terms 

of specials status, for not only the people of the North but for the island, will the Member 

comment on those people whom I represent, because that is the best solution for Ireland? It is 

the best solution for business and for communities. That is the kind of language we want to 

be talking, not divisive language. I have heard Members talk about deals; let us deal with 

what is happening on the ground and how it will impact on people. 

11.15 am 

 

Mr Joe Carey TD: 

I share the views expressed by Senator Feighan about the border. It is the issue in all this. No 

matter what all the parties say, whether in Dublin, London or Brussels, about not wanting to 

see a return to the borders of the past, we do not seem to be getting there. I want to hear you 

articulating what that solution is. We have not heard it. Is it possible that you could articulate 

your position on that today? 

 

Mr Brendan Smith TD: 
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I welcome the Minister’s comments. In his contribution, he made specific reference on a 

number of occasions to the Good Friday Agreement and said that we would protect the 

agreement and are fully committed to it. I would like to know, Minister, whether that is being 

said around the Cabinet table. Is that also being said by the Prime Minister and Mr Davis 

during the negotiations with the other heads of government at the European Council and in 

their discussions with Michel Barnier and the president of the European Commission? 

A clear commitment should be given by the British Government that there will be no 

diminution in the workings of the Good Friday Agreement and, furthermore, a commitment 

should be given that the British Government are committed to maximising the potential of the 

agreement, which has not been realised yet. That would be good not only for all our island 

but for Britain. We also need to increase activity at British/Irish level following Brexit, with 

maybe an additional remit for this parliamentary forum as well as for government and 

intergovernmental structures. I would like a firm commitment that the British Government 

will be fully committed to maximising the potential of the Good Friday Agreement and an 

absolute commitment that there will be no diminution in the workings of the agreement. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Minister, I know that you are under time pressure. 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

Yes. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Are you happy for us to run through the last few contributions and then for you to make a few 

concluding remarks? 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

That would be great. I have quite a few people to respond to. How many more do we have? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We have Conor McGinn and Colin McGrath. We will have to limit you to about 30 seconds, 

and there are few more as well. 

 

Mr Conor McGinn MP: 

First, Robin, regardless of my criticisms of the Government, I want to put it on the record that 

I think that you are working very hard, and I really appreciate your engagement with 

Members of Parliament on these issues. 
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I have two very quick points. First, you say that relations with Ireland and the EU generally 

would be much easier if we had a comprehensive free trade agreement. One of those already 

exists already: it is called the single market and, if you do not commit to staying in that, what 

options have you for a customs union? 

Secondly, just across the river here, Vauxhall announced that 400 jobs are being lost at its 

Ellesmere Port plant. That is after six months of a slowdown of car industry sales, which are 

9·2% down on the last month alone. What is the Government’s strategy, particularly for jobs 

here in the north-west in the car industry, defence, glass and manufacturing generally? I have 

a funny feeling that the announcement was not unrelated to the uncertainty around Brexit. 

 

Mr Colin McGrath MLA: 

Thank you, Robin, for being here today. This is my third plenary session, and you spoke in 

two thirds of them, so that is a pretty good record. [Laughter.] Thank you for that. 

In the interests of removing any ambiguity at all, from your perspective within the 

Department, what deficit is there for the people of Northern Ireland, given that nobody is 

speaking on our behalf? 

 

Ms Karin Smyth MP: 

I echo Conor McGinn’s point. Robin, I think that you have a difficult job and I do not envy 

you it. 

Last week, I asked David Davis and the Prime Minister whether the Prime Minister has a date 

in her diary to visit the border communities. I appreciate that you visited. If she would 

consider visiting those communities and highlighting them, the profile that that would give to 

the issue and the confidence that it would give to the communities, both on the British and 

Irish sides, would be really helpful. You could take the message back to her that listening to 

those people speak about how they live their daily lives and the testament to their progress 

over the last 30 years would be very valuable. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK, Minister, we will hand over to you. I am sorry: I know that other people wanted to get 

in, but the Minister has to leave at 11.30 am. 

 

Mr Robin Walker MP: 

Thank you. I have a range of things to respond to, which I would like to do briefly. Senator 

Coghlan referred to our need to be friends and partners no matter what, and I completely 

agree with that. You talked about some form of customs union, which we set out in some 

detail in our customs paper. We see the arrangement being potentially one of two systems, 

and we set out both. There is a hybrid model of a new customs arrangement between the UK 

and the EU, which would help to remove many of the potential customs issues from this 

discussion, and what we call the maximum facilitation model. Further to that, we have been 

clear that, in the maximum facilitation model, which would address some of the issues but 



34 
 

not necessarily all of them, we would also seek a local trade exemption for Irish and Northern 

Irish goods to make sure that there is the absence of a hard border. There are good grounds 

for engagement and discussion on those issues. Of course, what we want to be able to do is to 

unlock the discussion on that with the EU so that we can get into the detail of providing that 

solution for the border. 

I note the challenge in the importance of talking about the whole of Ireland. Of course that is 

an issue. We recognise that this has implications for the whole island of Ireland, but you will 

also recognise that different communities and different parts of Northern Ireland may take a 

different view of that language. It is very important that we have visited the border, not far 

from your own patch. I agree that ensuring that we are talking to people, listening to people 

and taking their views into account is very important. I know that Chloe and the NIO are also 

very engaged with that. I very much take your points on board. 

The referendum, of course, was legislated for by the UK Parliament to apply across the whole 

of the UK, but we absolutely need to take into account the views of different parts of the UK 

and make sure that we deliver on it — I was on the Remain side of the referendum — in a 

way that brings people together whether they voted to remain or to leave. 

With regard to the statements about the importance of the Good Friday Agreement and 

whether it is being discussed at the Cabinet table: absolutely yes, it has been. It is a position 

that has been totally supported by the whole of the Cabinet. It is important to say that we 

have not engaged on this issue with just the Commission and the Council. As part of the 

withdrawal discussions, we have been engaged in very detailed negotiations as to how we can 

enshrine the commitment to and support for the principles of the Good Friday Agreement 

from the UK, the Republic of Ireland and the EU in a withdrawal agreement between the UK 

and the EU. That commitment is absolutely there. As regards maximising its potential, that is 

certainly language that I will take back and feed back to colleagues. We should absolutely be 

looking to make sure that it delivers for Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and all the 

communities affected, so I very much take that on board. 

Conor, thank you for your kind comments. With regard to the single market, of course we 

have. As the Prime Minister set out in her Lancaster House speech, we have respected the 

position of the European Union and its member states, but the four freedoms are inseparable. 

You cannot, therefore, simply apply for membership of the single market without being a 

member of the European Union and accepting all those four freedoms. We accept that the 

referendum result means that we cannot fully sign up to all those four freedoms going 

forward, but we should be seeking the best access that we can for the UK to the single market 

and for companies and businesses in the EU to continue to invest in the UK. 

I am sorry to hear about that specific issue in the automotive industry. It is obviously not one 

that is directly related to my brief, but it is very important that we engage with the whole of 

the automotive industry to show that the UK has the highest productivity in Europe in vehicle 

production. We have a highly successful automotive industry that we need to support. Some 

of the work that we have been doing on the customs paper is very much designed to support 

some of the integrated supply chains that support that industry. We need to support 

investment in that industry wherever we can. That is part of the approach that the Department 

for Business will be setting out on the industrial strategy as well as the work that my 

Department is doing. 

There was a point about the deficit and the gap because of Northern Ireland not being 

represented directly in the conversations with devolved Administrations. We will do 

everything we can to fill that deficit and to ensure that we are engaging directly through visits 
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and engagements with business and individual communities and engaging at official level, 

which has been good and is ongoing between our civil servants and the civil servants in the 

Executive. Of course there is a gap, and it would be much better to have a power-sharing 

Executive to be able to speak up for Northern Ireland. I think that every part of the UK would 

welcome that. It would make for a more valuable discussion between the UK and all the 

devolved Administrations, and we will work with colleagues at the NIO and across 

government to do everything we can to support that. We absolutely want to be able to get 

back to a situation where a power-sharing Executive is at the table. 

Karin, thank you for your kind comments. I will take back that feedback. It is vital that we do 

everything that we can to show that we are committed to addressing the issue of the border 

and making sure that we do not, through any step during this process, do anything to create a 

hard border. Engagement is very important in that, so I shall certainly feed that back. As I 

say, the NIO Minister and I both take that very seriously. 

I skipped over the question about whether the Prime Minister has the position to deliver on 

this. Yes, absolutely she does. At the party conference, we saw a succession of speeches by 

people, all with different points of view on the referendum, all of which absolutely backed 

her position on seeing this process through and making sure that we forge a new partnership 

between the UK and the EU. Of course there is a debate, and there are a variety of views in 

UK politics, and there have been a variety of views in the Labour Party and the Conservative 

Party over decades about our relationship with the EU. I would say, however, that the centre 

ground in British politics is coalescing around a strong outcome from this process that 

secures a good partnership between the UK and the EU. As we discussed today, that is hugely 

in the interests of the very positive relationship between the UK and the Republic of Ireland. 

With that, I hope that I have touched on all the key points that you have asked me to address. 

It is a pleasure to be with you very briefly once again, and I am very glad that the transport 

links between Liverpool and Westminster are rather better than those between my 

constituency and Westminster, which means that I will be back in time to vote. I am sorry to 

have to leave you early but thank you very much for having me. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thank you very much to the Minister. I know that some people who indicated did not get to 

come in but, if they have a question in the next round, we might prioritise them. I will hand 

back over to Andrew. 

 

ADDRESS BY THE PARLIAMENTARY UNDERSECRETARY OF STATE, 

NORTHERN IRELAND OFFICE 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you, Kathleen. 

I am delighted to welcome Chloe Smith MP here today. I think that it is the first time, Chloe, 

that you have been invited to address the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly since your 

appointment. As we all know, Northern Ireland will be a key issue in the negotiations around 

the British departure from the European Union, and it will be of interest to all Members to 
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hear about the work of the Northern Ireland Office this morning. So it gives me great 

pleasure to call on Chloe Smith to address the Assembly this morning. [Applause.] 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Good morning, everybody. Thank you very much for your introduction, Andrew, and thank 

you to the Assembly for inviting me to join you today. Co-Chairs, distinguished 

parliamentarians, ladies and gentlemen, I must first of all apologise that my colleague the 

Secretary of State could not be here today. He is in Belfast and has asked me to step into his 

place. It is a great honour to address the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly here in 

Liverpool, a city that has a long shared history between the UK and Ireland. I am only sorry 

to have missed the Lord Mayor’s remarks earlier this morning. 

In opening, I pay tribute to the role that the Assembly has played over many years in 

promoting cooperation between politicians from our countries and in building relationships 

across these islands. The organisation has contributed significantly to the transformation of 

the ties between the UK and Ireland in recent years, and it is my sincere hope that that 

forging and flourishing of relationships may continue. 

Let me begin by briefly touching on EU exit. No doubt, you have filled your boots with 

questions to Robin, although I am sure that you will keep some of the equally difficult ones 

for me, so let me just touch on the subject before going on to a few other points more broadly 

around the Northern Ireland Office’s work. 

EU exit is, of course, one of the biggest shared challenges and opportunities that the UK and 

Irish Governments will face in the upcoming months and years: that is, of course, the 

decision by the people of the United Kingdom to leave the European Union. Future 

prosperity is at the heart of our discussions on this subject. We may be leaving the European 

Union, but that does not mean that we are turning our backs on our friends and partners in 

Europe, not least of which are the Irish Government. 

As we leave the EU, the UK Government are committed to securing a deal with the EU that 

works for the whole of the UK, including Northern Ireland. That was clear from the Prime 

Minister’s speech in Florence last month and in the position paper on Northern Ireland that 

we published over the summer. As you will all know, and, no doubt, as Robin has been able 

to fill you in on, last week concluded another round of negotiations between the UK and the 

European Commission, during which the teams developed joint principles on the continuation 

of the common travel area (CTA). Those principles reflect the importance that the UK 

Government place on protecting the ability to move freely within the UK and between the 

UK and Ireland with no practical change from now, recognising the special importance of 

this to people in their daily lives and the underpinning that it provides for the Northern 

Ireland political process. 

The CTA, in preserving its associated rights, is one of the four broader areas set out in our 

Northern Ireland position paper where a specific focus on the unique relationship between the 

UK and Ireland and the importance of the peace process in Northern Ireland is required in the 

initial phases of the dialogue. The other three are: to uphold the Belfast or Good Friday 

Agreement in all its parts; to avoid a hard border for the movement of goods; and to preserve 

North/South and east-west cooperation. 

We have also made excellent progress in discussing the citizenship and identity rights 

provided for in the Belfast Agreement and scoping the North/South cooperation that currently 
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takes place under the agreement. However, the border is also about the free movement of 

goods, and the Government want arrangements to be as seamless and as frictionless as 

possible for the movement of goods between Northern Ireland and Ireland to ensure that local 

businesses can continue to trade freely across the border. 

As Robin told you this morning, the Government have put forward two possible options — a 

highly streamlined customs arrangement and a new customs partnership — in our paper on 

the future customs arrangement. 

We also set out in detail in our paper on Northern Ireland and Ireland a range of further 

measures that we want to explore with the EU, including an extensive small business sector 

carve-out, which is designed to ensure that smaller traders could continue to operate as they 

do now with no new requirements on customs processes. We think that these are bold and 

imaginative proposals to the issue of the free flow of goods across the border with Ireland. 

We encourage everybody to engage with us as we look to develop the next stage of detail. 

We also recognise that investors, businesses and citizens in the UK and Ireland and the rest of 

the EU and beyond need to be able to plan ahead, so, to avoid any cliff edge, it is clear that 

what would be most helpful to people and businesses on both sides is for us to agree detailed 

arrangements for an implementation period that will ensure that there is only one set of 

changes as we move from our membership to our future partnership. 

As the Prime Minister said in Florence and again in her statement to Parliament earlier this 

week, at the heart of these arrangements, there should be a clear double lock: a guarantee that 

there will be a period of implementation, giving businesses and people alike the certainty that 

they will be able to prepare for the change; and a guarantee that this time period will be 

limited, giving everyone the certainty that this will not go on forever. 

I now want to turn to the current political situation in Northern Ireland and the absence of a 

devolved government. The UK and Irish Governments continue to have a shared interest in 

ensuring peace, stability and prosperity for all the people of Northern Ireland. This is 

evidenced by our mutual involvement in ongoing discussions by the Northern Ireland 

political parties.  

The issues that remain to be resolved between the parties are small in number, but no one 

should underestimate how difficult this gap is for the parties to bridge. 

The Government remain steadfast in their commitment to the Belfast Agreement and to 

governing in the interests of all parts of the community in Northern Ireland. Historic 

agreements such as the Belfast Agreement and the St Andrews Agreement were the result of 

goodwill and compromise on both sides. I am sure that many of the parliamentarians present 

know this first-hand and share the sincere determination of the UK Government that 

devolved government will be restored soon. However, as the Secretary of State has made 

clear, the window for the restoration of devolution in Northern Ireland is closing. We are 

reaching a critical point. If an agreement is not reached soon, the Secretary of State will need 

to consider carefully the next steps available to him. It would be with great regret and 

reluctance that increased political decision-making from Westminster would become a 

reality, but if a deal is not reached imminently, that greater intervention — beginning with 

Westminster legislation to set a 2017-18 Budget for Northern Ireland — risks becoming 

inevitable. This would be a big step backwards. It is a step that we do not want to take, but 

the UK Government will not shirk from our ultimate responsibility for good governance and 

political stability in Northern Ireland. 
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Furthermore, the UK Government remain committed to seeing a more prosperous Northern 

Ireland in line with our wider objectives of helping to build a stronger economy, and the 

Government remain fully committed to doing all they can to support a bright economic future 

for Northern Ireland. In order to make real progress on prosperity in Northern Ireland, we 

need a functioning, effective, devolved government: a devolved government that can 

contribute to the important discussions about how the UK will leave the EU, alongside the 

devolved governments in Scotland and Wales; a devolved government that can support 

continued economic growth in Northern Ireland and make the important decisions facing 

Northern Ireland’s public services. 

The absence of an Executive and the lack of political direction on these important issues is 

simply not in the best interests of Northern Ireland. This includes supporting Bombardier in 

the ongoing trade case brought by Boeing. We are clear that the action by Boeing is 

unjustified and unwarranted. It is not what we would expect of a long-term partner of the 

United Kingdom. All here can be reassured that we will continue to work with Bombardier to 

safeguard the jobs and livelihoods of over 4,000 skilled workers and their families in Belfast 

and across Northern Ireland. 

Let us also not forget about the economic benefits of devolution. With a devolved 

government in place, we could make progress on the devolution of council tax and take 

forward work on a comprehensive and ambitious set of city deals for Northern Ireland to 

prosper. I see a bright economic future for Northern Ireland — one that this Government will 

continue to support — and I will remain a strong champion for Northern Ireland. 

It remains important that we acknowledge and celebrate the economic success of Northern 

Ireland. Nearly two decades since the Belfast Agreement has seen Northern Ireland 

transformed from a place that had struggled to attract investment against a backdrop of 

terrorism and instability to becoming one of the most popular locations in the UK for foreign 

direct investment. In Northern Ireland alone, there are 43,000 more people in work, with 

10,700 new private sector jobs over the past year alone, bringing private sector jobs to a 

series high. Job creation has been supported by Northern Ireland’s continued success in 

securing new foreign direct investment and, of course, by the strong performance of some 

key industries, such as tourism, pharmaceuticals and Northern Ireland’s world-leading 

cybersecurity sector. 

Overall, the picture is one of solid growth, increasing output, falling unemployment and job 

creation. It is wonderful to be able to celebrate such success and recognise the strength and 

resilience of the economy in Northern Ireland, but building upon that success must be the 

priority for the year ahead. 

Let me turn to another important matter: progress on the current difficult political situation. 

Amongst those issues is the need to address the legacy of the past. The UK Government are 

clear that we have a duty to the survivors and the victims of the Troubles to come forward 

with proposals to address the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland.  

There is broad agreement amongst victims and survivors that the legacy institutions as they 

currently are set up are not working well for anyone, and the UK Government remain of the 

view that the implementation of the legacy institutions in the Stormont House Agreement is 

the best way to provide better outcomes for victims and survivors. We recognise that others 

have different views on the best way forward. That is why the Government remain committed 

to consulting on proposals to address the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland. That public 

consultation will offer everyone with an interest the opportunity to see the proposed way 

forward and to contribute to the discussion on these issues. The UK Government, for their 
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part, have heard loud and clear that victims and survivors have waited too long and that they 

need to see progress. 

In conclusion, I have observed in my time as Minister in the Northern Ireland Office — a job 

that I am proud and passionate to do — the clear desire on the part of the UK and Irish 

Governments to address our mutual challenges with warmth and ingenuity. I am convinced 

that the unique relationship between the UK and Ireland will only grow in strength as we 

move forward. I thank you for your attention today. I wish you productive discussions in the 

rest of your conference, and I would be delighted to take questions. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

I thank the Under Secretary of State for her speech this morning. We now have questions 

from Assembly Members. 

 

The Lord Dubs: 

Thank you, Minister, for ranging over all these issues. This question might have equally 

applied to Robin Walker just before you spoke. Everybody says that a customs union of some 

sort is one of the ways in which we could move forward and avoid a border. The difficulty is 

that there is either membership of the customs union as is or membership of a special customs 

union, which, I think, is what the Government line is. I am not totally clear on how a special 

customs union would deal with the whole range of issues that are the consequence of where 

we are as regards Brexit. It seems that the only way forward is for us to be members of the 

full customs union. Is that right or not? 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Would you like me to take one at a time? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

As this is such a crucial question —  

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Absolutely. I am happy to. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

— perhaps we could focus on Lord Dubs first. We will then have several questions in one go. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 
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I am very happy to. Thank you, Lord Dubs, for your question. Essentially, this is the 

difference between the customs union and a customs union. I do not mean to be reductive in 

saying that; it is a matter of fact, not simply grammar. As Robin stated in answer to, I think, 

Conor, it is not possible to have the freedoms of the EU as we would wish them divided up. 

They are indivisible, as Robin made clear about the single market. Whilst it is not possible to 

be a member of the customs union, we are nonetheless extremely mindful that it would be a 

very good thing if we could continue to cooperate just as closely with Ireland — our 

neighbouring country — as we do now. Therefore, our thoughts turn to a customs union. It is 

actually as simple as that, to answer your question initially. 

Obviously, there is then much detail that flows as to what you would want in a union. That is 

the subject of the negotiations as they go forward. Part of that subject matter will not be to do 

with only the EU 27’s responsibilities; it may also include some things for which we are 

bilaterally responsible with Ireland. That work and cooperation has been extremely good over 

the years, and we would very much like that to continue and deepen. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Are you happy with that question? Do you have any supplementary to that? 

 

The Lord Dubs: 

I do not want to prolong the debate, but my understanding is that, for example, 80% of 

Ireland’s trade with the EU goes through Britain. I am not totally clear on how a special 

customs union between Britain and Ireland would deal with the wider issues. It would not 

deal with avoiding some sort of customs checks. I do not see how that would work. I 

understand the motive — it is a good one — but I just do not see in practice how that could 

work. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Without wishing to turn this into an ongoing discussion when others, obviously, will want to 

ask questions as well, I am not sure that I understand the lack of understanding there. If we 

have, over time, designed one particular thing, we could design another particular thing. It is 

then incumbent on all of us to put our efforts into designing a suitable arrangement that 

facilitates that amount of trade between Ireland and the UK and vice versa. Indeed, let us also 

not forget, as I mentioned earlier, trade within the United Kingdom, which is important in this 

context. It is incumbent on all of us to put our efforts into making that a good a design. It is 

absolutely possible to design a new arrangement, and that is the job in hand. 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD: 

Minister, thank you very much for your presentation. The bottom line is that nobody wants a 

hard border. I come from Dundalk, which is in a wee county: County Louth. The last thing 

that we want to see is a hard border. We do not want to see any customs controls and we do 

not want to see any passports. We all agree that nobody in Dublin, Belfast, London or 

Brussels is in favour of a hard border. 
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Theresa May is insisting that Britain must leave the EU single market and the customs union 

and wants to impose restrictions on migration from the EU. Michel Barnier, the European 

Chief Negotiator for Brexit, says that Brexit cannot be fruitless. As I said, Minister, the EU 

has taken the border out of Irish politics, but the Brexit referendum has put it back. 

My main concern is whether Northern Ireland has a voice in Brexit. As you know yourself, 

Minister, the power-sharing Executive in Northern Ireland has not sat since last January. 

Does Northern Ireland have a voice in Brexit? How long can this go on for? 

You mentioned the common travel area and tight controls going forward. Minister, there are 

over 200,000 EU citizens in Ireland, and there are 30,000 EU citizens in Northern Ireland. If 

you tighten up the border, after Theresa May making her statement about EU citizens not 

being allowed to come in through back doors, what will happen? Ireland is the only land 

between the EU and the UK. 

The border disappeared back in the late 90s, and we have over 300 border crossings along the 

whole border between Northern Ireland and Ireland. In fairness, in Ireland, we have serious 

problems with smuggling at the moment. The biggest problem that we have is diesel 

laundering and the damage that it can do after coming across. Minister, can you answer a few 

of those questions, please? 

 

Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP: 

Thank you, Minister, for your presentation. You will have gathered that there is a lot of angst 

about Brexit. My question relates to our priorities in Northern Ireland. I listened very 

carefully to your presentation. It seems to me that those priorities require the formation of an 

Executive. Some colleagues have said that Northern Ireland has no voice, and it is true that, 

collectively, we do not, although, clearly, there are ways of ensuring that Northern Ireland’s 

views are put forward at Westminster at least. 

Can you say something about the view of the Northern Ireland Office? You talked about the 

imminence of the Secretary of State having to intervene if agreement is not reached. What 

will that mean? Will it mean merely setting a Budget, or are we going to get some political 

direction given to the Northern Ireland Departments? I have constituents who have real 

problems, whether it is with the running of schools or the local hospitals, because a lack of 

political direction means that key decisions cannot be made and implemented. Setting the 

Budget is one thing, but we absolutely need political direction in Northern Ireland for the 

Departments to function effectively. So, can you confirm that we are not just talking about 

setting a Budget in the absence of an Executive and that we will start to get some political 

decisions made and implemented by the Northern Ireland Office? 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Thank you to both of you for those questions. Peter, turning to yours first, you raised the 

concern, as others have this morning, that Northern Ireland does not have a voice in these 

crucial issues. You are absolutely right in the other points that you make about the 

complexity of the border environment and about some of the horrors of the past that none of 

us would wish to go back to.  You mentioned the potential for border-related crime and 

smuggling. All of those things are what we need to be able to work together on to get right.  
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As I said in my answer to the first question, I think that it is absolutely possible to find an 

arrangement and agreement that gets this right. 

Moving on to Sir Jeffrey’s question, the key point is this: Northern Ireland needs that voice. 

The Northern Ireland Office, as I said in my remarks, will not resile from its duty to provide 

good government and to represent the interests of the people of Northern Ireland as part of 

the whole of the UK. That is certainly what we are there to do when it comes to issues as 

large as the Brexit discussions, but, Jeffrey, when it comes to the interests of your 

constituents and those of the others in this room, an Executive is what is needed. It is for the 

two largest parties — yours and Sinn Féin — to come together to make that agreement. By 

the fact that it is me here today and not the Secretary of State, I think that it will be clear to 

many that there is work that continues to go on to support the formation of an Executive. That 

is what the UK Government are doing, and that is the Northern Ireland Office’s priority. We 

will not take a single step away from doing so, but it comes down to the goodwill and the 

willingness to compromise of the parties to be able to form that outcome whereby your 

constituents and others get the political direction and the services that they require. 

 

Mr John Scott MSP: 

Thank you, Minister, for your address. I will take you back to, essentially, Lord Dubs’s 

question about the Scottish context. If there is to be no hard border between Ireland and 

Northern Ireland — namely a customs arrangement or a customs union — can you assure us 

that there will be no impact on the Scottish ports of Cairnryan, Stranraer and Troon and on 

how they currently interact with Larne and Belfast, with no establishment, essentially, of a 

border in the Irish Sea? 

 

Mr Brendan Smith TD:  

Minister, I welcome the fact that, in your concluding initial remarks, you referred to the 

legacy of the past and the need to deal with issues. As we know, there were many troubles 

and sad days during the period known as the Troubles. There were a lot of days where there 

was mayhem and the murder of innocent people. The day of the greatest carnage was in May 

1974 with the Dublin/Monaghan bombings, when 34 innocent people were killed and 300 

injured. The UVF claimed responsibility for those bombs. As we know, there was an 

association between some British state security sources and that paramilitary organisation. On 

three occasions, Dáil Éireann unanimously passed motions — in 2008, 2011 and 2014 — 

requesting that the British Government give an international eminent legal person access to 

all documents, files and papers pertaining to those bombings. The British Government, to 

date, have refused to move on that particular issue or to make any effort to try to open up 

those files and try to see that justice be done.  

Can you take a message back to your colleagues in Government that it is totally unacceptable 

that the British Government have not given any heed to the request of a sovereign Parliament 

on three occasions? It is an issue for the families who have grieved so much and are so hurt, 

understandably, by the carnage on that day. They want some effort made to bring justice 

about. I raised this issue with your Secretary of State some time ago, and with previous 

Secretaries of State as well. I appeal to you to give us a clear commitment that you will raise 

this with your own Secretary of State and other members of the Cabinet as well. 
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Mr Declan Breathnach TD:  

This is on the same issue, Minister. While Brexit is obviously the main item, I do not think 

that we should forget the legacy issue. In that context, there are many members here of the 

Good Friday Agreement Committee who have recently started to redebate and focus on 

legacy. A commitment was given that a letter will be written to yourself and the British 

Government; Brendan Smith and others here will probably speak about it. I reiterate that, as 

long as those issues are not being dealt with, we will not have continued peace on this island. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP:  

The shortest answer to that set of questions is to John, which is that we do not wish any such 

impact on Scottish trade. I am glad that you raised it because, of course, it reminds us that 

here we are in this room with interests flowing between many different parts of these islands. 

We do not want a border down the Irish Sea any more than we want a hard border across the 

land.  

We are keen to preserve and increase prosperity North/South and east-west. I give you that 

reassurance here today. 

I now turn to the questions from Brendan and Declan around, first, Dublin/Monaghan and, 

secondly, legacy. It is not quite the case that this Government have done nothing. They 

cooperated entirely with the two previous reviews — the Barron and McEntee investigations 

— and I confirm that the issue of review material, which, of course, is the main point of 

discussion here, has been raised on several occasions between the UK Government and the 

Irish Government. Senior officials have met and continue to consider it very carefully. I will 

of course convey back to my colleagues the point that you have made here today and the 

feeling of the Assembly on the matter, if it is the feeling of the whole Assembly. I can 

certainly let you know in turn, Brendan, that the Secretary of State, James Brokenshire, has 

not taken any decisions on the issue, so I shall be happy to convey your thoughts to him. 

More broadly, on the points that I raised about legacy handling, I simply reiterate what I said 

in my remarks: we want to see the issues of the past being dealt with better. We think that it 

is clear for all to see that they are not being dealt with well enough at present. We need the 

institutions in place to do that. It is very important that those institutions should be able to 

deal with the very complex matters of the past in chronological order and in a way that is 

balanced, fair and proportionate. 

 

Mr Cathal Boylan MLA: 

I thank the Minister for her comments. Sinn Féin’s position is that the institutions will be 

reinstated on the grounds of equality and previous agreements being implemented, which a 

lot of people around the table will know. I have a simple question for the Minister: would it 

not be sensible to consider appointing an independent chair to get over the current impasse? 

 

Mr Seán Crowe TD: 

Good morning, Minister. This is a question that could have applied to the previous speaker, 

Robin Walker. The narrative at the moment is that we are all concerned in relation to the 
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Good Friday Agreement. No one wants to harm or undermine that agreement. It is a peace 

agreement that moved us from conflict to a peace process. 

There has, however, been some suggestion that the whole withdrawal issue will impact on the 

Good Friday Agreement. Is it desirable, or do you believe that it is possible, to have a 

protocol inserted into the withdrawal agreement to guarantee that the Good Friday 

Agreement, and primary legislation in British law that underpins that agreement, will 

continue to be subject to the European Court of Justice (ECJ) and the European Court of 

Human Rights? In other words, regardless of whether Britain leaves the jurisdiction of the 

ECJ and the European Court of Human Rights, the Good Friday Agreement and supporting 

legislation will not be affected. I was told that there are ongoing discussions in relation to 

that, but would that be one of the ways around not interfering with the Good Friday 

Agreement and leaving it as stand-alone legislation as part of a protocol to the withdrawal 

agreement? 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Cathal, thank you for your question about whether an independent chair ought to be brought 

into the talks to restore an Executive. It would be appropriate if I said more or less the same 

to you as I said to Sir Jeffrey: it is for the two major parties — yours and the DUP — to be 

able to form an Executive. The UK Government have done everything in their power to 

facilitate that happening, and they continue to do so. I have spoken today in terms of there 

being some potential next steps if that Executive are not formed, but it is down to the parties 

to make that success. It is not down to the presence or absence of an independent chair; it is 

down to the parties to do it for their constituents and for all the people of Northern Ireland. 

I turn to Seán’s comments around whether there ought to be a protocol in the withdrawal 

agreement specifically to reflect the Belfast Agreement and, in the absence of that, other 

aspects of rights, if I have understood your question correctly. 

12.00 noon 

We are of the view that that is not necessary because the agreement that puts in place the 

Belfast Agreement is in itself legal binding; it is international law. The UK Government and 

the Irish Government do nothing to resile from that; we are steadfast in our support for the 

Belfast Agreement. So, we do not see it as necessary to put extra bolstering of that into the 

EU withdrawal agreement, although I recognise the argument that says why you might want 

to do that. 

Progress is being made on that basis with the EU27 negotiating team to be able to be 

absolutely sure that the rights within the Belfast Agreement are properly recognised and 

continued. So, both theoretically and practically, we do not think that it is necessary to put 

such a protocol into a withdrawal agreement, but we very much recognise and agree with 

your desire to see all those crucial foundational points continue in their rightful manner. 

 

Ms Karin Smyth MP: 

The UK Government use language either very carefully or the opposite with regard to the 

customs union. We have a customs union, the customs union and a customs arrangement. 

Last week, the Prime Minister talked about a customs system, and you have talked today 

about a customs partnership. You said something very interesting around it being incumbent 



45 
 

on all of us to design whatever this new thing is. The issue, which comes up in the Assembly 

all the time, is that we are on opposite sides of the table with regard to the future. I do not 

know if you can say anything more about that, but this is the only body that exists to bring 

together Irish and British politicians, so if we are talking about designing something carefully 

and taking that responsibility upon ourselves, how do you think we are going to manage to do 

that? 

 

Mr Fergus O’Dowd TD:  

I welcome the comments this morning. I live in a border constituency in the South, and I am 

concerned at the sense of drift in British Government policy and in Northern Ireland. You 

have two parties representing opposite teams in the championship final, all dressed up with 

their supporters behind them, and they are not coming out onto the field. Never was there a 

more important issue to work together on, with the importance to Northern Ireland, the South 

and Britain of Brexit. There are 40,000 jobs at risk in the South, which would be significant 

loss of employment, if there is a hard Brexit.  

The other point that I will make is that any Brexit, hard or soft, is not good for our island. No 

matter what happens, even if there is no physical infrastructure, there will still be a digital 

division — work will have to be done on computers — and there will be all sorts of 

paraphernalia and all sorts of customs checks. Both the major parties in the North have the 

confidence of the electorate; they need to get together and do the business, come out on the 

field and play for everybody on the island.  

I hope that the visit of the British Government’s Prime Minister to Europe today will be 

helpful in getting a resolution. I hope to God it is because, if it is not, one could say the 

writing is not just on the wall; it is off the wall for what is going to happen. With sterling 

weakening and other issues arising, people are beginning to lose confidence in the capacity of 

the British Government to do the best thing. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

There are two beguilingly complex questions there. I do not know if there are more to come 

or whether I might take a little bit more time to go over these — 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

There are more, I am afraid. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Excellent. Well, I will answer as best I can. 

 

Fergus, as I understood your question, I agree with 99% of it. It is for the parties in Northern 

Ireland to create that agreement, and you have heard my comments in answer to other 

questions and my remarks today, so I am in full agreement with you there.  
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As to whether that, in itself, diminishes the international reputation of the British 

Government, if I heard the very last point of your question correctly, I hope that it does not 

but that returns us to the point that we need that the Executive in place to be able to ensure 

that all parts of the United Kingdom have their voice in Brexit. It is as simple as that. The 

British Government will ensure that we fulfil our duties to govern well for every part of the 

United Kingdom, but that is no substitute for having an effective devolved Government that 

are able to do their part of that job and promote, I would hope, the reputation of Northern 

Ireland as being a place where you can live peacefully, get on, raise your family, do business 

and so on. 

Karin, your question was another complicated question, but it is, perhaps, based on a slightly 

incorrect statement. To say that this is the only institution that remains that brings together 

the British and Irish Governments is just not true. By all means, it brings together more than 

only the British and Irish Governments. There are many more in this room than only 

representatives from those two Governments. The point is that other institutions remain in 

connection with the Belfast Agreement, which are in themselves, as I said earlier, crucial and 

foundational, and we want those to continue. Indeed, we want those to be able to meet again, 

which brings us back to the paramount importance of getting an Executive formed and the 

Assembly back up and running so that that full suite of arrangements under the Belfast 

Agreement can properly take place and properly support the work that must be done between 

the British and Irish Governments. 

The other part of your question was just as much about how the United Kingdom and Ireland 

can work together in respect of the EU exit; I think you were also asking that. That means 

that we need focus on what we have already got in place between the two nations. As I 

referred to earlier, we have an extensive amount of cooperation that is bilateral and 

North/South. Indeed, we are making progress in the EU negotiations by being able to show 

some of that to the rest of the EU. I referred to it earlier as a scoping exercise; we have got it 

agreed with the Commission that it would like to see and understand more of the detail of 

what we do with Ireland on a daily basis that forms the backbone of that important 

cooperation. 

So, on no level is there an absence of ways for the UK and Irish Governments to continue 

good work together, and I reiterate that it is down to all of us to make the most of that 

opportunity and deliver something really impressive for the people of Northern Ireland in the 

middle of that. 

 

Senator Frank Feighan TD: 

Thank you, Minister. It is good to meet you again; we have been very, very impressed with 

your contribution. 

There is an issue that seems to have been forgotten about. Two-and-a-half years ago, 

Committee A carried out a report on illicit cross-border trade, and it was eye-opening to say 

the least. I remember coming back from a meeting in Belfast at which we were told that it 

was not just about fuel or whatever and that there were lotto tickets being sold for which 

there were have any prizes. It was the UK lottery. Then, I went up to the Bernish viewpoint 

and was nearly run over by two unmarked fuel tankers, which clearly were bringing fuel 

across the border. Since Brexit, that has gone off our radar. I am a bit concerned, because I 

am hearing anecdotal evidence about the marker. Everyone heard about the marker that was 

in the DNA of the fuel, but somebody said that the marker has been compromised because a 
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lot more diesel is being washed on the border. Can you update us on that? Do you have any 

knowledge of that? It is very, very worrying, and, because of Brexit, our focus effectively has 

gone off elicit cross-border trade in everything. 

 

Mr Dai Lloyd AM: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. Diolch yn fawr, Gyd-Gadeirydd. 

As one of the voices here from Wales, I would like to add to the discussions, building on 

what the Scottish voices have said, about any possibility of any hard border down the Irish 

Sea. Obviously, you have had some geography about Scottish ports, so let me add some 

Welsh ports into the scenario, namely Holyhead, which has a huge port and interest, and 

Fishguard and Pembroke docks. We would not want to think of any border arrangement that 

compromises those three large Welsh ports. We were further interested to hear earlier that 

there was full engagement of devolved Governments with Westminster. That comes as a 

surprise to us in the National Assembly for Wales, because our First Minister is always 

complaining that he knows nothing about what is going on and that he is permanently 

sidelined. 

So, I am just interested to hear how you can expand on involving devolved Governments 

because suddenly the devolved Government in Wales feels less than involved. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

And another Welsh voice: Lord Murphy. 

 

The Lord Murphy: Thank you very much. Can you give us, Chloe, any indication as to 

whether we are near any sort of deal? And if we are not, my own experience in dealing with 

talks as Secretary of State in Northern Ireland was that sometimes we had to invoke the 

offices of the Prime Minister and the Taoiseach to come together to strike that final deal. Are 

we near that, and if we are not, do you think that is a good idea? 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP:  

Right, three questions. OK.  

Frank, first of all, thank you very much for your question. It is, indeed, good to see you again 

as well after our recent meeting. Your question gives me the opportunity to pay tribute to the 

work of BIPA, because the reports that the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly is able to 

put together are very helpful and important, and I am glad you highlighted that one. I was 

reading some of the rest of the work over the weekend before coming here today. 

I am afraid that I cannot give you the update you are seeking on the marker. I do not have that 

information with me today, but perhaps the Co-Chairperson might be able to pass that 

information across, if there is an update from HMRC Ministers or something along those 

lines. 
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The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Absolutely, yes. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Dai, to your points. First of all, the one on Welsh ports was very well made, and I agree. You 

will have heard the answer I gave to John: we do not want to see any new border springing up 

that damages the prosperity of Wales or the trade between Wales and either part of the island 

of Ireland. 

As to whether your colleague feels sidelined and knows nothing, I am afraid I cannot quite 

comment on all of that for him or resolve all of that situation for him. But, cheekiness aside, 

the truth is the Government are engaging carefully with the devolved Administrations, as 

Robin answered in response to a couple of other colleagues’ questions first thing this 

morning. As we have been speaking, work has been taking place in Westminster to do 

precisely that on the future of our relationships with the European Union with respect to the 

devolved Administrations. So, the simple answer is, “It is happening and we all wish to make 

it as fruitful as possible.” 

Paul, you rightly raise an important point from your own experience and I welcome hearing 

from you today on that note. I am not in a position to be able to confirm the precise status, as 

you probably expect me to say. The detailed and intensive work continues, and we want to 

see that come to a swift conclusion for all the reasons I have laid out already.  

The Prime Minister and the Taoiseach have been engaged in that process, and, as you say, 

that has in the past shown that it can assist a breakthrough. I said earlier that the UK 

Government has done, is doing and will do all that it possibly can to bring about that 

agreement, but, first and foremost, it require the parties to come together — the two largest 

parties primarily and then, following that, all of the parties in Northern Ireland — to produce 

that deal between themselves. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK, we have time for one or two final questions. 

 

Mr Darren Millar AM:  

One of the issues that I note is stalling progress on the re-establishment of the Northern 

Ireland Executive is the possibility of an Irish language Act. Language can be used as a 

divisive tool, and it has, historically, been something of a divisive tool, even in Wales.  

However, the fact that we have a Welsh Language Act in Wales has been a tremendous leap 

forward in relationships between Welsh nationalists and British nationalists in Wales. I 

encourage everybody on all sides of the argument in Northern Ireland to embrace the 

language as their own, regardless of the side of the political divide they might be on, because 

the language can be as much a uniting factor as a divisive factor. That ought to be considered 

by those who are, perhaps, resistant to bringing a language Act forward. 

12.15 pm 
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The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Right, thank you, Darren. Any other final questions? 

 

Senator Paul Coghlan: 

It has been touched on briefly, but there has always been smuggling over the border, 

particularly where you have variation and difference in currencies. Because of the 

devaluation of sterling, there is anecdotal evidence of increased activity in the area just north 

of our border. I suppose that I am referring particularly to south Armagh. It has always struck 

me — well, it has struck me for quite a while — that policing in that area is not pro rata with 

the rest of the North. Policemen in Crossmaglen are confined to barracks, so to speak; they 

cannot move out unless they are in armoured vehicles. That was the way a few years ago. It is 

going to be an intolerable situation, if and when Brexit goes through. Is there a blind eye, so 

to speak, being turned to the problem? It does not get any attention at all, it appears to me. 

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

I just want to take up a point that Senator Feighan made to the previous speaker on the 

amount of meetings that take place in the EU between our countries as part of other meetings. 

That was one of the more valid points made today. While this is a great forum — it is 

interesting and there is a lot of thoughtful consideration et cetera that goes into this — we do 

not want to overstate our place in the world. At the forefront of the UK Government’s mind 

should be the difficulty that there will be in terms of the structural meetings that take place in 

the EU and the lack of thereof going forward. At the moment, obviously, there is a lot of 

dialogue, but there will be a serious lack of opportunity for same among senior politicians 

within the four countries that make up this organisation. I hope that that is at the forefront of 

your minds. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. John and then Robin, but that really has to be it. 

 

Mr John Scott MSP: 

If there is to be a customs union between the North and the South, or a customs arrangement 

yet to be defined, and there is to be no hard border between east and west, does that mean that 

a customs union could exist or be worked for between the whole of the United Kingdom and 

Ireland? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you for that. Finally, Viscount Bridgeman. 

 

Viscount Robin Bridgeman:  
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Thank you, Chairman. The position paper talks about the difference between the large units 

and the smaller units in the customs arrangements. Marks & Spencer, shall we say, will be on 

the big one and the man with the white van will on the smaller one. The cross-border 

smuggling movement is a very sophisticated one. Are you sure that that arrangement would 

be tamper-proof? 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Let me pull that question together with the one from Paul. I am looking around for where 

Paul was when I first took the question.  

 

Senator Paul Coghlan: 

Over here. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Thank you very much. I am so sorry. There are several Pauls in the room; I beg your pardon. 

Border crime and the potential for it to become worse, if you like. We have put forward those 

two ideas on customs arrangements because we want to begin a fuller dialogue around a 

possible solution. They are not, by any means, the end product yet. They are, of course, the 

subject of negotiation. 

It is important to stand by the idea of a carve-out for small businesses, because we recognise 

that that is one of the very special characteristics of the border between Northern Ireland and 

Ireland, which people go across as a matter of daily business. The last thing that we want to 

do, as we have prominently stated, is to problems put in their paths, hence the idea of a carve-

out for small businesses. 

It possible that criminals will abuse any arrangement. That is where I bring it together with 

Paul's question.  

Criminals exist to take advantage of any arrangement at any time and any place. That is, 

rather, their nature, is it not? However, there is no blind eye: there is no lack of focus, nor is 

there any ignoring of this as a problem either now or in the future. What I would say is that it 

relies, again, on close cooperation between the British and the Irish police and the UK 

Government and the Northern Ireland Executive. This is the kind of issue that has to be 

solved at every level. 

It touches on issues of paramilitarism as well and the ability to tackle those who would abuse 

a border, a situation or an arrangement for their own ill ends and connect it to the tragic 

difficulties of the past that we would all want to get away from. There is no blind eye to that 

whatsoever. I have been attending meetings to support the Northern Ireland Executive in 

taking forward their plan to tackle paramilitarism, because it is such an important thing for us 

all to be able to pull together to do. Neither now nor in the future do we want border crime to 

darken people’s lives. 

Catherine Noone made a very good point about the ways in which we need to continue to 

have opportunities for the UK and Ireland to meet. It is the case, obviously, that at present 
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there is one particular forum in terms of the EU and meetings that might take place in 

Brussels, but I do not see that that is the only string hanging it all together, if you like: it is 

simply not. There is so much more in the relationship between the UK and Ireland, which I 

have every hope will continue and be able to flourish further. But, it reminds us that we can 

all play a part in making that a reality, whether we are talking in terms of the Executive or 

about the broader relationship between the two countries. 

Finally, to John Scott’s point. He was seeking a level of mischief in his points on where 

arrangements will go. I have already said today that we want to — 

 

Mr John Scott MSP: 

I am seeking to develop your thinking. [Laughter.] 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

I have already said today that we want to see all parts of the United Kingdom prosper and 

continue to prosper. We have no intention of putting barriers in the way of trade, either north-

west — excuse me, there is a new one to be created — North/South or east-west. That is our 

guiding principle in getting the detail of this right. You will appreciate that, between Robin 

Walker’s remarks today and my remarks today, it is not possible yet to present you with the 

final blueprint, but in all sincerity I welcome your input and that of our Welsh colleagues to 

that here today. It is really important that we have a fruitful and respectful relationship 

between all four corners of the United Kingdom so that we can crack that question along with 

many others. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Right. Well, thank you very much, Minister, for your very illuminating speech, for answering 

all of our questions so well and for laying out and clarifying some of the plans that Her 

Majesty’s Government have in terms of relations with Ireland over Brexit and the border and 

around developments in Belfast in terms of the Northern Ireland Assembly. On everyone’s 

behalf, Minister, I thank you for your time in coming to speak to us today and wish you luck 

with your work as things progress. 

 

Ms Chloe Smith MP: 

Thank you very much indeed. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. I am going to hand over to my Co-Chairperson, who will formally suspend the 

Assembly until after lunch. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 
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OK. We are suspending now for lunch until 2.30 pm. Lunch is in the Exchange restaurant, 

and a group photograph will be taken on the stairs at 2.15 pm. 

 

The sitting was suspended at 12.24 pm. 

 

The sitting was resumed at 2.30 pm. 

 

PANEL DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS OF BREXIT FOR THE ECONOMIES OF 

THE UK AND IRELAND 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I am not sure whether the mics are working, but we will make a start anyway. 

Welcome back. I am very pleased to invite our first panel of speakers here today to address us 

on the implications of Brexit for the economies of the UK and Ireland. I welcome to the panel 

discussion: Daniel Mahoney, the deputy director and head of economic research at the Centre 

for Policy Studies; Seamus Nevin, the head of policy research and the policy lead for 

Northern Ireland at the Institute of Directors; and Dr John Whittaker from Lancaster 

University Management School, who is also a member of Economists for Free Trade. 

The way the session will work is that we will ask our three speakers to make their opening 

statements, and then we will open it up to the floor for questions. I welcome Mr Daniel 

Mahoney. [Applause.] 

 

Mr Daniel Mahoney (Centre for Policy Studies): 

Thank you very much, Robin, and the other organisers, for inviting me here to speak on this 

very important issue. In this brief presentation, I will try to focus on some of the key risks and 

opportunities for the Republic of Ireland arising from Brexit, some risks that are faced by 

both the UK and the Republic of Ireland and, of course, the issue of the border on the island 

of Ireland, which, I believe, has come up quite frequently in this morning’s sessions. 

The reason why I feel that this issue is very important is that, of any member state across the 

European Union, the Republic of Ireland, of course, has the most to lose from an acrimonious 

Brexit. I thought it notable that, in a lot of evidence that was given to the House of Lords, 

some think that the Republic of Ireland could be more affected than the UK. Despite a lot of 

diversification since the Republic of Ireland joined the European Union, it still has a very 

strong economic relationship with the UK. One fifth of its trade is with the UK, which is 

obviously much higher for businesses such as agriculture and for Irish-owned businesses. 

That is not to say that there are not opportunities for the Republic of Ireland, and there is 

definitely scope for it to benefit from some restructuring in the finance industry from London. 

The restructuring in London is likely to be on the margins, and I do not subscribe to the view 

that London will lose its eminent role as a financial centre. However, I think that Ireland is 

well placed to take advantage of some financial service firms that may want to set up 

subsidiaries. Ireland has a common time zone, a common legal system, a common language 
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and, of course, very competitive rates of corporation tax. At least a few thousand jobs may go 

to Dublin. 

There are also areas that should concern the UK and the Republic of Ireland, the electricity 

market being one such area. At the moment, Ireland is a net importer of electricity from the 

UK, and the UK is a net importer of electricity from continental Europe. The German 

elections should concern the UK and the Republic of Ireland from the perspective of the 

electricity market. The German Greens are likely to go into coalition, which means that a lot 

of Germany’s coal-fired power stations are likely to close much sooner, so a lot of baseload 

capacity will be going on the Continent, and the UK and Ireland rely on much of that 

electricity. Both countries need to address that issue. 

The primary concern, of course, is the prospect of a hard border on the island of Ireland, 

which means two key priorities: we need a free trade agreement between the UK and the EU 

to help to maintain good UK–Republic of Ireland relations; and we obviously need to tackle 

the issue of the customs border on the island of Ireland. My perspective is that the EU’s 

negotiating position on the hard border is totally incomprehensible. It will not discuss trade 

until the Northern Ireland issue is solved, but trade is absolutely critical to a solution, so the 

European Union needs to move on that. Some member states are beginning to realise that 

reality. I do not think that it is realistic to expect the UK to remain within the customs union 

in the long term. The UK wants sovereignty over its trade policies, so we need to accept that, 

in the long term at least, the UK will be leaving the customs union, but there is still time to 

stop a hard border. Theresa May, in her Florence speech, agreed to remain within a customs 

union during a transition period, which allows at least two years from March 2019 to come 

up with a solution. 

Obviously the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland is unique, for a 

number of reasons, but I do not think it is without precedent. The Sweden/Norway precedent 

is definitely worth examining. Obviously, Sweden is in the customs union and Norway is 

outside, and there if relatively free-flowing movement of goods, services and people across 

that border. There are certainly things that can be learnt from that border, and of course the 

UK Government have come up with some helpful suggestions that there could be a way 

round, trying to make sure that movement across that border is as free as possible. 

My final point is that the EU’s stringent position on not negotiating trade seems to be 

breaking down, albeit slowly but surely. Denmark wants those trade negotiations to begin, 

and Michel Barnier is on that page as well, so I am confident that the UK Government and 

the EU will start discussing this issue pretty soon. Oxford Economics thinks that the “no 

deal” scenario is at about 20% now, so May’s Florence speech has moved the picture along, 

even if a lot of news outlets do not think that it is the case. I am very strongly of the view that 

complacency cannot be an option, and the Government must now prepare for no deal, 

particularly because of the potential impacts that it could have on the Irish border. Not doing 

so would be deeply, deeply irresponsible. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thank you very much, John. Dr John Whittaker, or Seamus — whoever wants to come in 

next. 

 

Mr Seamus Nevin (Institute of Directors): 
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Thank you to the Assembly for inviting me to speak here today. I found this morning’s 

discussions very interesting. Sixteen months on from the referendum, you could be forgiven 

for thinking that we are no clearer as to where the UK wants to be in terms of its relationship 

with the EU than we were on the day after the referendum result. In fairness to Her Majesty’s 

Government, they were left scrambling to plan for an outcome that few, obviously, had 

predicted. In the months that followed the referendum, Whitehall produced probably a wider 

range of consultations, under tighter time constraints, than I think any Government have 

probably ever done in history.  

The challenge of spelling out a new trade and cooperation agreement is that simpler and, 

often, more distracting arguments can get in the way. Short-term arguments over a “no deal”, 

like what it means and how long it should last, or when the Government should deploy it, 

become a much easier focal point than talking about more relevant questions regarding the 

long-term trading relationship we would like to have. Given this, it is hardly surprising that, 

six months into that short two-year negotiation process that we have, negotiations have at 

times been frustrating and fractious. It is encouraging that both sides of the negotiation table 

have called for flexible and creative solutions, recognising that the Irish issue requires, to 

quote Ireland’s Foreign Minister, Simon Coveney, “a unique political solution.” That 

encouragingly provides a good starting point. In their respective documents outlining the 

approach to Brexit and Ireland, the UK and EU have both put forward similar broad 

objectives: protecting the Good Friday Agreement, maintaining the common travel area and 

avoiding a hard border.  

Last week, Michel Barnier confirmed something that we all somewhat expected, which is that 

we have not had sufficient progress for the negotiations to move on from the terms of 

separation to the future relationship. From a business perspective, this makes it more likely 

that businesses will go into the first quarter of next year without clarity on what the EU/UK 

trade relationship will look like after March 2019, which in turn increases the chances that 

2018 will see some jobs being relocated from Britain. That, combined with the fact that the 

UK has the lowest growth and highest inflation of any major EU economy over the last year, 

means that some economists are now predicting the return of stagflation. Firms have delayed 

investment for fear of future chaos, and consumer confidence has plummeted. This could 

soon have an effect on our international trade, and UK/Irish trade, which amounts to £50 

billion annually and supports 400,000 jobs, may be the first to suffer.  

At least, that is all true on paper, but the British Government could make a decisive move 

towards ending the stalemate and unblock talks by December. It is crucial to ensure that that 

slow trickle of businesses who are already implementing contingency plans does not turn into 

an unnecessary surge of firms relocating outside the UK. I should like to note that 10% of 

Institute of Directors members have already done so. Thankfully, the rest are holding off, at 

least for now. The quicker a transition deal is agreed, at least in principle, the more employers 

can plan in detail for the long term.  

Beyond interim arrangements, however, it is hard to know whether the Government have a 

clear picture of what they want for the future. We want the negotiations to move on to trade 

now, but we also have to ask the question: is the UK ready? While the future partnership 

papers are more detailed and comprehensive than anything that the European Commission 

has released, there is a gaping hole throughout all of them: what replaces membership of the 

internal market? 

That matters, because to maintain a high level of market access — remember, the Prime 

Minister has set, as her minimum standard, a deal that amounts to greater market access than 
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is provided for in the EU-Canada deal — deep and comprehensive regulatory cooperation is 

needed on a myriad of fronts. Some of that cooperation will be in sectors where the UK does 

not yet have its own regulatory agencies and has historically relied instead on those of our EU 

partners, perhaps, most notably in the context of today’s proceedings, the Irish Food Safety 

Authority, which was the first to identify the horsemeat scandal in 2013, at a time when the 

UK Food Standards Agency had, and still has, no equivalent inspections of food supply 

chains. 

The House of Commons library suggests that Britain may need to set up a domestic version 

of as many as 34 EU regulatory agencies, covering areas central to UK-Irish trade, such as 

agriculture, energy, transport and communications. That is particularly vital in the context of 

the Irish question. The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement of 1998 and the St Andrews 

Agreement of 2006 have effected successful institutional arrangements between Northern 

Ireland and the Republic, products of which comprise six cross-border bodies, including a 

number of intergovernmental trade and infrastructure institutions, such as Tourism Ireland, 

which markets the island as a single entity for tourism purposes; InterTradeIreland, which 

encourages and promotes cross-border trade; and Waterways Ireland, which manages inland 

waterways, including the rivers and lakes that criss-cross the border. All of these are 

underpinned by the European Union, and specifically the oversight of the European Court of 

Justice. Their unimpeded and continued functioning will be subject to agreement on 

sufficient regulatory cooperation between all affected parties in the Brexit talks. 

Meanwhile, some of those domestic British regulators that already exist, such as in aviation, 

chemicals and medicine, will need to have their functions and capacities significantly 

enhanced. Beyond the EU bodies themselves, some 759 bilateral or multilateral treaties and 

agreements, with a total of 168 countries, covering everything from customs procedures to 

agricultural quotas and the landing rights of planes, must be replaced, renegotiated or remade 

by Brexit Britain. A leaked memo by Deloitte, a consultancy hired by the Westminster 

Government to advise on Brexit last year, claimed that 30,000 new civil servants would need 

to be hired to cope with the workload required by Brexit. Despite all the speculation that the 

UK is prepared to walk away from a bad deal, whether any capacity building is yet being 

carried out in those important areas remains unknown. 

While we would all be ecstatic with a barrier-free border between the UK and Ireland, how 

frictionless can that border be? It is safe to say that the future arrangements for trading across 

the Irish border will not be as barrier-free as they have been or are now. That blunt honesty 

has been missing from much of the discussion on the UK’s future relationship. Instead, many 

analyses neglect to reference one of the key considerations for how twenty-first-century 

customs and borders operate worldwide: compliance checks, which are particularly driven by 

regulatory issues. Ensuring that the right duty is paid on goods crossing borders is no longer 

the main concern for businesses and customs control. The removal of inspection posts for 

trade within the EU did not happen with the establishment of the customs union in the 1968, 

nor in the immediate decades that followed; it was the advent of the internal market, first 

advocated and pushed for by Margaret Thatcher and completed in 1993, that finally abolished 

controls on goods crossing the border with the EU. 

Indeed, customs controls were introduced on the Irish frontier on 1 April 1923, shortly after 

the establishment of the Irish Free State. Those controls were maintained with varying 

degrees of severity from then until 1 January 1993, when systemic customs checks between 

the Republic and the UK were abolished as part of the EU single market. 
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HM Government’s paper on Northern Ireland offered a positive recognition of that, briefly 

floating the idea of an equivalence agreement with the EU on measures such as food safety 

and animal health. That is essential to avoiding a hard border in Ireland, where agrifood 

makes up a disproportionately high percentage of the all-island economy. Agrifood and 

drinks are the Republic’s biggest sector, and the UK is its most important market. Although 

the same sector makes up only 10% of the British economy, it comprises 35% of Northern 

Ireland’s exports, and 25% of its registered businesses. 

For all the trade facilitation mechanisms that have been floated, agreement on regulatory 

cooperation on an unprecedented scale will have to be reached first. Without it, firms in 

Ireland could, quite realistically, have freer trade with countries as far away as Canada than 

they would with companies across the border. 

So, fundamental decisions on new regulatory relationships with the EU do not appear to have 

been taken. I noted with interest that the Minister’s speeches earlier today talked an awful lot 

about customs but very little about regulations. 

2.45 pm 

That being said, I do not want to sound pessimistic. The role of the IoD is to identify 

challenges in order that they can be overcome and we can make a success of the future. The 

recent history of the Anglo-Irish relationship gives me cause for optimism, as I believe it can 

provide a template for positive future UK-EU relations as well. There are few countries 

within the remaining EU block that are as tied economically to the UK as the Republic of 

Ireland and certainly none with such deep cultural and political connections, many of which 

we have heard about this morning. Over one third of IoD members across the UK have 

business links with the Republic, and 75% of IoD Ireland members are linked with 

companies and consumers in the UK. In this sense, Northern Ireland will be the litmus test for 

Brexit. The reaction of businesses on both sides to the final settlement will be an important 

bellwether in that regard. 

If the UK and Ireland can manage to overcome the many intricate and complicated 

difficulties that Northern Ireland presents for Brexit, as they have done on so many other 

occasions in the past for equally difficult challenges, we will have gone a long way to 

ensuring the best possible Brexit outcome for all of these islands. It is incumbent upon all 

parties in the Brexit negotiations to recognise the unique political and economic case for UK-

Ireland relations and the implications of Brexit for both British and Irish businesses. Irish, 

Northern Irish, wider-UK and EU leaders must work to ensure an outcome whereby both 

sides of the border can continue to benefit from an unhindered relationship with each other. It 

is imperative that all stakeholders galvanise the common efforts across the polities of these 

two islands to achieve the best possible Brexit outcome for both Ireland and the UK. The 

mutual interest in achieving a positive outcome is pretty obvious. Thank you. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much, Seamus. Dr John Whittaker. 

 

Dr John Whittaker (Lancaster University Management School): 

Can you hear at the back? 
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Some Members: 

Yes. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

OK, so I do not need to have this mic right in my mouth; it is OK down there. Thanks very 

much. 

As my colleagues have said, we seem to be in a position where negotiations are deadlocked; 

at least that is what Mr Barnier told us last week. In spite of Mrs May’s rather deferential 

speech in Florence that she would give money, probably about £20 billion, and agree some 

EU rules on transition, we have not agreed enough. We have not made sufficient progress to 

move onto other things like trade. Mr Barnier sounds rather like a worn-out gramophone 

record. We have heard that one so often. In fact, the preconditions that he has set for talking 

about trade, or some of them, look quite silly. As my colleagues have said, the idea of talking 

about the border and getting that settled before we fix the trade issue is quite daft, because we 

do not know what kind of tariffs Britain will be imposing on the EU or the other way round 

and that will determine a very great deal how the border is organised. It will probably be a 

very great task, and we are going to be talking about that later. 

Probably the other main sticking point is the money. Now, they need the money — sure, they 

need the money — and that may be why they are being so insistent on having some promise 

upfront to get it but, sorry, we do not play that kind of game. Britain will certainly do its best 

to fulfil obligations, but, on the other hand, we are not going to fork out for some silly bill of 

£60 million or more, which is probably the amount that they need to fulfil their obligations. 

That is their problem, not Britain’s. 

Anyway, I think that the negotiations are actually looking quite well. If you look behind the 

daily reports in the newspapers, there is a kind of soap opera going on between the European 

politicians and ours as well, of course, and the media are doing their best to hype all this up 

into something that is exciting. Well, sorry, but that is the way that the EU kind of does its 

negotiations. I have seen it sometime before. They probably did not tell you, but I was an 

MEP so I have seen these sorts of things. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

[Inaudible.] 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

Does somebody want to ask — 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

No. 
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The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

No, there will be questions afterwards. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

Keep going — 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

All right. I will do my best. [Interruption.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK, Members. Quiet, please. Sorry. Dr John Whittaker. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

I have seen these sort of negotiations going on first hand. I was in the Parliament there. That 

is how they do things over there. Now, I think that some sensible proposition papers have 

been coming out from Mr Davis’s Department, not least on UK-Ireland relationships but on 

lots of other things as well. There have been agreements on what might seem to be quite 

small things, like the nuclear cooperation, the space programme and cooperation on scientific 

research. Beyond that, of course, there is a strong common interest in making it work. I ask 

this question now: does it matter if it does not work and we do not get beyond this deadlock 

in the talks?   

First, I do not think we are deadlocked, but probably it does not matter as much as people 

think if we do not move on to talk about trade. There will lots of other little, smaller issues to 

discuss and get settled, and I feel very confident that we will get those organised anyway.  

The main issue, probably, is trading relations. Let us just ask this first, though, before we 

start: what sort of a deal do we want? I am a member of something called Economists for 

Free Trade. We believe in — guess what? — free trade, which means low or zero tariffs on 

not only most imports but exports. If we cannot low tariffs on exports, we would like to have 

them on imports anyway because we believe that is the best way to get the British economy 

to take benefit from Brexit. After all, one of the main reasons we went for Brexit was to be 

able to have free trade deals around the world.  

There probably will be a deal, but even if there is not, I think we will end up in the position 

where Britain has left the customs union because that is the only way we will be free to set 

our own tariff schedule and free to negotiate our free trade agreements with the rest of the 

world. Regardless of what happens, the UK will register its tariff schedule at the WTO, which 

will be applied on the most-favoured nation arrangement with the WTO. We shall reduce 

tariffs where they are very high. Again, that is the main reason why we believe Brexit is a 

good idea. Some of my colleagues have estimated that the consumer price index, if we went 

to zero tariffs on imports, would fall by about 8%, with the greatest beneficiaries being the 

poorer members of the population. 
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The main point is to reduce protectionism. For instance, Britain has no interest in helping the 

French to protect their wine industry. You might not know this, but there are 24 euro cents on 

every imported bottle of wine. I do not think I feel any sorrow about the French having to 

compete with the Chileans and South Africans for their wine.  

I like to remind myself of the repeal of the corn laws in 1846. That brought a great deal of 

prosperity and was to remove the protectionism against British landowners. I seem to recall 

that the Irish population had some issues with landowners at around that time as well. 

Anyway, I shall perhaps come to the point of the talk. I have been asked to mention the effect 

of Brexit on the UK and the Irish economy. I do not have much time to say much. In Britain, 

there is not too much to say. We believe that the UK GDP will rise by a considerable amount. 

Various estimates have been made. The Treasury said it was going to fall by a large amount 

immediately after the Brexit vote. It did not; it went up, so I think we can discount what the 

Treasury said.  

For me, probably the most important gain is sovereignty: to be free from political interference 

from the European Union, free of imposed regulations and free to sack the Government when 

we do not like what they are doing.  

As regards the Irish economy, you are already suffering, I regret, from the weak pound, 

particularly in agriculture and food. If the UK reduces external tariffs, that will make it 

worse. You will be competing for your exports with countries outside the EU. On the other 

hand, we may not wish to buy hormone-fed beef from the United States or chlorine-washed 

chicken, so you might keep your market in Britain for that.  

If I may be so bold as to say, I think possibly a greater threat to the Irish economy is rather 

coming from the European Union itself with the impending corporation tax harmonisation. It 

has been talking about that for years, and it rather now looks as though that might come 

closer to fruition. If you get the ruling on the Apple tax bill of €13 billion, that could also put 

off a lot of foreign investment, which has been the source of a great deal of Irish prosperity. I 

notice that the Irish Government are steadfast in their defence of remaining an EU member.  

Back in the UK, I think that possibly the biggest danger to the progress of talks is that a lot of 

people are rather in denial either that it will happen or that it can happen. The Remainers are 

out there and I worry that they might damage the repeal Bill that is currently going through 

Parliament to the extent that it makes it very difficult for our Government to go through the 

great many things that they have to do to make this work. A lot of people really do not want 

Brexit at all, largely the big businesses in Britain who have lobby power with the 

Government and a lot of senior civil servants who just think that it is too tough, too hard, too 

much work and too complicated, so “Let us just leave things as they are.”  

Against them, we have some good people like Mr James Dyson with his vacuum cleaner, 

JCB with its diggers, and several other companies that think Brexit is a great idea because it 

will open up huge opportunities. There are still some civil servants who think it is a great 

idea. A chap called Andrew Bailey, who happens to be the chief executive of the Financial 

Conduct Authority (FCA), the financial watchdog, says that he thinks that it will be great for 

the financial industry when we can open up our businesses better by not being so encumbered 

by rules that come from the European Union. I do not think that the naysayers will be 

successful because I think that it would be electorally foolish for them to do it in Britain 

given the support that Brexit had from the British electorate.  

I think that we shall leave the customs union and single market. I think that we will find that 

we get a free-trade deal of some sort with the European Union. There will be deals over a 
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whole host of hundreds of smaller things; some of them not unimportant, like aviation. Are 

we still going to be able to fly over Europe? Of course, we will. Of course, we will agree on 

that because it is in everybody’s interests to do so. They will agree on all these things, 

probably in the middle of the night and at the very last minute. That is the way they do things 

in the European Union: they wait until the very last ditch and they have extracted whatever 

they can out of the opponent and then they agree, when everybody is so tired that they have 

to.  

Britain will be out. We shall be out and will be better off for it. I am jolly sure that, whatever 

happens to the relationship between Britain and Northern Ireland, the British will strive to 

make that work as well as possible, even if the European Union will not. Thank you. 

[Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much to our three speakers. I advise members that we will have some questions 

now. I ask our panellists to be aware that we take a number of questions together, so do not 

come straight back in after the first question. We will take about three questions together and 

then come back over to you. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD:  

Thank you very much for a stimulating presentation by all three of you. I think that part of 

the purpose of this is to hear different views. I would like to see an interchange of views 

among the three speakers on what one another has said.  

My specific question is about the Norway-Sweden model. I would like to hear a little bit 

more because certainly one of the key issues that the Norwegian ambassador gave to us quite 

recently at a Good Friday Agreement meeting — or a sovereign meeting maybe — was that 

there is, at minimum, a 15-minute delay for every truck that goes through into the EU. Lastly, 

I would like the panel to indicate what their view is on what would replace the internal 

market. 

 

Senator Frank Feighan: 

Thanks very much for your presentations. Look, since the Anglo-Irish Agreement and Good 

Friday Agreement, relations between Britain and Ireland are at an all-time high. My father 

worked all his life in London. He worked hard and was well treated. We are in a situation. I 

am absolutely depressed at what has happened in the last year and a half. In 2011, we had the 

Queen’s visit to Dublin. It was a new watershed in our relations. Despite trade worth €1 

billion being done every week, the British Irish Chamber of Commerce was set up for the 

first time. We have come so close. I will be very blunt: Irish people feel that the British have 

shot themselves in our foot. It is as simple as that.  

I want to ask two questions. I believe that the €60 billion is the least of your worries. Are you 

telling me that Germany and France will watch a deal happen with Britain that has all strings 

attached or whatever? 

3.00 pm 
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This is about the future of Europe. Europe is moving in a different direction, and the UK has 

helped it move in a different direction, that is another issue. What is happening is the future 

of Europe. Europe is not going to do deals with the United Kingdom, and I say this in the 

certain situation that a bad deal for the United Kingdom is a bad deal for the island of Ireland. 

I think we are in a state of denial, and I am totally depressed at the way things are moving 

from a political point of view. We are all good friends here, and we have all worked so hard, 

but I am very concerned that whatever happens will not be achievable, and we will go back to 

the bad old days. I am not saying we will go back to terrorism, but back to the bad old days of 

us and them.  

One last thing, I am one of those people who feels we should have more association with the 

Commonwealth, but people say that the Irish will have no choice but to leave the EU and join 

with the UK. That simply will not happen. It will never happen. It is wishful thinking. I think 

we are in a state of denial. We want to come clean because if we do not admit that we have a 

problem, we are not going to do anything about it. I am just depressed. I am sorry, but I am 

just depressed. 

 

Mr Steve Aiken MLA: 

Thanks very much to the panel for actually making us all wake up after the lunchtime slot. 

First of all, well done on that. 

The second one is a slightly more serious question. Theresa May has said that she was 

offering up to about €20 billion. We did a recent fact-finding mission in Brussels where the 

answer was somewhere between about €60 billion and €80 billion. I would like the panel to 

give me the figure that they think is the answer, because I am increasingly coming to the 

understanding that it is all about the money. If it is around about €40 billion, when should we 

do it, and can we get on with it? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

OK. I am going to pass back to yourselves, if you want to come in on those points. 

 

Mr Daniel Mahoney: 

On the Norway and Sweden issue that you mentioned, I understand that it will not be 

identical to the Ireland issue. For example, Swedish officials can actually examine premises 

in Norway. Obviously, you could not have a situation where Irish officials were doing that in 

Northern Ireland. What it does show is that there is a way. Private cars have different routes 

which are only subject to spot checks, very infrequent checks, and there are different routes 

for customs vehicles which sometimes have checks on them. 

Irish Tax and Customs recently published a report on this, and they said that that was a 

potential way forward. I think it is certainly worth looking at. 

On the point that Germany and France will not allow a deal to happen because they want the 

EU to stay as a unified force, I think that will break down when they realise that some 

member states are going to be much more affected than others. Obviously, Ireland is the most 

affected, but other countries will be much more affected. Also, German car exporters will be 

massively affected, as will various other industries.  
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It will lead to some discontentment within the European Union if countries that are less 

affected are having this very stringent view whereas other countries that are more affected 

will suffer. It will concentrate minds as the negotiation goes on. 

On the figure of how much it should be, I take the figure of someone called Julian Jessop of 

the Institute of Economic Affairs. He thinks it should be about €30 billion or so. I think that is 

payable, but we can only pay that if there is a guaranteed free-trade agreement. We cannot 

agree to pay that before we know that some sort of trade deal will be on the horizon. I think 

that is very important. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

I will go next. On the point about the internal market, I make the one point here that lots of 

other countries in the world trade with the European Union against the European Union’s 

tariffs. Most EU business is not with Britain; it is in other parts of the world. There are 

perfectly workable customs arrangements in place for all that trade. Surely it is not beyond 

the wit of our civil servants, and there are some bright members amongst them, to sort this all 

out in good time. [Laughter.] Excuse me, I am not trying to insult anybody. 

 

A Member:  

Yes, you are. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

We can sort all that out in good time. I think it could all be done.  

I think we are making a mountain out of this. I am not trying to push down the problems of 

the border or the amount of work that has got to be done; I am just confident that it can be 

done if there is goodwill and the same acceptance on both sides. 

 

The Lord Dubs: 

Tell us how. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

On the problem of France and Germany, my colleague on the right is correct. France and 

Germany have a strong interest in doing a deal with Britain on trade and everything else — to 

cooperate on a whole host of affairs, not just trade. 

Finally, on the money — I will get out of your way so that somebody else can speak — let 

me point out that we have been a net contributor to the EU for a long time. Suppose we were 

not; suppose we had been the net beneficiary, like the Republic of Ireland was for many 

years; suppose we had left in the situation where they were giving us £20 billion a year 

instead of us giving it to them. Would it be the case that we could say, “We are leaving, and 

you have got to continue giving us £20 billion a year to keep things going as they were.”? 

Sorry, I do not buy this notion that we owe them any money. I do not buy the idea that this is 
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some kind of exit bill that is necessary for us to buy a free-trade agreement. If we give it 

something, it will be a goodwill measure to help them get over this difficulty of being short of 

money for the current programme of expenditure which runs out in 2020. 

 

Mr Seamus Nevin: 

In many respects, Norway is a member in all but name. I happen to be very good friends with 

a special adviser to the Norwegian Conservative Prime Minister, and I talk to him regularly 

about it. My understanding from him is that the political establishment in Norway would like 

to be a member of the European Union, but, for protectionist reasons around their agri-food 

sector, they cannot. It is also interesting to note, with regard to Norway and the agri-food 

sector, that because they are not members of the single market, they regularly have food 

shortages in dairy supplies. They have butter and milk shortages on a regular basis. 

On the new trade deals question, the early prospects do not seem encouraging. We are seeing 

an inward turn from the United States, which has traditionally been one of our closest allies. 

How long that will continue remains to be seen. Look at the other countries that have spoken 

up and said that they would like to do trade deals. It is the likes of Japan, which has said that 

they would give us no better terms than we have currently with the European Union. The 

same with Canada. Or, it is Australia and India, both of which said that they will do a trade 

deal with us on condition that we open up our visa system so that they can send us more 

immigrants. Given that a lot of this discussion was about immigration, I see squaring that 

circle to be quite difficult. 

We also have to recognise the composition of British trade at the moment. Eighty per cent of 

employment in the UK is in services; 50% of what we sell overseas is in services. The biggest 

single market we sell to in that is the European Union, because it is the only single market 

which has a comprehensive trade agreement in services. You cannot sell consultancy, 

catering and civil engineering overseas if the consultants, caterers and civil engineers cannot 

travel to and from those countries to do business. So, we need to get real about the modern 

nature of trade in the UK. 

I move now to the question about the devaluation of sterling. Some 55% of IOD members 

said that the devaluation of sterling has been bad for them, because 40% of what we sell 

overseas — I am talking about the whole of the UK economy, not just IOD members — is 

first imported as a component part or an ingredient. We are very interconnected with the rest 

of the world right now, so there is no simple way of disassociating ourselves from the 

European Union. Disentangling that web is going to be very tricky and difficult. That is why 

the civil servants have such a difficult task on their hands, and why the negotiations are going 

to be so intricate. Making sure that we minimise the risks in order to maximise the benefits is 

a huge challenge, but we need to be aware of that and work as much as we can to do so. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We move on to the next set of questions, starting with Sir Jeffrey Donaldson. 

 

Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP: 
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Thank you, Co-Chair, and thank you to the panel. If I may say so, thank you to Dr Whittaker 

for injecting a little bit of positivity into this debate, because all we hear is gloom and doom 

and negativity and that nothing good can ever come from this. You know, there was a world 

before the European Union, and there probably will be one after the European Union. The 

idea that the European Union is this perfect economic construction —  

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

Nobody said it was perfect. 

 

Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP: 

— belies the reality that many parts of the European Union are struggling economically, and 

have struggled, some of them represented by people in this room. Therefore, I am positive 

about the future. I come from Northern Ireland, and I want to see a positive approach.  

I want to hear people telling me what is possible rather than, what we hear every day, which 

is what is not possible. Unless we do that, the negative predictions that we have heard from 

the front will be self-fulfilling prophecies because, when you talk negatively, business reacts 

negatively. It is the same for both jurisdictions. I want to make the point that we need some 

positivity. That does not mean that we lose sight of reality; of course not; but if it is constant 

doom and gloom and what we cannot do and what is not achievable, business will react and 

not just in Northern Ireland and the UK. It will be a very negative experience. As someone 

made the point, a bad Brexit is not just bad for the UK — that is debatable — it is seriously 

bad for the Republic of Ireland. So we all have a vested interest here in making this work, and 

it is about time that we started to look for some positive solutions. We may not have an 

Executive in Belfast, but that does not mean that there are not some of us who want to find 

solutions and want to talk to people about finding solutions and want to hear from the experts 

about the solutions rather than this constant diet of telling us what the problems are. 

 

The Lord Bew: 

I go back to your original presentation, Daniel, which I thought was very helpful and I am 

very grateful to you for it. There was one point that I wanted to query, about financial 

services and a positive spin-off for Dublin in that sector, which was discussed at some length 

in the House of Lords report. I do not know if you are aware of a report in the business 

section of the ‘Sunday Independent’ at the beginning of September, saying that there was no 

sign of a take-off yet in Dublin. It might happen, but there is no sign as yet. It would appear 

that a relatively small number of jobs have left the city of London, but those that have have 

gone towards Frankfurt, but there was no sign of a take-off in Dublin.  

More important in that report was the discussion that the journalist who wrote it had with the 

senior German banker, who said, “You are all doing very well out of this. I bet you are 

getting lots of jobs”. This was a senior figure in the German banking sector. This raised a 

question in my mind. There is a consensus in this room that a bad Brexit for Britain is an 

even worse Brexit for Ireland. This is the one thing, with all our disagreements, that we all 

agree on, but is the Irish Government and Irish officials telling the Germans the truth about 

how stark things are? This is a classic example of a senior German banker assuming a 

positive development for Ireland arising out of the current state of play which is, apparently, 
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at this point at any rate, not actually there. More important than exactly whether that 

journalist is right or wrong, is that conversation. Does the panel have a sense that the Irish 

Government are being frank with their European partners about the dangers that Ireland faces 

from a bad Brexit? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Linda Fabiani. 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP: 

No, it is all right. Thank you, Chair.  

 

Deputy Kevin Lewis: 

My question has partially been answered. I am very interested in the Swedish-Norwegian 

model, with Sweden being in and Norway being out. How does it work on a day-to-day basis 

between Norway and Sweden? What controls are in place, if any? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I will just take one more speaker in this section. 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD: 

I am hoping that the UK and the EU can get an agreement as soon as possible. I am a very 

positive individual, but the longer it goes on, the worse it is going to get. I think it is good 

news today, when we see the Prime Minister of the UK, Theresa May, and her Brexit 

secretary, David Davis, and also Mr Barnier and Jean-Claude Juncker meeting for lunch 

today. It means that there are meetings, and maybe unscheduled meetings, going on.  

3.15 pm 

You mentioned Angela Merkel earlier; the UK is in constant contact with the German 

Chancellor and the President of the European Council, Donald Tusk. There is also a meeting 

this week between the 27 EU leaders. The topic this week will be the future trading 

relationship after Brexit. We can talk about China, Brazil and everywhere else, but if you 

look at the EU market, it is massive; you are talking about over 500 million people, which is 

not to be sneezed at. It is very important that we get this sorted out once and for all and the 

sooner the better. 

When I put on my TV and radio, no matter what is on, there is talk about Brexit. We have 

been here for the past couple of days and, in fairness, to be honest, these have been very good 

meetings. It is nice to listen to people from Wales, Scotland, England and Northern Ireland; it 

is good to put all the topics together. The bottom line is that we all have a goal; we all want 

the best thing for Ireland, the UK and Europe. It is a matter of getting all these people into a 

room and bashing them together to sort it out once and for all. 
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I am Irish and I live beside the border. I know what the Troubles were like in the 70s. I do not 

want to go back to those days or to a situation where there is any kind of a threat whatsoever. 

I do not mean to scaremonger, but the peace process back in 1998 was one of the best things 

that ever happened to Ireland. My family is growing up now, and they have never 

experienced the Troubles we had in the North. I would not wish our previous experiences on 

anybody else. I have got family in Northern Ireland and in the UK, and I love being able to 

jump onto a plane and go to any part of the UK and any part of the North; it is fantastic. It 

took us years to build up that relationship. It will be an awful shame if we lose the 

relationship between the UK and Ireland and if we lost the relationship with the EU. 

All I am trying to say is that there is plenty of good cute heads up there at the moment, and 

there are plenty of cute heads in the UK, Ireland and Europe. It is about time that the talking 

stopped. All we are doing is going round in circles; we are like a dog chasing its tail. For 

once and for all, it is about time we got it sorted out. 

That is all I want to say. Thank you. 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We will go back to the panel now, if any of you want to come in on any of those points. 

 

Mr Daniel Mahoney: 

I will start on the financial services point. To clarify what I am saying, London will certainly 

remain Europe’s financial centre and potentially the world’s. It is first for competitiveness in 

financial services. There are various reasons for that, but primarily it is because of the 

ecosystem that feeds into financial services in London, which would be pretty much 

impossible to replicate elsewhere. 

On the Dublin point, the reason why you did not see anything in 2016 is because a lot of 

financial services firms are still holding back; they are making contingencies, but they have 

not quite made the move yet. My main point is that Dublin could see a modest increase in 

jobs, but we are talking about thousands of jobs, not tens of thousands. There could be some 

economic activity that goes there that could increase the tax base slightly, but it will be at the 

margins. 

On the point about whether Ireland’s Government are making the right representations, I 

simply do not know. If they are not, that is very worrying. 

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

We are. 

 

Mr Daniel Mahoney: 

OK. That is something that the UK Government and the Irish Government need to work on. 

On the pessimism point, I do not put it quite as stridently as Dr Whittaker, but there is 

something in that. Phillip Hammond, in particular, has made some very ill-advised 

pronouncements. His pronouncement that we should not prepare for there being no deal now 

is a terrible negotiating tactic. It is not just that; it is also deeply irresponsible. I am pleased to 
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see that his tone has changed, but if it does not change in long term, he will need to be 

reshuffled out because he is a very important person. That is an important thing to note. 

 

Mr Seamus Nevin: 

On the Irish representation point, I do not know. My work is UK-focused, but from many of 

the trips that I have taken to Brussels that the British MEPs I have spoken to have found the 

support from Irish MEPs to be very useful. They felt that Irish MEPs have been fighting their 

case and working very hard to make sure that the other member states’ representatives are 

very much aware of the intricate nature of the Anglo-Irish economy, for want of a better term, 

and the trade relations that we have between the two countries. 

Turning to the question of negotiations — the point was raised about Mr Hammond — one 

thing we need to be aware of is that the clock is already ticking. 

We have a very short period to agree this negotiation, and divisiveness within the Cabinet is 

not helpful, regardless of where you stand on the political spectrum. We need to make sure 

that we can come together to try to agree a positive outcome, but having the Prime Minister 

say something one day and another member of the Cabinet say something different the next 

day makes it very difficult for people on the other side of the table to understand where we 

stand and what we are looking for. That level of confusion has mitigated our ability to 

progress to the next round. 

We agreed early on in the negotiations to the linear process and to the sequencing that the EU 

has set out. There is a lot of talk about how rigid that is, but in my discussions with DExEU 

there was an acceptance that the EU was going to have to be necessarily rigid because if it 

was not, it would be required to go back to the negotiating table and negotiate with all 27 

other member states, which would lose us time. That is not in our interests. We have to accept 

that the article 50 process has begun. There are 18 months left in that process. The clock is 

ticking, and it is not going to be an easy process. The EU is going to drive a hard bargain, as 

will the UK, but providing a united front and making sure that we all pull together and seek 

the best interests for the UK in the long term is in all our best interests, regardless of where 

you are on the political spectrum. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

I thank Mr Donaldson for the idea that we want to be positive about things. I agree with you; 

thanks for that. Lord Bew said that he was concerned that the Irish Government are not 

representing their case sufficiently well in Europe. I wanted to add to that point that even if 

they are doing their best to be represented, we should look at the other side and ask whether 

they are being listened to. I have to say that the history here is not particularly helpful. Go 

back a few years in the relationship between the Irish Republic and the European Union. You 

probably will not want to be reminded of the fact that in 2010 the Government of Ireland 

received a letter from Jean-Claude Trichet, the head of the European Central Bank, telling 

them that if they did not agree to bail out the big banks, the big banks would be starved of 

liquidity and would have to close. I wanted to remind you that when the Republic of Ireland 

voted against, first the Lisbon Treaty, and then the Nice Treaty — I am sorry, it was the other 

way round: Nice and then Lisbon — they were told to go back because they had voted the 

wrong way and to vote the right way next time. 
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Do you think that this history gives you much confidence that if you do represent your case 

well in Europe, you will be sufficiently listened to? I am sorry; I have to take the view that 

Ireland is a small part of the European Union. Yes, you have been behaving impeccably and 

yes, the European Union should take a lot of notice of what is going on, but I cannot say that 

the history is particularly helpful in that. The relationship that Ireland has now with the 

United Kingdom is probably the best. I am not trying to persuade you that you should join the 

United Kingdom and leave the European Union. There seems to be an adamant view here that 

that will not be the case. On the other hand, look at who your friends are: we might have had 

our differences in the past, but I think that Britain will do its best to make sure things are 

comfortable with Ireland. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK. We have nine people looking to get in. I am going to go through all nine and then come 

back to the panel for final remarks. We still have two more sessions left in the afternoon, so I 

ask members to be brief. 

 

Mr Paul Farrelly MP: 

Brevity is not my strong point when my hackles are raised, Co-Chair. I am a Labour MP, and 

I campaigned heart and soul for us to remain inside the European Union. My constituency 

voted strongly to leave, but it re-elected me in June. I did not even vote for the referendum-

paving legislation in the first place because I thought it was a thoroughly bad and 

irresponsible idea. In that, I am at one with the great statesman of the Conservative Party Ken 

Clarke who is quite right when he characterises what we are going through as an enormous 

act of self-harm. 

There was a piece on Radio 4 the other day about volunteers going off to an Antarctic 

penguin sanctuary with no access to the news, the Internet, friends, family or the wider world. 

When I heard Dr Whittaker saying that he thought the talks were going well, I wondered 

whether he had just been off with the last contingent for the past six or 12 months. It was not 

something that I or most of the country or Europe would recognise. He quotes JCB, Dyson — 

the few voices in the wilderness that you can count, if not on one hand, on very few hands 

who are supportive of it. JCB is a business in my area of Staffordshire, but I prefer the 

opinions of my local ceramics industry and my local engineering industry, all of whom are 

exporters and are very worried about what is happening. I prefer the opinion also of Bet365, 

the owner of my fantastic local football team — barring last Saturday — Stoke City. Bet 365 

feels that it is a real opportunity missed that we are not going to engage, in not just widening 

the single market and deepening it in products, but in services, particularly digital, where we 

are leaders in the field. 

The last thing I would like to say, in the interest of brevity, is that since we have had the 

referendum result, people have realised that there is an awful lot of protectionism in the 

world. Many people did not realise that, because we trade seamlessly with Europe and it is 

not on the agenda.  

I think, and I hope Dr Whittaker, as an economist, agrees, that if we do not have a decent deal 

with Europe, one that does not lead to any more protectionism in this world, it will be very 

harmful for us, very harmful for Ireland and very harmful for the rest of the European Union. 
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Viscount Bridgeman: 

Every one of you has referred to the insistence that no trade deal can be discussed before the 

money question and the border question is settled. Is it the panel’s view that this is coming 

from Juncker or from the Commission or from certain heads of government? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

That is a very good example of being brief. [Laughter.] 

 

Mr Brendan Smith TD: 

I thank our guests for their presentations. I disagree with Daniel with regard to preparing for a 

no deal. The Government should be putting all their efforts into securing the best possible 

deal. As Paul Bew and others said, a bad deal will be a nightmare for Ireland. That is the 

reality, and we want to see Britain get the best possible deal with the EU prior to exiting. 

Paul also asked, “How good is the Government?”. I am an Opposition party member — I 

sincerely hope I get the message across — but I have to say that at parliamentary level, we 

have had a large number of groups from other parliaments throughout the EU coming to us, 

going to the border areas, meeting the committee and meeting groups in the border area. So, 

at parliamentary level, within the Oireachtas, the Dáil and the Seanad, we are devoting a huge 

amount of time and effort to getting the message across about the adverse impacts that Brexit 

will have on the island of Ireland. 

I am one of those who are critical of many aspects of the EU’s working, but I strongly believe 

we will remain members. With regard to corporation tax, Mr Whittaker knows that tax is 

within the competence of each national member state. Successive Irish Governments have 

said that we will set our corporation tax, the EU will not set it for us. Unanimity is required 

with regard to taxation matters. So, any member state has a veto, and Ireland would have a 

veto in regard to taxation if it affects us. 

I would not share your optimism with regard to striking trade deals. I had some experience 

participating in World Trade Organization talks at plenary level in 2008. Trade talks are very 

unpredictable; they are laborious; they are unbelievably slow in making any progress. I hope, 

for the sake of all us, that Britain can have good trade deals organised with all those other 

trading blocs, but trade deals are very unpredictable and slow to achieve. 

 

Senator Terry Leyden:  

Thank you. [Inaudible.] There was another wonderful talent [Inaudible.] I am talking about 

Dr Ken Whitaker, who led Ireland to economic — 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

Excuse me, I cannot hear what you are saying. 

 



70 
 

Senator Terry Leyden:  

Sorry, I referred to Dr John Whittaker here. I knew another Dr Whitaker — Dr Ken Whitaker 

— who was a progressive man who looked at the realities and led Ireland into the first 

programme for economic expansion in 1958, encouraged us to join the European Union, and 

we joined together. So, you made the decision with Ireland, and we worked very closely 

together. I was there with John Redwood in relation the Single European Act. Every issue 

that came up in relation to the United Kingdom was given full consideration and support. We 

supported the United Kingdom and they supported us as another country. 

I want to agree with Brendan Smith to say that the 12·5% is part and parcel of the economic 

development of the Republic of Ireland, and, whether you like it or not, it is staying. You 

seem to have a totally unrealistic optimistic approach in relation to trade. I am a former Trade 

Minister for Ireland; I know how difficult it is to make trade deals across the world. You are 

leaving what is practically the biggest trade bloc in the world; you are walking away. We 

regret that, but in our circumstances we want to hope and ensure that the United Kingdom 

gets the best possible deal, because the best possible deal for the United Kingdom is good for 

Ireland. We are very much of that view — let us be clear about that. That is our thinking, but 

we are part of the 27 other countries negotiating with the United Kingdom. We would have to 

be there in that regard, so we have to do that. 

Dr Whittaker, you seem to have solved it all; we can all go home and think everything is fine. 

I would not rely too much. Economists generally disagree and, generally, are not that great at 

times when they make decisions. 

3.30 pm 

 

Mr Martin Vickers MP: 

I want to make a contribution for those of us who feel optimistic about the future of our 

countries after Brexit. I was a supporter of Brexit, along with 70% of my constituents. We 

have seen some visions of the future outlined in recent weeks from President Macron and Mr 

Juncker that will further enhance the powers of a centralised Europe. If we, as nations, lose 

the power to direct and control our economies, that increases tensions. We have heard 

[Inaudible.] talking about taxation being a competence for the individual countries, but who 

is to say that that will remain, bearing in mind the visions of the future that we have seen? 

Anyone who predicts that something will never happen in politics needs to look back over the 

last two years and reflect on that statement. 

The EU can survive only if it is going to relax, rather than increase, the straitjacket that it is 

trying to put its member states in. I think that it was Seamus who said that the political 

establishment in Norway want to join the EU. I hope that the people of Norway have greater 

wisdom than the political establishment, as they did in the UK. If the visions are of further 

and further putting nations in a straitjacket, I question how long the EU can survive. Maybe 

the panel has some thoughts on that. 

 

Ms Jayne Bryant AM: 

We have talked about how vital it is not to have a hard Irish border. I would like to follow up 

on what was said by my Welsh colleague this morning and hear the views of the panel: how 

do you think a border will practically work between Ireland and Wales when so much of our 
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trade comes through the ports? What about the movement of people without there being a 

hard border? I am looking for a very realistic answer on that. 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

I have two very quick questions. First, Daniel Mahoney, I think, expressed a view on 

financial services. Will he expand on that, particularly the financial services in London and 

the UK? Do the rest of the panel agree with that view? Secondly, standing all the way back 

from it, overall, do they think that progress is being made in the negotiations behind the 

scenes, despite the public rhetoric that is going on at the moment? 

 

Ms Deirdre Brock MP: 

I asked a question of the Minister this morning, and he was not able to answer it because he 

did not seem to be aware of it; it has happened fairly recently. I wonder whether the panel 

could give me their thoughts on the fact that the Office for National Statistics (ONS) has 

revised its figures downward and is now suggesting that the UK is some £490 billion poorer 

than previously thought. Dr Whittaker, you were talking about FDI. At the same time, the 

ONS is saying that FDI in the UK has plummeted from a £120 billion surplus in the first half 

of 2016 to a £25 billion deficit over the same period of the year. It is suggested by the 

newspapers and various financial experts that this is going to weaken the UK’s position in 

Brexit discussions. May I have your comments on that, please. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We have two more, and then we will go back to the panel. 

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

As a member of a party that is in Government with independents — obviously, we are in a 

minority Government in Ireland — I want to follow up on comments that have been made by 

a variety of speakers with regard to the Irish Government’s approach and efforts in this space. 

I assure everyone here present that everything in the power of the Irish Government is being 

done to aid the UK in the least hard Brexit possible. As everyone has said here ad nauseam 

today, it is in our interest for the UK to do well in negotiations. Our Taoiseach has had 

numerous meetings. Our Minister for Foreign Affairs is Simon Coveney. We have a Minister 

for European Affairs as well, who, each day of the working week, is working on this. The 

Brexit situation has added to our workload hugely in Ireland. Obviously, the entire country is 

very concerned about that. It is a bit ironic that, when somebody talks about how positive 

they are being about the EU, they then speak so negatively about our relationship with the 

EU, which, for us, we feel has been very positive. We have come back from the brink; we are 

now the fastest growing economy in Europe. You can say what you like about what happened 

seven or eight years ago, but we are where we are today. We stand shoulder to shoulder with 

the UK when it comes to this, despite how much we disagree. 

You stand by a good friend when they do something that you think is ridiculous. You still 

stand by and try to help them out because it is fundamentally in our best interests. 
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Just to reiterate, a lot of work has been done. We may be a small country with a small 

population, but we punch far above our weight in Europe at all levels, not just amongst 

politicians; we have senior civil servants. There are Irish people who have infiltrated all the 

institutions of the EU at all levels, and work will continue. It will be relentless until we feel 

that we have done everything on our power to help the situation. 

 

Mr Seán Crowe TD: 

Go raibh maith agat. I will start off by saying that there is a man on my road who believes 

that Brexit is a great idea. I do not know whether that helps the conversation here today. 

Usually, when we have these meetings, people talk in terms of the lack of preparation. I 

wonder what the panel thinks in relation to that. We talk about business; people talk about the 

lack of preparedness from business people in Britain and in Ireland. There is also a lack of 

preparation, you could say, from the two Governments in relation to what is coming down the 

track. Do you have any views in relation to that? What infrastructure projects, for instance, do 

you suggest the Irish Government would need to invest in? Do they need to enhance their 

ports or road infrastructure, for instance? How are we going to get our goods to market? 

Someone mentioned electricity. Should there be an interconnector from Ireland to France? I 

want your ideas in relation to that; how do you prepare for it? People talk about a lack of 

preparation in Britain, but how do you prepare for something where you are transitional to a 

situation — where you do not really know where you are going, or where you might have an 

idea about where you want to be, or where you would like to be in two or four years, or 

whatever? How do you prepare for something in which you do not really know where you are 

going to go to? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I am going to pass back to the panel for concluding remarks. I know that a lot of issues were 

raised and you are not going to be able to cover everything, but each of you should maybe 

take a few of the main points. 

 

Mr Daniel Mahoney: 

I will take three, if that is all right. On the EU side and the EU trying to stop trade being 

discussed: as far as I understand it, it is actually the member states. I think that Michel 

Barnier is now pushing behind the scenes to be given more flexibility, but Germany and 

France are trying to stop that happening, which, from my perspective, is surprising. The 

thinking, earlier on, was that the member states would be much more favourable to the UK, 

so I am not quite sure what that means, but it is interesting nonetheless. 

On being £490 billion poorer, I have seen that being discussed. That figure is being slightly 

misinterpreted. That revision is only about 2% of total UK assets. A lot of economists are 

discussing that at the moment and saying that that figure is a slight misinterpretation and that 

there has been perhaps some slight scaremongering from newspaper articles. 

I will address the electricity market, as I mentioned it in my piece. Currently, there is, I think 

one interconnector between the UK and Ireland. I think that they are trying to build another 

one. I do not think that an interconnector from Ireland to France would be a good solution, 
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primarily because, as I have said, a lot of baseload power plant seems to be coming off 

stream in continental Europe, and I do not think that it is wise to be overly reliant on that 

market, particularly in the light of the German elections. The Greens are going to be in 

coalition, so I think that a lot of that baseload is likely to go. I think that the solution to that 

would be more domestic, perhaps gas-fired, power stations. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

Mr Farrelly rather disagrees with what I had to say here —. 

 

Mr Paul Farrelly MP: 

Slightly. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

Yes. I will make just one or two small points. He is talking about businesses in his 

constituency, ceramics for instance. Let me point out that the major employers in Great 

Britain are not the large businesses; they are the small ones. About two thirds, or 70%, of 

people working in Britain work for small businesses, not the big ones. Those are the ones that 

make all the noise; those are the ones that are lobbying for Remain, or to try to frustrate the 

coming out. They are the ones which, I think, you are supposedly representing there.  

You also said that you hoped, for heaven’s sake, that we were not going to get more 

protectionism. I cannot see how that could possibly be an outcome of Britain leaving. The 

whole point of our leaving is to remove ourselves from this protectionism. 

Just an answer to Lord Bew, I think it was, who asked who was responsible for asking for 

£40 billion, £60 billion or £100 million. Was it Mr Barnier or Mr Juncker, or who was it? 

Sorry, I beg your pardon? [Interruption.] You are the wrong fellow, or the wrong questioner. 

Mr Barnier and Mr Juncker are doing what they are told. They are the representatives, so 

behind them have to be the heads of state of France and Germany, and probably, to a smaller 

extent, the other heads of state. I think Mr Barnier himself is probably getting fed up with the 

brief that he is asking to push forward there, so I would not blame him for that. He is the 

stooge who is having to carry the can for everybody else. 

I have one other point on Mr Smith. I think he was talking about corporation tax, saying that 

it cannot possibly be the case that Ireland will be forced to put on higher levels of corporation 

tax — to raise the 12.5%. I am not an expert, but what I read was that Mr Juncker put forward 

a proposal which would effectively remove qualified majority voting for cases like this so 

that Ireland would actually be relieved of its veto. At least that is the sort of movement that is 

going on. I cannot say that I have been able to confirm this, but it is what I was reading only 

yesterday. 

 

Mr Brendan Smith TD: 

Just on that point, he does not have the ability to do that. 
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Senator Catherine Noone: 

It is impossible. 

 

Mr Brendan Smith TD: 

Unanimity is required from all member states, and no Irish Government are going to cede on 

that. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

OK. I understood that that was — 

 

Senator Catherine Noone: 

It is an impossibility. 

 

Dr John Whittaker: 

I thought that was the case before I read something else. I cannot say any more than that. 

 

Mr Seamus Nevin: 

There are a couple of questions. I am reluctant to answer the question on how long the EU 

will survive, because I do not think it is helpful. It just creates animosity on the part of the 

European Union when British people talk about that. Our interest is in our future trading 

relationship with the EU and the rest of the world, and that is what we should be focusing on. 

That said, I think it would be wise to do some degree of preparation for a no deal, because it 

is a possibility.  

In terms of what we can do [Interruption.] for example, what the movement of people across 

the border would look like, we should be looking at the make-up of British industry and how 

it is affected in different ways by Brexit. For example, there are a lot of positive stories about 

various automotive companies setting up factories and building cars, despite Brexit, but we 

have to remember that the average production cycle for a car today is about four years. That 

is two years of the negotiations plus two years of transition. What happens after that? For all 

of the celebration about Google and Facebook investments in London, every time I talk to 

small companies in the tech sector who are IoD members, they are very concerned about it, 

because the big firms are hoovering up all of the talent, and we have a shortage of talent that 

we produce domestically in the UK. 

I move now to reforming our education and skills system. It would be remiss of me, 

representing the IoD, given that there are representatives from Northern Ireland in the room, 

not to mention that one of the big concerns of our members in Northern Ireland is that they 

are being taxed for the apprenticeship levy but, because the Assembly is not up and running, 

they cannot use that money to train Northern Irish workers. I encourage the Assembly to get 

back so that that can be enacted. 



75 
 

The energy market was also mentioned. I am not an infrastructure expert but, when I have 

spoken to those who are, they have talked about how energy supply in Northern Ireland is 

about 15% cheaper than it is in Britain. I spoke to representatives of Bombardier last week, 

and they were talking about the potential impact that the UK leaving the EU would have on 

them in terms of energy supply. They have a cash flow problem in that regard as well. So, 

making sure that the UK remains at least a part of I-SEM when it is fully functioning will be 

vitally important, because you are talking about companies that often operate on very narrow 

profit margins. A 15% price hike in energy would be quite considerable for them, and for 

many it would be existential. 

There have been some positive moves from DExEU in terms of its position papers on the 

movement of people. However, there are certain elements that have been left out, such as the 

euro single payments market, for example. So, what happens to payments across the border, 

for people who work in multiple countries or firms that operate in the UK and the EU? They 

will want to pay their staff, and how that functions after we leave is very important. 

3.45 pm 

Also, the frontier workers directive is assumed to cover everybody who is affected by the 

Northern Irish border but, actually, 10% of IoD members in Northern Ireland have staff who 

are non-UK or non-EU citizens who live in the Republic but work in the North. They are not 

always covered by that because it covers only people who travel on a daily basis and not 

necessarily more irregular travel such as that of company directors. Another, perhaps 

somewhat niche, point is that settled status, which is the proposal to replace EU citizenship 

for EU migrants resident in the UK, can be lost if you leave the country for 180 days. I have 

spoken to several IoD Northern Ireland members who have EU staff who regularly leave 

Northern Ireland for more than 180 days in the course of their business. 

So, there are a lot of very technical questions that need to be addressed, and I would like to 

see some progress on that. We need to be talking in much more detail about it because, as I 

said, the clock is ticking and we are running out of time. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Function TD): 

OK. I would like to say a very sincere thank you to our three speakers for their presentations 

and their patience in answering all the questions. Thanks very much to Daniel Mahoney, Dr 

John Whittaker and Seamus Nevin. [Applause.] 

 

DEBATE ON IRISH BORDER 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you again to our panellists. You are welcome to stay and observe if you would like to 

do so because our next session really flows on from the last. We are going to commence our 

political debate on a motion that was approved by our steering committee held in Jersey last 

month. I call on the Vice-Chairman of the Assembly, Karin Smyth, to move the motion on 

behalf of the steering committee. 
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Ms Karin Smyth MP: 

I beg to move 

 

This Assembly believes that the absence of a hard border in Ireland is necessary, 

recognises that there are different opinions on how to safeguard this achievement, 

and calls for every effort to be made in the Brexit negotiations to achieve a positive, 

solution-focused outcome on this issue. 

 

Thank you, Andrew. I will not say too much on it. As colleagues will be aware, it takes 

something to get to a few simple words on a page. We, on the steering committee, were keen 

to have something to focus our discussion on today. We have had a very useful debate just 

now, and, in Jersey, we were able to come to an agreement on some words that are largely 

based on our motion from last time. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Thank you, Karin. I now call on members to make contributions on the motion. I ask 

them to keep their contributions as succinct as possible to ensure that all who wish to speak 

have an opportunity to do so. On such a significant issue, it is important that we hear a wide 

range of views. Who would like to go first?  

 

The Lord Bew: 

Thank you, Chairman. At every meeting of BIPA since the United Kingdom’s decision in the 

referendum, we have all accepted that we must do everything possible to avoid a hard border. 

Let me say a couple of things about this, though, and it goes back to the point that I was 

trying to make earlier about the Irish Government’s stance. At the simplest level, the 

European Union has talked frequently about punishing Britain. I have never ever seen a 

statement by any senior Irish politician saying, “By the way, if you punish Britain, you will 

punish Ireland even more.” It is as simple as that. 

Unconnected to the border question, when the British Government produced their paper on 

the border and their proposals, some of which are iffy and some of which are really rather 

good, again there were economists such as David McWilliams who immediately said, 

“Excellent British proposal. Why don’t we just go with it?” So, you had an Irish economist 

saying, “This is interesting.” Then, the EU again produces an extremely scrappy short paper 

and, again, there is no real comment from the Irish Government about that paper. The EU’s 

paper is much shorter, and it really is inconsequential. 

Most worryingly of all, it does not seem to realise the benefits in the British offer to Ireland, 

that is to say the continuation of the common travel area and the right of Irish citizens to live 

and work in the United Kingdom, which is not referred to explicitly in the EU paper, even 

though it is at the heart of the British offer. It would be disastrous if that offer were somehow 

to get lost in a bitter outcome to these discussions. 

I do think that there is a problem here. I am not even going to enter into the issue of the 

disturbance in the unionist community caused by Irish Ministers talking about the border 
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being in the Irish Sea and other things that were said that did cause disturbance. I think there 

was a degree of accident about that.   

There is a problem with what appears to be Ireland’s message. We are both in a terrible mess 

here. I fully concede this, and as a Remain voter, it is a mess I would rather not be in. But we 

are both in a terrible mess and it is not going to be helped unless it is absolutely clear and that 

the Irish Government signal what they really need. What they definitely need, for example, is 

the continuation of the British offer on the common travel area. There are 600,000 Irish 

citizens living in the United Kingdom and 10,000 living in France. That is the balance of 

where Ireland’s interest really is in these matters. 

That is my contribution on this point. We must do everything possible to avoid a hard border 

but it will require the Irish Government speaking out a little more and saying, for example, 

“You can’t possibly deal with the border question till the wider trade issues are sorted”, 

which they have not yet said.   

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP):  

Thank you, Paul. Senator Wilson. Sorry, no. Jim Wells. I beg your pardon; I was looking at 

the wrong — 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA:  

I am very keen to be a Senator some day. [Interruption.] When the Irish Republic rejoins the 

United Kingdom, of course. [Interruption.] 

First, I think that I should make you aware of news that has just come in from Belfast: there 

has been a power cut at Stormont. Think about it. 

 

A Member: 

For about nine months. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA:  

I do not think you will get anyone in the room this afternoon who will argue for a hard 

border.  Nobody in the unionist community, no one in the nationalist community, and, I am 

certain, no one in any of the legislatures that are representing the UK wants that to happen.   

My contribution is that what everybody predicts is going to happen about the border will be 

wrong. Take yourselves back to June almost 18 months ago when we had all the naysayers, 

all the doomsters, all the folk coming up and saying, “We’re doomed; we’re doomed.”  There 

used to be a TV programme called ‘Up Pompeii!’, and you would need to be well over 50 to 

remember it. Of course, there was a soothsayer who came in and said, “We’re doomed; we’re 

doomed”, and she was inconsolable. That reminds me of so many of those, on both sides of 

the border, who are pro-Europe. 

We were promised that if we had the tenacity to vote to leave Europe on 23 June, there would 

be an emergency Budget by George Osborne. Have I missed something? It never happened. 
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We were told there would be a double-dip recession. Again, have I missed something? It 

never happened. We were told that there would be rampant unemployment. The figures show 

that, in September, the unemployment rate in the United Kingdom — with particular 

reference to Northern Ireland — was the lowest recorded since 1975: a rate of 4·1%. That is 

how much doom and gloom there has been since we had the tenacity to leave the United 

Kingdom.   

We were told that there would be a rampant interest rate rise. We have the lowest interest rate 

ever recorded in the United Kingdom this century or the last century: 0·25%. That is the 

impact on industries. We were told that company profits, particularly those of our exporters, 

would plummet.   

In 2016-17, the profits of the top 100 companies in Northern Ireland increased by an average 

of 16%, again totally trashing the predictions of rampant economic decline if we decided to 

leave the European Union. The stock market has reacted by surging ahead to its highest ever 

level: today, when I checked, the FTSE 100 index was at 7,522. That is up to levels that could 

not have been contemplated even two years ago. 

The reality is that all the people who predicted gloom and doom were wrong in the past, and 

they will be wrong in the future. The reason for that is that the Irish economy and the British 

economy are so robust that they can take any change and move forward with great success. I 

heard the other day that unemployment in the Irish Republic is down to 6·1%. There are 

predictions of an employment crisis in the Republic not because of unemployment but 

because there is such a skills shortage. We are already seeing that already in Northern 

Ireland: we need 1,300 more nurses, and we cannot get welders, lorry drivers, meat 

processors or care assistants. You name it, we are now getting to a stage where we are having 

a very restricted workforce and a small pool that we can utilise for essential services. 

The reality is that if all the soothsayers have got it wrong in the past, undoubtedly they will 

get it wrong in the future. I am confident that the peoples of Northern Ireland, the Irish 

Republic and the UK generally can get together and sort this out. The one good news aspect 

of this, and I will say this without contradiction, is that the relationship between Northern 

Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and the rest of the United Kingdom has never been better. 

The relationship is excellent, which augurs well as to how we sort out what form of border 

we have after we leave the European Union — and leave the European Union we will. 

We should not do any navel-gazing or go round this room saying that we are doomed and it is 

not going to happen. It will happen, and in three or four years’ time, we will look back and 

say, “What was all the fuss about?” 

I am old enough to remember the change in the time in the year 2000, when all the 

soothsayers said that because of the millennium bug, all computers in the world would shut 

down, and we would have economic Armageddon. One heating system in Seoul closed down 

and people got cold, and that was the sum total of how that bug bit. Similarly, all the 

doomsters and all the naysayers are saying we are going to have problems with Brexit. We 

will get over it and get around it. However, I think we all agree: we do not want a hard 

Brexit; we do not want a hard border between ourselves and the Irish Republic. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you very much, Jim. 
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The Lord Dubs: 

I am a bit taken aback by what we have heard this afternoon. I will try to keep my remarks 

pretty short. 

The last contribution was from Jim Wells. Yes, there has not been a crisis, but then we are 

still in the EU and all the things that we are concerned about have not happened. Unless one 

says that because it might happen people are going to take action immediately, we will not 

know. Nobody has ever said that leaving the EU is going to be like falling off the edge of a 

cliff; it is going to be a slow, gradual process. 

Take, for example, the Nissan car works, one of the most successful car plants in Europe, and 

the workers of Sunderland voted against the EU. But Nissan are not going to close that plant 

down. All it means is that the next model will happen elsewhere; there will be new models 

elsewhere. It is going to be a slow process but they will go on producing things. They are not 

going to shift the whole plant unless things change. 

There is another statistic. Two years ago, Britain was at the top of the 27 EU countries for 

economic growth; we are now at the bottom, so not all the statistics are that favourable. My 

concern is about what is going to happen, and it has not happened yet but it may happen, and 

we have to find ways of stopping it happening. 

I am on the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Parliamentary 

Assembly, and I happened to be in Andorra. Andorra is not in the EU, although it uses the 

euro as a currency. It is a three-hour bus journey from Barcelona airport, and, when we got to 

the border — Andorra is a small principality in the Pyrenees — there were things I had never 

seen before in Europe. There were parking places where heavy good vehicles had to stop 

while their customs papers were being checked. They did not stop us; we were in a coach. 

The tax differential is such that they do have to stop people occasionally because cigarettes 

and things are much cheaper there than in Spain or France. 

The fact is, it was a vision of what the borders used to be like, and we have to find a way of 

making sure it does not happen. People running the port of Dover are saying that they will 

have to build enormous spaces for customs documents to be cleared when heavy goods 

vehicles have to stop for that purpose. So, it is not all wonderful. All I am saying is that we 

have to find a way of dealing with it. 

Now, I am hoping we can, I am hoping we can be sensible. That is why we have to look at 

the customs union. When people in Britain voted, they did not vote on all these things.  

I knocked on probably as many doors as anybody in here during the election. I happened, of 

course, to be on the Remain side. With one or two minor exceptions, the only argument was 

immigration, there was no other, and not about our present immigration but what the future 

might hold.  

There were no arguments about single markets and custom unions, these things were never 

mentioned in the campaign. It is no good saying now that we voted for something when we 

did not know we were voting for. It was not like that. All I am saying is that we have go to 

work extremely hard. I believe we have got to work on the customs union. We have got to 

find some way of having an effective customs union of which we can be members, and such 

that it will be acceptable to the EU. 
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I would rather be in the full customs union but, judging by the Ministers this morning, maybe 

that is not possible. We have got to find some way. I think it is a minimum condition we have 

got to look at if we are going to keep this thing looking sensible, otherwise I do not want the 

Andorra frontier to be what is going to happen between Newry and Dundalk. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Thank you very much, Alf. 

 

Senator Frank Feighan: 

I suppose we should reflect on where we are. The former Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, often told 

me that the first meeting of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly was in London. He 

went to London, and on the day there happened to be a bombing in London. He said that the 

UK politicians were one side and Irish politicians were on another side. He said that they had 

a few drinks that night and people got to know one another. We are now 27 or 28 years later 

and in a much different situation. It is an issue that will always come up in British/Irish 

relations or EU relations, and we have to deal with it. 

I am concerned that we are talking here about a hard border. Whatever is put into the border 

— a technological solution or whatever — somebody will feel that they have a right to take it 

down. Then a policeman or garda will have to go out and protect that installation, and then it 

will be attacked again. This is what we are very concerned about. That policeman will then 

have to be protected by soldiers, and you could find yourself sleepwalking back into a 

situation — and I hope it will never be — that I and a lot of people are very concerned about.  

Talking about the Norway/Sweden border, it is a different border to the 500 km of various 

lanes. Norway and Sweden are in the Schengen Agreement as well but nobody talks about the 

Norway/Russia border. It is manned on both sides by Norwegian officials and Russian 

officials, and it is effectively closed.  

Again, we have to look for an alternative. I know it is a very difficult situation but, to me, the 

only way that something can work is a border at the Irish Sea and the seaports. I know it is a 

difficult situation to be in but, as politicians, we have to try to work something unless the UK 

decides to remain, but they said they are leaving. That is why I am so pessimistic. In the best 

of times we have illicit North/South trade and we cannot stop it; in the worst of times, this 

illicit trade could become a badge of honour in that it was not our fault and somebody else 

imposed this on us.  

There may not be — I am not saying the political will — the will to stop that. What will then 

happen is that when we are in that situation, the EU will say, “This isn’t working”, and then 

we are in a situation not of our own making. 

Remember this: the EU will do everything now. We have been in Brussels three or four 

times, and they seem to be very much at one now that they are united in what they want. 

Their sole role now is to preserve the EU. The EU is moving in a different direction, and 

maybe the UK was right if this was the direction it was going, but then because the UK is 

leaving, the EU is moving in a different direction, and it is either you are with us or you are 

against us, and that is the worry that I have. I suppose we can work together, but we are part 

of the other 27 and we are in a very difficult situation on the island of Ireland. 
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I say again that the UK have been great allies of Ireland in the EU and vice versa. We are 

losing a very valued ally and we will find it very hard to fill that void. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you very much, Frank. How many other members would like to contribute? We are 

limited by time.  

 

Mr Nigel Mills MP: 

Thank you, Chair. It is a pleasure to follow Frank but I am afraid that I must disagree with a 

few of the things he said. 

I will happily support this motion. The House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs 

Committee, which I sit on, has been conducting an inquiry that spanned an election on this 

very topic. We can all see what the solution for people crossing the border is going to be, and 

that can work. However, we have to be realistic. If the UK leaves the customs union, as is our 

policy — and I agree with that policy — there is going to be a customs border between the 

UK and Ireland. The challenge for us is to make that border as frictionless as we can. 

The only realistic solution to that is to get as damn good a free trade deal as we can possibly 

get so there are as few tariffs for anyone to worry about as to collecting and processing as we 

possibly can. If we do not get that, there are no other creative solutions that can be found and 

made to work on the island of Ireland. Even the idea that we floated last week about allowing 

small businesses to move goods across the border and either side just collect the duty will not 

work if there is a big duty bill that needs to be collected on those transfers. 

I just cannot see how you get to a border in the Irish Sea being acceptable to anybody, really. 

There is no precedent anywhere for part of a country being in a different customs union to the 

rest of that country. Nowhere in the world has ever tried to achieve that. The idea that we can 

achieve that politically in Northern Ireland is for the birds. So, I am sorry, Frank, but I just 

cannot see that working. 

The only way to get the best possible outcome is for us all to put our shoulders to the same 

wheel. If we can get the best possible free trade deal and, therefore, a customs arrangement 

that can be a question of how we achieve compliance when there is not much tax at stake, 

that is a positive and sensible way forward. Every time someone comes up with another idea 

for a different solution, that just distracts us from the only real game in town. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD: 

Many people here who have spoken come from a border constituency. I have used this phrase 

before: I am old enough to remember the pre-Troubles and post-Troubles periods and, 

indeed, am aware the importance of the Good Friday Agreement currently. Equally, I am old 

enough to know what it was like before we joined the EU. We have seen the benefits of it 

and, more importantly, there is the issue of living in peace and harmony on this island. 

Living along the border, the issue, and we all know it, is that communities and parishes are 

split, football clubs, and children going to school on either side of the border. We can talk 
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about a common travel area but any diminution of what currently is there will be a regressive 

step. 

I want to step back a little bit to a recent trip that a number of people from the Good Friday 

Agreement made to Rathlin Island, the only inhabited island off the north coast. 

Approximately 150 people live there and they had not had to worry about the peace process 

because it did not impact upon them as an island community. But their concern in relation to 

it, and it is a microcosm for us all whether North or South, was that before you left to go to 

the island, people in Ballycastle and that general area were concerned about their potato 

industry and transport industry. Many of them talked about shifting to get double insurance 

by moving to the South. However, it is still too early to make those decisions because they 

are hoping that people will find a common purpose on the island. 

When we went out to Rathlin Island, the first person they wanted to thank was the Reverend 

Ian Paisley for his contribution to providing the island with power. They see their kelp 

industry and shellfish industry with nowhere to go. 

I will just leave that thought. Maybe some of us need to come into our own microcosms and 

realise that we need to live in peace and harmony on this island, and that brings me back to 

the border. In more recent days, we are hearing talk about eight crossings. We had similar 

crossings before. All the rest of the 350 routes that exist — I called them a sieve this morning 

— are unapproved roads. I am sure there are many people here who know what I called the 

blue barber sign that told you that you were within half a mile of a crossing. It told you that, 

unless you had nothing to declare, you had to go back through the approved crossings. That is 

what we are talking about here and, regardless of what your view of the world is, that is not 

progress on this island. 

I do not mind whether you are pro-EU or anti-EU or feel that we did or did not get a good 

deal over the past 44 years, or whatever it is, of membership. The purpose was to live in 

peace and harmony and to ensure that our children had good employment. We will make 

retrograde steps and there will be regrets along the line if we do not find a solution. I am 

always a pessimist when it comes to this issue — I am an optimist on most other things — 

because I have too many memories of it. I have told people on many occasions that I can look 

out one window of my former bedroom in my parents’ house and see where one of the first 

bodies of the disappeared was found. I can look out my current bedroom window and see 

where one of the most recent bodies of the disappeared was found. We will open up 

discontent if there is anything of the nature or form of a border. People can talk until the cows 

come home in relation to the movement of goods and trade. I have said it before and I will 

say it again: one ounce of food product that contaminates either Northern Ireland’s chain or 

the South’s chain could ruin our agricultural industry. Surely it is not about one getting better 

than the other. 

I am going to finish by saying this, Chair. I canvassed Lord Dubs to help to get our point 

across with some political parties North of the border. I never heard one word about anything 

other than immigration and children not being able to get into schools. The whole issue has 

been lost. What we need to do, if necessary, is to re-speak with people in the EU, not about 

backtracking but about finding a solution to what everybody’s fear was in wanting to Brexit. I 

have said this morning and I will say it again: the South’s trade will be set back 10 or 15 

years and so will the North’s. Britain will be setback at least 10 years. I can see Jim nodding, 

and he has a totally different opinion.  
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Mr Jim Wells MLA:  

Correct. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD: 

It all depends on what media you are reading and what you want to believe. I do not think 

that I am creating any disrespect to anybody regardless of what their opinion is. 

 

The Co-Chairperson: (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP):  

OK. Thank you, Declan. Senator Coghlan. 

 

Senator Paul Coghlan:  

Thank you very much, Chair. I think that we have to remind ourselves that there is no Brexit 

yet. It has not taken place yet, and it will not take place before 2019 plus two years; and 

maybe that transition period of two years will be longer. Ireland is not a negotiating partner. 

There are two negotiating partners: the EU and the UK. The heads of government are talking 

to one another, and I heard today that Theresa May and Leo Varadkar will be talking to one 

another this week. We know that she is engaged in talks in Brussels today. It was heartening 

to hear on Sky News at lunchtime that Boris Johnson now seems to be backing his Prime 

Minister in the ongoing talks. 

4.15 pm 

No one will know until they get down to the detail of negotiations what compromises will be 

made or what will happen. I mean, nothing has happened. OK, we have been affected by the 

fall in the value of sterling by 15% to 18% or whatever but nothing else has happened. As far 

as I am concerned, some form of customs union, which Robin spoke about this morning, 

and/or a free trade zone, which I think was first proposed by Deputy Brendan Smith, who is 

in front of me. It is now being travelled by his party leader, and a free trade zone was 

mentioned recently at his party’s ard-fheis. We have to be imaginative. 

So, of course we are in favour of this motion; that goes without saying, Chairman. Look, we 

have to keep talking to one another. There will be many more plenaries where we will be 

discussing this before there will be any eventual outcome. Keep heart. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you. Seán Crowe. 

 

Mr Seán Crowe TD: 

Thank you, Chair. I do not really know whether this is going to come to a vote or not, but I 

come from a different tradition in that I do not want to see borders in Ireland. I do not want to 

see physical borders. I do not want to see even psychological borders. So I have difficulty 

with this motion, but I realise that people are trying to be helpful. I think that, right across the 
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political spectrum, people do not want to see a hard border or call it what you will. Even the 

EU is talking in terms of there being no hard border for Ireland. The British and Irish 

Governments are saying the same. 

I do not know how helpful it is to say this, but people who live in those areas where there was 

a hard border and checkpoints are worried and concerned. They are worried about the loss of 

jobs and the future. People can say, “Well, what have they to be worried about?” I suppose it 

depends on what age they are but, as the previous speaker said, we remember what happened 

in the past and we do not want any future generation to go through that. It creates uncertainty 

and fear, and that is what people are worried about. 

We do not want to see any border infrastructure but, if Britain and the North leave the 

customs union, there are going to be regulations and some sort of checks. We started the 

debate this morning with people asking whether those checks are going to be on the Irish Sea, 

at the ports or somewhere else. The reality is there is going to be extra pressure on 

businesses. They are going to be the ones that have to deliver. Companies are going to have 

extra pressure with administration and their offices, trading North and South and so on. They 

are going to have extra work in relation to this. 

The worry that I have with this is that I do not see how it is helpful to our debate or the 

negotiations that are coming down the line. It causes problems for me in relation to those 

borders, and I suppose that that is the worry that many of us will have. Does it reinforce 

borders, psychological or physical? No one wants any of those in Ireland again. 

 

Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP: 

I really do not think there is a great deal of difference between us in our desire to see an 

outcome that avoids a hard border. The difficulty that I have — and I echo the comments of 

Lord Bew — is that I just do not see enough happening on a British-Irish approach to how we 

deal with this. With the greatest of respect to my Irish colleagues, I hear a lot about hiding 

behind Germany and France. I constantly hear, “Oh, Germany won’t agree to this; France 

won’t agree to that”, and a can’t-do mentality because of a concern about the bigger players 

that remain in the European Union. Frankly, Germany and France are not going to resolve 

this issue. Unless there is a greater effort between the UK and the Republic of Ireland to get a 

practical solution that we can both live with, Brussels is not going to design the solution for 

us. That is the reality of it. If we are waiting for that to happen, it is not going to happen. 

I echo the comments that were made by Nigel Mills that, in the end, practically, if you want 

to avoid the hard border outcome, there has to be a free trade agreement. That means that, 

unfortunately, the solution to the border is not going to be finally apparent until we know 

where we are going on the free trade agreement. If the European Council votes not to move 

or progress to the next stage because of issues around money at this stage, we are holding 

back the day when we can get to the practical solutions.  

With the greatest respect to my Irish colleagues, we need Dublin to be a bit more proactive in 

making it absolutely clear to Brussels that we need this to happen; that we need progress to 

be made. There are dire consequences for Ireland if that does not happen. I am not hearing 

that in the way that I feel that it needs to be said. Maybe it is being said behind closed doors 

and, if it is, fair enough, but it is certainly not being communicated in the public utterances 

that we are hearing coming out of the Irish Government. We need that, especially in 

circumstances in which the UK Government is almost ploughing this furrow on its own. We 
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do not have a Northern Ireland Government right now to add their weight to the debate, so 

the role of the Irish Government becomes even more important. We are not asking the Irish 

Government to endorse Brexit or the decision of the British people, but I think that we have 

to be pragmatic. Therefore, the call that Lord Bew has made is worth reflecting on. 

If this motion is to mean anything — it will be meaningless unless we do something about 

this — it has to mean, to echo the comments made earlier, that we all, as politicians, put our 

collective shoulders to the wheel. We continue to debate whether Brexit thing is a good thing 

or a bad thing. We can debate that until the cows come home, but it will not solve the 

problem with regard to the border. That is the reality. We have to move on from the debate 

about whether Brexit is a good thing or a bad thing and whether businesses in our 

constituencies think that it is a good thing or a bad thing. They are looking to us to give them 

a lead. They want the politicians to give a lead instead of simply saying to businesses, “Oh, it 

is all doom and gloom and it is all going to be a disaster.” That is the worst thing that you can 

say to a company in your constituency because, in their planning and strategic approach, what 

are they going to think? They will think, “If our local MP does not have any confidence in the 

future of our economy, what are we doing hanging around here?” 

Andrew, it goes back to the point that I made earlier. Yes, there are many who do not like 

Brexit but, if we run around with negativity, we will be the prophets who fulfilled our own 

gloomy predictions. The next generation deserves better than that from us. The next 

generation on the island of Ireland deserves better than that. For once, we actually have a 

consensus on the island. I have not heard a single political party on the island of Ireland, 

North or South, that has said that it wants a hard Brexit, a hard border, border posts or 

checkpoints. What is our challenge? It is to design a solution that makes that the outcome. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Jeffrey. Thank you for those final remarks. It is, of course, the next generation that is 

coming on next, which is appropriate. Before I hand over to Kathleen to chair the next 

session, I want to thank everyone for what has been a very worthwhile and frank discussion 

about an absolutely crucial and fundamental issue that we face today. 

 

Question put and agreed to. 

Resolved: 

This Assembly believes that the absence of a hard border in Ireland is necessary, recognises 

that there are different opinions on how to safeguard this achievement, and calls for every 

effort to be made in the Brexit negotiations to achieve a positive, solution-focused outcome 

on this issue. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Thank you very much. I now hand over to Kathleen to chair the final session of the day.  

 

BRITISH AND IRISH YOUTH — FRESH IDEAS 
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The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks, Andrew. We now move to our panel discussion on British and Irish youth.  

I am pleased to invite our second panel of speakers. As Members will be aware, this follows 

discussions in Cardiff and Kilkenny. We had a number of youth speakers at both those 

plenaries and that was quite successful, so we decided to continue with this and engage with, 

for want of better words, “BIPA youth”, on issues affecting young people, their engagement 

with politics and society in general. 

We have a number of people here who will address the plenary and we will then have some 

time for questions. They are Fintan O’Dwyer from Youth Work Ireland; Dale Simpson from 

YouthAction Northern Ireland; Kate Seary from Youth Cymru — I am probably saying that 

wrong — from Wales; Reece Harding from Youth Scotland; and Tamanna Miah from UK 

Youth. I suggest that each speaker takes two to three minutes for their contributions. We will 

then have some contributions from the floor. I ask everyone to please give our speakers a 

very warm welcome. [Applause.] Are we starting with Fintan O’Dwyer from Youth Work 

Ireland? 

 

Mr Reece Harding (Youth Scotland):  

I will start. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK. Go ahead. Will you introduce yourselves so that everybody knows who is who, please? 

Thanks. 

 

Mr Reece Harding: 

Good afternoon, everyone. First, I would like to thank you all for the chance to come here 

and speak to you all today. My name is Reece Harding, and I am here representing Youth 

Scotland.  

Secondly, I want to give you all some facts. There are children in all our nations who are 

growing up in severe poverty. Two thirds of our generation are unemployed. There are a 

growing number of people accessing food banks. Deprived communities are being pushed 

back even further and becoming more isolated due to cuts, austerity and uncertainty about 

what Brexit is going to look like. 

Back in 2015, the Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP), which I am also a Member of, had a 

campaign called POVERTY: See It Change It. As a result of that, members of the Youth 

Parliament conducted research with young people from all over Scotland to produce a report 

called ‘It’s not a choice’. The findings of this report show that young people who are affected 

by poverty have a strong understanding of the causes of poverty, do not believe that people 

are in poverty solely because of their choices, and are less likely to believe that that is the 

case than the wider population. They believe that Governments do not spend enough money 

tackling poverty, that Governments have a responsibility to protect the rights of children and 
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young people, and that the views of children and young people must be listened to by 

decision-makers when deciding how to tackle poverty. 

One of the features of the SYP’s report, as I mentioned, was that the majority of respondents 

claimed that Governments do not spend enough time trying to eradicate poverty in a part of 

the world that is considered rather wealthy compared to other economies. This is, however, 

quite a complex area for devolved nations, with the UK Government in control of welfare and 

benefits. I believe that there is an obsession among current Governments to push more and 

more young people into higher education, such as colleges and universities, rather than giving 

those already affected by poverty real jobs in the finance, manufacturing or engineering 

sectors to name just a few, while linking that to part-time studies and practice-based learning. 

Last year, when we presented our calls at the Welsh Assembly, Scotland had the specific call 

of restoring and protecting youth service provision in all local authorities, no matter where 

young people live in the country, and providing funding to bring youth organisations and 

their branding and structures into the 21st century. Community-based youth work offers a 

vital service, through which youth workers make a positive difference to the lives of young 

people, especially those who are impacted by poverty. Youth workers work alongside young 

people and help them to see a brighter future despite the awful circumstances that they face. 

They also encourage young people to embrace opportunities, learning, work and life with 

confidence. 

In Scotland, we have a project called Generation CashBack, which is funded by the Scottish 

Government. It invests in local community-based youth services that work in the areas of 

greatest deprivation and makes a difference to young people facing disadvantage. That is one 

small step in working with young people in poverty in Scotland. There is still a lot more to 

come, not just from Scotland but from all five nations represented here. I would like you all 

to go back to your home nations and put in place schemes and services that will support 

young people who are in poverty. Thank you. [Applause.] 

4.30 pm 

 

Ms Kate Seary (Youth Cymru):  

Hello, I am Kate Seary representing Youth Cymru, and I am here to talk about votes at 16. 

“Sixteen-year-olds do not have enough life experience to make sound judgements when 

voting.” “Residents want fair council tax, not votes at 16.” “Politics is not just about 

elections.”  Those are all quotes from British politicians arguing that 16- and 17-year-olds 

should not be given the vote. However, if politics is not just about elections, I implore you to 

tell me what it is about.  

Any person has the right to protest, to partake in political rallies, watch and listen to their 

favourite — or least favourite — politician speak. However, what does that matter if, on the 

day that the people decide on how their country is run, you are denied the ability to vote? 

You can get married at 16, join the army, pay taxes, join a trade union. These generic reasons 

why 16-year-olds should get the vote are no longer important. They are a given; they cannot 

be argued against. I believe that the single reason that the franchise should be extended to 16- 

and 17-year-olds is that young people have proved that we have a voice that is worth listening 

to. 

In the past two years, young people have contributed to politics in an unprecedented way. In 

the EU referendum young people turned out to vote in the biggest numbers for 25 years, with 
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surveys finding that had 16- and 17-year-olds been able to vote the result would have been 

very different. It seems wrong to me that a group of people that would have so heavily 

influenced the result of the referendum should be denied the right to have their say. In 

addition, the 2017 general election saw a 16 % increase in youth turnout from the 2015 

election. Again, young people influenced the result of the vote and showed how loud our 

voice can be. Even though 16- and 17-year-olds could not vote in that election, their presence 

was known, especially on social media. Through this burst of political engagement from 

young people, politicians have realised the power that we have in our ever-growing numbers. 

Manifestoes include more policies for young people than ever before, we are influencing 

Government policy, such as the freeze on tuition fees, and more time was allocated to young 

people’s needs in the Prime Minister’s speech at the Conservative Party conference. 

Despite this, I believe that denying 16- and 17-year-olds the vote has become a political tool. 

The reason is not that people of 16 and 17 are not ready to vote. Politicians now fear the 

power that young people have to influence the status quo; they fear losing seats and they fear 

change. Young people do not want to be feared; we want our voices to be accepted and taken 

seriously in the political arena. Lowering the voting age would do just that. 

The success of votes at 16 in Scotland is clear evidence of young people taking the 

opportunity that they have been given. Eighty-nine per cent of 16- and 17-year-olds who 

were eligible to register to vote did so, with 75% of them voting in the referendum. This is 

compared to 54% of 18- to 24-year-olds, and 72% of 25- to 34-year-olds. That completely 

refutes the argument that young people are not engaged with politics. Closer to home, the 

Welsh Government undertook a consultation on electoral reform in local government, which 

ended on 10 October 2017. With Welsh Labour, Plaid Cymru and the Welsh Liberal 

Democrats supporting votes at 16, they are promising that 16- and 17-year-olds will soon 

have the right to vote in Welsh elections. 

However, it is important to us that all young people feel prepared and informed to vote. For 

that, education is key. A number of education consultations have taken place in Wales, 

resulting in ‘A curriculum for Wales — a curriculum for life’, which, it is proposed, will be 

ready and in schools by 2022. The purpose of this curriculum is to develop students for life 

after school, including understanding their democratic responsibilities and rights as well as 

being informed citizens of Wales and the world. Giving all young people across the board an 

equal understanding of politics will make our election results more democratic and legitimate 

and our representatives more accountable. 

It is not just Wales and Scotland that should benefit from votes at 16. We hope that the 

domino effect will continue, with England, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland 

following suit. If Scotland has votes at 16, it is only fair that young people all over the 

country should have the opportunity to have their voices heard. I call on all our friends in 

BIPA to return to their institutions and support lowering the voting age to give all young 

people the same opportunities. Politics may not be all about elections, but it is about the 

people and about young people. However, our voices will not be heard if we do not have the 

vote. Thank you. [Applause.] 

 

Mr Fintan O’Dwyer (Youth Work Ireland):  

Thank you. My name is Fintan, and I will be speaking on behalf of Youth Work Ireland. Irish 

youth may have higher rates of mental health problems than their peers in Europe and the 

USA. That is according to research undertaken by the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland. 
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The report, which was published just days ago, showed that one in five of young Irish adults 

aged between 19 and 24 and one in six young people aged between 11 and 13 were 

experiencing mental health problems. The report also showed that young people who 

experienced mental ill health during adolescence have higher rates of mental disorders and 

substance misuse during their young adult years and are three times more likely to be 

unemployed than young adults who did not experience ill health during their adolescence.  

This is an issue that affects us all throughout our five jurisdictions. We ask for the practice of 

placing young people in adult mental health facilities to be ceased. We ask for support for 

youth work as a resource in dealing with youth mental health, and that the quality of health 

service provision for young people in urban and rural settings be ensured. 

Young people have a unique exposure to the failings of our public transport system, as they 

use it while many of our leaders do not. Practically all public transport routes lead to our 

capitals, and it is almost impossible to make other, radial journeys. We see the complete 

absence of public transport links between major towns such as Clonmel and Nenagh, and 

practically non-existent services from parts of Kildare and Maynooth. Fares have risen 

drastically, and routes have clearly been axed in the recession, with the knowledge that it is 

young and old who use them most. I have a train ticket in my left hand worth €73·95. That is 

a public service ticket that got me here today from my home town of Templemore in 

Tipperary to my capital city of Dublin. For a young unemployed person, this could possibly 

be 73% of their total weekly income, even if they have to travel for a job interview. We ask 

for two zero-cost recommendations, namely to ensure permanent representation of young 

people on public transport consumer bodies and survey young people on their public 

transport needs and to freeze fares.  

Finally, youth services. In hard times, one of the few places young people can go that is 

available and free is the youth club or project. Again, during the recession, funding for these 

places has been cut to the bone. Youth centres have closed over the past few years, and a lot 

of youth workers are now working part time. All of the young people speaking here today 

have come throughout their own youth organisations. I have been involved in my local youth 

club since the age of eight, then progressed to my local youth council aged 13, was elected 

onto the board of Youth Work Ireland aged 18 and am now here today speaking to you. I will 

let you guess my age. Funding has been partly restored to youth services, and now the job has 

to be completed. We also recommend that the voluntary sector remain central to provision. 

Thank you. [Applause.] 

 

Mr Dale Simpson (YouthAction Northern Ireland): 

I have not actually prepared a speech or anything, so I am not really that prepared for this. It 

is really hard for me to pitch a policy to any one of you when I do not have an Assembly or 

an Executive to pitch it to. Whose fault that is, I will let you decide. You are a pretty old and 

mature Assembly.  

Anyway, I thought I would just say a few things about what has happened in the past 10 

months when we have not had an Executive. I am involved in youth work heavily now, and 

day in and day out there are services, youth clubs and youth charities having their funding 

cut. I am pretty sure any of the Northern Ireland Members here will know the charity Extern, 

which works with vulnerable children. Its money has now been cut, and it is just a bit of a 

joke, if you ask me.  
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I am struggling with what to say. Really, what is going on now is a joke. It is a bit of a 

pantomime. I see Jeffrey down there, and there are a few Sinn Féin members around here. 

Would you get your act together? It is becoming hard to watch. That is all I really have to 

say. [Applause.] 

 

Ms Tamanna Miah (UK Youth): 

Hello, everyone. Thank you very much for having us. I am a campaigner. I have been 

campaigning for about 13 years. I am also a media spokesperson, so I represent a lot of 

organisations in the media and in the press, talking about young people’s issues. I also blog, 

and I am also a columnist and the chair of trustees for a refugee charity. Today, I am here 

with UK Youth. I am a UK Youth Voice member representing the south-east. I was involved 

with the initial steering group for the innovation conference in Belfast.  

It involved a range of young people and professional speakers talking about young people’s 

issues and how we can move forward. 

Today, I am going to be talking to you about mental health and discrimination. I have chosen 

those two topics because the groups back in London and everywhere else in the country are 

very passionate and are always talking about mental health and discrimination, so I thought I 

would bring it to you here today. I am sure that you hear about mental health on a regular 

basis. Is that right? Yes? There are a few nods of the head here, yes. 

I had a very difficult upbringing. I experienced racism, bullying and Islamophobia at a very 

young age. From the age of five, I lived in a very conservative, upper-middle-class area and I 

was the only Asian minority person in a very conservative, white area. I did not really have 

any friends or family, so it was very difficult growing up. I constantly experienced abuse, as 

did my family, because we were Bangladeshi and Muslim and were outcasts. The result of 

that was that it gave me mental health issues such as anxiety and depression. I was diagnosed 

at 14 and I was not able to get the support when I needed it. Luckily, I had support from the 

age of 16 until I was 19 and onwards. It is a very difficult place to be, especially when, as a 

young person, you are trying to get support for mental health issues and abuse, whether it is 

bullying, racism, Islamophobia or different kinds of emotional, physical and verbal abuse. 

We all struggle at some point in our lives with different types of abuse whilst growing up. 

So many young people whom I speak to all the time struggle with different types of mental 

health issues or abuse and they do not get the help they need when they are desperate. This is 

the unfortunate reality. We are in the top five richest nations in the world and we have such a 

difficulty in accessing services, whether it is in the health service or in dealing with 

homelessness or the refugee crisis. It is really shocking to grow up in 2017 and have such a 

lack of services here. Bullying and discrimination really affects you. If you are bullied in 

childhood, you are twice as likely to have mental health issues. One in four of you here in this 

room will have a mental health issue or will have experienced it at some point in your life. It 

is really important to take account of that. 

As I have been growing up, I have often seen discrimination from the older generation, 

although I am not saying that any of you here are discriminating. As I have grown up, I have 

known so many young people who have lost somebody to mental health issues. I lost my best 

friend to suicide. He was a young councillor who was a very passionate young man. He was a 

campaigner and activist — he was part of the Labour Party, but still — and unfortunately he 

took his own life. Why was that, do you ask? He was on a waiting list for over six months 
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and he did not get help and support when he needed it. After that, I made a promise to myself 

that I would not lose another person to suicide. Since then, I have been making sure that I tell 

enough people that male suicide is really important and we need to do more about it. 

We can have so much talk, but where is the action? I go to a lot of meetings, events and 

conferences and I say what I need to say, but where are the changes on the ground? I see 

Government reports that say that they are investing this million pounds and that million 

pounds but if we cannot see it on the ground, what use is it to anyone? Every single day, 

when you are travelling on a train or a bus, you will hear that there has been a fatality on the 

line or that all train services have been cancelled. How many times do we have to hear that? 

How many more lives do we have to lose before we take it seriously as a society? How many 

lives does it take to change a policy? Why should we have to wait for somebody to commit 

suicide before we do something about it? Not enough is being done about it. 

It does not just affect young men but people in ethnic minorities as well. One of the Voice 

members in our group unfortunately lost his brother. This was in a Pakistani community. 

Again, mental health issues are another big taboo subject alongside discrimination, racism, 

Islamophobia and all these big issues that can easily be prevented. I have experienced 

difficult issues, as have my friends and my family. So many people I know have experienced 

difficult issues with abuse, discrimination, mental health, depression, anxiety, self-harm and 

eating disorders. You name it, they have probably experienced it, and you probably all know 

somebody who has experienced one of those issues in your lifetime. 

I urge you to remember what I have said. I do not want to lose anyone else to suicide and I 

really do not want any of you to lose anyone to suicide. 

I would really like you guys to write to the Health Secretary and to Theresa May and tell 

them that they really need to do something else about it. They cannot keep living and not 

doing something about mental health issues, discrimination, hate crime and all the other big 

issues. We cannot solve everything in one day but we can at least make a start. I say this to 

people: whatever life puts you through and whatever hurdles and challenges you face, just 

keep going and do not give up. [Applause.] 

4.45 pm 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK, Members, we have some time for questions, so indicate if you want to ask one. Senator 

Boyhan has a question, so we will start with him. 

 

Senator Victor Boyhan: 

I do not actually have a question; I really have a comment. I will be short. I have not spoken 

today. First, I want to congratulate the five speakers today for sharing that with us. A number 

of them came to BIPA before, so there are some reoccurring themes and I want to take up one 

of those. First, I fully agree on the point about the 16- to 17-year-olds. I took that message 

away last time and we brought it back to the Republic to our Seanad — our senate — and it 

was rejected. Despite talk in the broad political sphere and from the bigger parties, it did not 

happen because they rejected it. That is a bit of bad news but we will try and try again.  
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I want to wrap up by mentioning the key words. This is what really gives us hope. Someone 

talked earlier about a brighter future. This is what we have in front of us: a brighter future of 

highly articulate people. The key words are food banks, poverty, equality, welfare, education, 

suicide, social justice, political influence, justice, political engagement, mental health, youth 

work, youth services, support for youth services, public transport, racism and value for 

society. They are your words. They are the key words that you shared with us today. I have 

written them all down. I think they are important because there is a synergy with all those 

words. They are really relevant and really important and come to the heart of all our work 

wherever we live and wherever we practise as politicians, be it in the islands, in the 

jurisdiction or in Europe. I am a strong advocate of Europe and I believe that many of these 

issues have been reoccurring within European institutions. I do not want to ask a question but 

want to say well done and thank you because you are our future. If more people engage with 

us and we heed their words and take those messages back, it will be a good day’s work. 

Again, many thanks. 

 

Mr Cathal Boylan MLA: 

I also want to say congratulations. I want to comment on the issue in the North — maybe 

Jeffrey will want to comment — as a Sinn Féin member. We are certainly listening to you. It 

is a difficult period of negotiation but I will say this and I want you to take this message back: 

if the institutions get up and going again, it will be based on equality. I want you to remember 

that. In all the things you said today and all the issues you put across to us, we are fighting for 

you as well. You mentioned that point. I just want to congratulate you. Fair play to you all for 

coming along. This is my first time at BIPA, so congratulations. 

 

Mr Aengus Ó Snodaigh TD: 

I just wanted to find out more about the issue in Wales of the 16-year-olds and the vote. What 

is your experience of campaigning on that issue in the other regions? In the past, I listened to 

the issue at one of the other ones. Victor said it; that is one of the other compasses that we 

have. When it is raised, there is sometimes condescension and sometimes the idea is 

dismissed. The five of you are campaigners, but, when you have raised the issue of votes for 

16-year-olds, have you been dismissed? Has there been proper engagement? Is there progress 

in each of the nations and in each of the regions? There is a logic to it. I just cannot figure out 

why we have not achieved votes for 16-year-olds at this stage throughout the modern world. 

It reminds me of back when the logic was there for votes for women. Everybody saw the 

logic of it but there was a societal block. Do you have hope that that can be overcome 

quickly? 

 

Mr Ross Greer MSP: 

I have a couple of points, if you will indulge me. The first is on votes at 16 and it connects to 

the point that Aengus made. In a previous life, I was fortunate enough to lead on the 

campaign for votes at 16 in Scotland. I am really proud of that. We were patronised and we 

were dismissed but, in the end, we won. The question that you now need to ask those who 

oppose it in the other jurisdictions is this: what on earth do you think went wrong in 

Scotland? What on earth do you think went wrong in the Crown dependencies, where it is 

already reality? Nothing went wrong. It has been a resounding success. It was a resounding 
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success when we had our referendum and it has been a resounding success in the two 

different levels of election that we have had since then.  

It has blown every myth that there was, and the question for those who still oppose it now 

needs to be this: what are you left with? What are your arguments against this? I think that 

that is the pressure that you need to put on them.  

Reece made points about poverty. The issue that we have got across our society is that we 

have an incredibly high level of tolerance for poverty. We do not see it as an emergency or a 

crisis. Those who are dealing with it day-to-day such as those who operate food banks and 

work at the front line definitely do but not on a high level. For example, with the storm 

hitting us at the moment, we will get an emergency response because it is an immediate and 

unfolding situation, but because poverty has always been with us, we have quite a high level 

of tolerance for it continuing. We talk about reducing it rather than eradicating it. It is man-

made, so man can unmake it as well.  

There are two good examples that I have seen for tackling the kind of poverty that affects 

young people directly in Scotland, one of which is the Better than Zero campaign, which is 

run by young trade unionists. It is “zero” as in “zero-hours contracts”. They go after all kinds 

of exploitative employers, not just those who offer zero-hours contracts. They have been very 

successful in improving the conditions and wages of young people. There is also the Living 

Rent campaign, which goes after landlords who are exploiting young people in the private 

rental sector. In the other jurisdictions, do you have equivalent campaigns that are radical, 

driven by young people and are taking direct action and getting results? I think that those are 

some of the best examples of that. 

Very briefly, on the points that were raised about mental health, this is something that we 

have been looking at in Scotland in the context of education. At the moment, we are pushing 

— in fact, the youth wing of my party is launching a campaign on it this week off the back of 

some of the work we have already done — to guarantee every young person in Scotland 

quality mental health education. We have a huge issue with treatment and support, getting 

educational psychologists and counsellors etc there, but we want to take it a step further back 

from that and give every young person from an early age quality education about what good 

and poor mental health is, where they need to go to get support if they need it, and how to 

support those around them. Part of that is tackling the stigma and reducing a lot of these 

issues before they come up. 

However, the mental health point links straight back to the poverty point. We all know that 

there is a huge and direct correlation between the two, which is why we need to sell a lot of 

these campaigns, like the public transport one as well. We need to look at them holistically 

because a lot of the solutions to these are related; in fact, some of them are the same 

solutions. 

 

Mr Colin McGrath MLA:  

Thank you for the presentations. It has been great to hear the issues. Again, we are getting 

into the habit of hearing the same issues and it is just frustrating. I agree with you, Dale, that 

we should be finding somewhere that can actually resolve these issues and do something 

about them. I have been involved in politics at a local level for about 15 years and, during 

that time, you sometimes hear recurring themes. Of late, over the last number of years, the 

mental health issue really seems to be coming to the fore.  
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I have two questions: one is difficult and one is maybe slightly less difficult. The difficult one 

is this: from your perspective as young people, is there something that has changed or 

happened or is causing mental health issues to be more prevalent? Or do you feel that it is just 

that we are more aware of them? Do you think that there has actually been an increase? What 

is causing that? The other side of the house is, in terms of mental health, what would you like 

to see? What do you think would be a good thing to happen to address the mental health 

issues that young people have? 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP:  

All these are subjects that we are interested in; thank you for that. Can you tell me what links 

are maintained across the UK in terms of the youth organisations, youth parliaments and 

representation? Is there ever any discussion or decisions about jointly campaigning on any 

particular theme? The one about votes at 16 strikes me as one that could have been 

effectively carried out in all the legislatures, because you already have political parties at UK 

level and in the devolved legislatures who are supportive. It may have given strength to the 

argument at the time, rather than everyone running separate campaigns at different times. 

 

Ms Karin Smyth MP: 

Thank you, Chair, and thank you all for coming. We vote in the UK Parliament on votes at 16 

on, I think, 3 November. It is a private Member’s Bill with Labour Party support, and it will 

be interesting to see how that turns out. 

You are living and growing up through a very exciting and interesting time in politics. We 

have spent the day talking about Brexit, post Brexit and what happens next. We have had 

speakers from the Government talking to us today. We are really interested in your views 

about devolution in your areas and the post-devolution, post-Brexit settlement and how you 

see that working for you in the next 30 years, which is what this debate is all about. 

 

Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP: 

Thank you, Chair. I welcome the panellists, and I know that it is not easy to get up in front of 

a group of politicians to speak, as you have. 

I will comment on the remarks about Northern Ireland. When I was your age, I was growing 

up in a Northern Ireland where my friends were being murdered daily on the streets, and 

where we could not have youth clubs because the money went into policing and building 

bigger military installations. Sometimes we forget just how far we have come. When we want 

to have a kick at the politicians, it is worth remembering that many of those politicians have 

taken huge risks. Some have taken very serious risks with their lives to build today’s peace 

process, flawed and all as it is. It is difficult, and we want to see an end to the current 

impasse, but you do not wave a magic wand and solutions appear. It is very difficult. We still 

live in a very divided society. Our young people are still very divided and polarised, never 

mind my generation, who grew up with 30 years of conflict. When we call things a “joke”, 

we trivialise the problems we face. They are major problems; they are about 3,000 unsolved 

murders in Northern Ireland. That is no joke for the families of the innocent victims who 

want solutions. We are trying to find solutions, but it is difficult when you have parties with 
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such diametrically opposing views. It is difficult to get the necessary compromises, but we 

are working and are nearly there. We have come a long way. 

I understand the frustration — I really do. That is why my party proposed that we should 

have the Government set up now alongside the negotiations and have the two running in 

parallel so that we can continue to deliver services on the ground at the same time as trying to 

resolve the issues. However, we need agreement on that, and some of the other parties are not 

agreeable to that. I understand that; that is their right. They say, “No. We have to agree 

everything before we form a Government”. That is why we have the current impasse. We will 

continue to work to get a resolution. 

At times, there is a desire to kick the politicians, but do not lose sight of just how far those 

politicians have brought Northern Ireland, from the darkest days of our troubled past, when 

people were dying on the streets, to a situation in which we have a relative degree of peace, 

where young people are growing up in a relatively peaceful atmosphere and where we have 

money to spend on youth services that used to be spent on security. A lot of that is down to 

the risks that the political leaders took to get us to where we are, and we will continue to take 

those risks because it is your future that we are investing in. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks. I will hand back to the panel in case you have any concluding remarks or want to 

come in on any points that were made. 

 

Mr Dale Simpson: 

First, may I reply to Jeffrey? I am 20, and, as a young person in Northern Ireland, I have 

grown up around the peace process. Do not think that I do not appreciate exactly what every 

Northern Ireland politician did. You put a lot of differences aside, which gave us the Good 

Friday Agreement. My frustration is with the here and now. I understand every point that you 

made, but 10 months without an Executive is a joke. Where else would you get it in these 

islands? Scotland — never. Wales — never. The Republic — never. I am not blaming you; I 

said it is both you and Sinn Féin. The only reason I said your name is that yours is the only 

face I really recognised. Do not think that I was picking on you. It is a joke and is becoming a 

pantomime. Week in, week out, it is getting ever more frustrating to watch. 

I am not too sure, but did James Brokenshire come here today? He was meant to be here, but 

I heard that he had pulled out. Did he? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

He was not able to attend because he is involved in the negotiations. 

 

Mr Dale Simpson: 

Because he is at the talks. Are those talks any further on? I just do not know. I was not having 

a go at you. I understand what you all have done and where we are at today. This needs to be 

resolved now. It has gone on too long.  
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5.00 pm 

I believe in devolution and want it to work, but I am now getting to the mindset that, if you 

cannot get an agreement soon —I do not care who meets each other halfway; I just want one 

of you to do it — we should just scrap it, because what is the point? I know that you are an 

MP and not an MLA, and I do not mean anything to Colin or anyone else around, but why are 

you getting paid that money to do nothing? I think that it actually works out as £121 per day. 

I know that you are obviously still doing work in your constituency offices but, 

fundamentally, you are meant to be in the Assembly making laws and voting on the issues 

that matter to us, and you are just not. 

 

Some Members: 

Hear, hear. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Does any of the rest of the panel want to come in briefly on any of the other issues? 

Unfortunately, we are stuck for time. 

 

Ms Tamanna Miah: 

I am going to address mental health. I mentioned it in my speech earlier. As I said, a lot of 

things can cause mental health issues including childhood abuse, whether it is sexual, 

physical, verbal or mental. Whatever it is, it can cause mental health issues. If we deal with 

those issues at the time they are occurring, we are more likely to be able to deal with mental 

health issues later on. I see a lot of young people who do not get help throughout childhood 

and when they are growing up as teenagers. Then, boom, they go to university and that is 

when it all starts to fall down. They get depressed and anxious, miss out on their classes and 

turn up late to things. It is a domino effect. When one thing happens, something else happens 

and then something else. Eventually, that person will drop out of university. That person will 

drop out of employment. That person will drop out completely and be confined to their 

bedroom or house. That is how it can go from a very small issue to a very big issue, to the 

point that you cannot leave your own house or bedroom. You cannot wash your hair or brush 

your teeth. You cannot do the very simple things that normal people do. That is why I am 

emphasising that it is so important that we take action. 

You all in this room have some sort of power. You can all go back to your own areas and 

emphasise that it is very important. You can all go and write letters and do petitions. There 

are so many different things that you can do. Listen to your constituents, because I am sure 

that there are plenty of people who are experiencing these issues.  

Obviously, when push comes to shove, it is always about money. We do not live in a free 

world. We obviously need investment in mental health services. We actually need real 

investment, not people throwing a couple of numbers around for a report or a newspaper-type 

investment. We need actual and real change from the bottom all the way to the top. You have 

all these senior managers who are paid hundreds and thousands of pounds. That money could 

be going down to the grass-roots level. I have been to events for the NHS at which they spent 

over £20,000 on hotels and taxis; I have personally been to an event where they spent 
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£20,000 on that. There was a five-star hotel, taxis, alcohol — everything. That money could 

have gone to mental health services. It could have gone anywhere else. I hated to have seen it 

and I was just like, “Do you know what? I do not want to go to that type of event any more.” 

I do not care. I do not want posh canapés. I am a very simple person. I only eat normal food. 

The point is that it is a very bad use of resources. Everybody is always saying, “We have no 

money in the NHS. Where do we get the money from?” Well, actually, if you look at where 

you are spending your money and cut costs in the right places, then, of course, you will have 

the money. When somebody says to me that there is no money in this country, I do not 

believe them. I think that that is absolute lies. I do not believe it at all. 

What we need are shorter waiting times. We need people to be helped when they are 

desperate. We do not need people waiting six months and trying to commit suicide before 

they get help. It is too late by then. Unfortunately, the problem that we have in this country is 

that there is gratitude after death. There is not gratitude before. That is a problem. People wait 

until there is a death certificate. Why should we have to wait for a death certificate to take 

somebody seriously? Why did you not take them seriously when they came to you for a 

doctor’s appointment asking for help and saying, “I feel suicidal”? The response is, “Oh, no. I 

will refer you. I will write a letter.” That letter will be posted in a couple of weeks’ time. 

After that, there will be a phone call: “When should we have an appointment? OK, a couple 

of weeks later.” It goes on and on, and you could be waiting for months and months. What is 

the point? You are wasting your own time, money and resources. It is a lot of paper-pushing, 

posting, phoning, emailing; all these different things. It is ridiculous. They need to do better. 

People need to do better. Politicians need to do better to chase these people up. I could talk 

for ages, but I am not going to. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I am going to have to cut you off. I want to bring in some of the others who have not spoken: 

Kate, Fintan and Reece. 

 

Ms Kate Seary: 

Thank you. I would like to talk about votes at 16 and discuss the issues that have come up. 

One of the specific questions was this: what issues do we face in Wales? The first 

consultation that we had on votes at 16 was in 2014 and we are still waiting. I do not think 

that there is any reason why we are waiting. To bring in Ross Greer, there are no arguments 

as to why we should not have votes at 16. As you said, we have a perfect case study in 

Scotland.  

The way that Scotland needs to move forward is to look at whether young people are being 

represented in the Scottish Parliament. Does having the vote actually make young people 

better off? Are people in the Scottish Parliament speaking up for young people now that they 

have the vote? Otherwise, it is pointless. 

I believe that it was Karin Smyth MP who mentioned devolution and post-Brexit. I was 

personally very surprised that Wales voted to leave the European Union. We gain more than 

we contribute. Our farming industry is reliant on it. I would like to see all that funding being 

replaced and Wales being able to prosper and survive post-Brexit. 
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Colin McGrath spoke about mental health. There is a negative and a positive in our lifetime 

with mental health. The positive is that there is less stigma. More people are feeling that they 

can go and speak about it. That may be part of the reason why there are increased numbers of 

mental health issues: we know about them because people feel that they can go and speak 

about them. 

The major problem is social media. People look at other people’s lives. Young girls are 

looking up supermodels or just normal people who look like they have a perfect body, that 

they are eating clean — all those sorts of thing. Men are the same. They are looking at people 

with the perfect lives. That has a detrimental effect on people’s mental health and makes 

them feel like they are not good enough, when, in reality, most people have very normal 

lives. 

 

Mr Dale Simpson: 

Define “normal”. 

 

Mr Reece Harding: 

I want to talk about what links were involved. I do not think we have enough links between 

our nations, and we could do a lot more. Wales has things that Scotland does not and 

Scotland has things that England does not if you get my point. If we can shadow each other’s 

things — what we have not done and what we can still do — we can become great. For 

example, Wales could follow the same template as Scotland did to get votes at the age of 16. 

That kind of idea. 

 

Ms Kate Seary: 

To add to that, BIPA has very good for bringing all the countries together. I think that we 

have realised that, despite all our backgrounds and differences, we are all calling for the same 

things and can borrow ideas from each other. 

As you just said about votes at 16, I think that Wales will really be looking at Scotland to see 

how we can make a success of it as well. More of these events and conferences between 

young people all over the country are really important in moving forward. 

 

Ms Tamanna Miah: 

I just want to add something about votes at 16. I do not think that we should still be having 

conversations about whether should we have votes at 16. I am just a bit surprised at why we 

do not have it now, because, in the last election, there was a real increase in young people 

voting. Not just that, in the UK Youth Parliament and the British Youth Council, over 

900,000 young people participated in the biggest poll about what matters to them. They voted 

about the issues that they care about. 

Is that not enough evidence to show that young people under 18 care about young people’s 

issues and politics? What more evidence do we need? Young people came to the polling 

booths in the last election. Young people voted in their masses — over 900,00 of them voted 
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in the last ‘Make Your Mark’ ballot. Next year, they are going to do exactly the same, and I 

bet you that they will hit the one million mark. How much more evidence do we need for 

young people to have their own political right and say at the polling booth? 

Look at this room. No offence, but this entire room is not fully representative of our nations. 

It really is not. 

 

Mr Dale Simpson: 

It is elected representatives. 

 

Ms Tamanna Miah: 

It is elected, but the point is that I do not really see any black and ethnic minorities in here. I 

do not see any disabled people in here. It is a real stereotype of people in here. Obviously, 

you must be all very nice people, but I do not feel this is fully representative of our nations 

and you guys really need to do something about it. 

 

Mr Dale Simpson: 

They are elected, that is the thing. 

 

Ms Tamanna Miah: 

I know, but I think that more could be done 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK. We are going to have to wrap it up there. Sorry, we are pushed for time. Fintan, did you 

want to say something? 

 

Mr Fintan O’Dwyer: 

I just want to thank everybody for allowing us to speak here today. Thanks for all the 

questions. Just going back to CSPE — civic, social and political education — in Ireland, it is 

outdated, sugar-coated and tokenistic. If you do bring in a mental health policy, it does need 

to be all of the three of the above. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much. [Applause.] Thanks to our speakers again, and to everyone for their 

questions. Our Co-Chair has had to leave to go to a Committee B meeting, so I am going to 

finish up the rest of the agenda.  
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I want to thank all our guest speakers who spoke at the plenary, all Members for contributing 

and everyone, as usual, for their patience and everything else: it always runs over time and 

there is never enough time for questions.  

What is happening next? If anyone is on Committee B and is not at that meeting, I encourage 

them to please go to the Committee B meeting now. We will have some free time before the 

coaches depart. There are two coaches. One is at 6.45 pm and the other is at 7.00 pm. There is 

also a return coach at 10.30 pm. We are going to the town hall here in Liverpool. I am 

informed that we will have dinner in the main ballroom along with some traditional Irish 

music. I ask Members to please be ready for the coaches at 6.45 pm or 7.00 pm. 

 

Mr Seán Crowe TD: 

Just before you wrap up, Co-Chair, I suggest that we express our sympathies to those in 

Ireland who have been killed in the storm. At least three people at this stage and a number of 

others have been injured. I think that it would be only right and fitting that we extend our 

sympathies to those people and their families before we finish the conference today. 

 

A Member: 

Hear, hear. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

That is agreed. 

That wraps up today’s session. Thanks, everybody. 

 

Adjourned at 5.13 pm. 

  



101 
 

Tuesday 17 October 2017 

 

The Assembly met at 9.41 am. 

 

PLENARY BUSINESS 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to you all as we begin our second day of 

deliberations. I trust that you all had a good rest after yesterday’s dinner at the town hall, and 

I look forward to the remainder of our Assembly and to, I hope, further stimulating 

engagement. 

The Co-Chairs have agreed an amendment to the programme order this morning. Members 

will find a revised programme on their desks. This morning we will hear from a series of 

speakers who will deal with different aspects of British-Irish relations, first from Eoin 

O’Neill, the president of the British Irish Chamber of Commerce; and then from Professor 

Peter Shirlow, the director and chairman of the institute of Irish studies at the University of 

Liverpool. They will share with us interesting recent research on political attitudes of young 

people in Northern Ireland. The Assembly will then hear an update on the work of the BIPA 

Committees from various Committee Chairs. Committee B met yesterday, and I am pleased 

to say that it agreed our report on Brexit and the future of British-Irish relations. I am 

delighted to be able to present the report to you later today. 

To conclude the formal proceedings, we will then hear from Dr Kirsten Pullen, the chief 

executive officer of the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums. I now hand 

over to my Co-Chair, Kathleen. 

 

BRITISH-IRISH COMMERCE 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks, Andrew. Our first speaker is Eoin O’Neill. I am very happy to invite Eoin, the 

president of the British Irish Chamber of Commerce, here today. As I understand it, Eoin was 

with us yesterday and also last night, so I thank him for that as well. He represents the 

chamber at many forums and is a regular speaker, commentator and facilitator on all matters 

Brexit, so it will be a very interesting discussion here this morning. Can everyone please give 

Eoin a very warm welcome? [Applause.] 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill (British Irish Chamber of Commerce): 

Co-Chairs, distinguished parliamentarians, ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for 

the invitation and the very warm welcome. At the very outset, I am going to make an 

apology: the voice ain’t great, the water is plentiful and I even managed to a box of Strepsils 

that the Chancellor left behind in Manchester, so please bear with me as I go through the 

morning. 
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It is a great honour for me to have been asked, as the fifth president of the British Irish 

Chamber of Commerce, to address the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly. The chamber, 

in many respects, has a very simple mission: we are here to support and enhance trade and 

business between the two islands. Indeed, as President Michael D Higgins said at Windsor in 

2014: 

 

“Ar scáth a chéile a mhairimid”.  

 

The shadow of the past has become the shelter of the present, allowing us to grow and 

develop in support of ourselves and each other.  

The chamber, despite the long trading relationships between the two islands, was founded 

only in 2011 as a direct result of Her Majesty the Queen’s visit to Ireland. It is today playing 

a key role in crafting a future that offers hope and opportunity to people on both islands. That 

noble objective is not without its challenges, as many of you will understand. The result of 

the referendum, in which the chamber campaigned for the UK to remain, is certainly a big 

challenge. Indeed, I will return to Brexit shortly. 

For a moment, I will focus on the importance of trade and the impact that it has on families 

and communities across the islands. I am very conscious that everybody here in this room 

represents those communities and families in your day-to-day dealings. My first introduction 

to trade and commerce came as a nine-year-old in the mid-70s. I am the proud son of two 

teachers and the grandson of four primary teachers, all great people. As a Dubliner, I was 

dispatched off regularly to County Clare, to my Ennis grandparents. My grandfather, Pat 

McGarry, was a big presence in the town, principal of the two-teacher Kilnamona National 

School and president in Clare of the St Vincent de Paul Society. By day he taught, and, in the 

evening, he collected charitable donations around the town. At weekends, with me 

occasionally in the back seat, he went out the road to smallholdings in west Clare, where 

people with very little were helped by the Vincents. In return, they sold back to him their 

product or produce, which was virtually worthless. I saw how he offered support and dignity 

by virtue of trade. The crap in the back of the Ford Escort was then distributed to the people 

in the town as a donation of support from rural farmers to the townspeople. Trade matters to 

people. It offers the hope of prosperity, but, at its core, it offers dignity and respect.  

9.45 am 

In the midst of discussions about borders, tariffs, trades, trade deals and hard and soft Brexits, 

we would do well to remember that behind the jargon are real people and real families living 

in communities on both islands with concerns for their futures. Ireland’s relationship with the 

UK has been dominated by the history of Northern Ireland. However, the east-west dynamic 

and the movement of people, goods and services goes back way further than that. Many 

would argue it started in 563 — as Minister Fiona Hyslop reminded me recently on a visit to 

Dublin — when St Columba sailed to Iona on the first trade mission to develop learning, 

initially in Scotland.  

In the 1950s, post-war Britain needed rebuilding, and over 500,000 Irish men and women 

went to the UK. Economically driven, this migration, which was enabled by the recently 

much-referenced and much-discussed common travel agreement from 1923, was important to 

Britain at the time. It was fascinating to listen yesterday to Greg Quiery and his excellent 

contribution in relation to the history of that generation. The phrase, “The men who built 
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Britain”, was more than an idle boast; it was a statement of pride in the reputation for 

industry and capacity for hard work rightly earned by Irish people at the time. Many of this 

generation — as many in the room will be well aware, much more so than I am — did not 

have it easy. Events and times made it a difficult place. They saw it through with great 

dignity and resilience, and one of the positive modern generational legacies of this group is 

over 60,000 Irish company directors in the UK today. 

In case you think you have rambled into a late-autumn history lesson, let me assure you, you 

have not. The modern relationship is very much two-way. It has never been one-way traffic. 

Indeed, Brexit papers published by the UK Government in August, confirm that over 700,000 

business trips were made in 2016 by UK businesses to Ireland. The figures speak for 

themselves: Ireland is an integral market for UK business, just as the UK is equally important 

for Ireland. When this works well, it works really well. 

Earlier, I referenced people and communities in my opening comments, and it is here we can 

best illustrate how, in a pragmatic effective way, people have learned to get on with life and 

make a real difference in an open and free market for the delivery of services.  

Altnagelvin hospital in Derry, for many years associated with having to deal with some of the 

worst impacts of the Troubles, such as Bloody Sunday and Greysteel, has today become a 

symbol of cooperation and hope for the people in the north-west. The opening, in November 

last year, of a co-funded, £66-million, specialist cancer unit has been a lifeline to people in 

Donegal and Derry. No borders, no tariffs, just cooperation, giving support to people who 

live in a region that, separately, would struggle to justify the investment. Minister Joe 

McHugh told me recently that 30% of cancer patients treated now come from south of the 

border, mainly Donegal. This is pragmatic politics, a pragmatic investment which is making a 

real difference to people’s lives. It is also what people have come to expect in terms of a 

borderless working relationship.  

The chamber is very active at the moment. We are out on the road, talking to people about the 

challenges faced by Brexit. Since June last year, we have been working to help businesses 

prepare for Brexit and get themselves Brexit-ready. We have been highlighting the risks and 

opportunities that Brexit presents to those whose very livelihoods rely on the continuation of 

free and open trade, both on the island of Ireland and between the two islands. This trade is 

now wrought with challenges and uncertainty as we try to decipher what Brexit will actually 

mean. Brexit is going to be the biggest challenge to this generation, and being prepared will 

be key to ensuring that businesses survive. Our chamber has a very simple approach to this, 

we encourage businesses to take a number of actions. We do so because it is up to businesses 

themselves to be resilient and to prepare for what is coming at them.  

We have a three-and-a-half-point plan, as I like to describe it, and the first of those challenges 

to business is this: do not ignore the currency risk. Ongoing volatility will be a feature of life 

as we go through the next number of years, and businesses need to stand up and take control 

of their own destiny in the context of the currency exposure. Yesterday, I was interested in 

some members’ comments about how well the UK has done in the immediate aftermath of 

the Brexit referendum. Indeed, many of the UK businesses had a long history of hedging the 

currency, much of which has now unravelled out a year on. Irish business had a very poor 

history in that space, and we have encouraged Irish businesses in particular to take personal 

responsibility of this. A four- or five-point swing on the balance sheet is a very significant 

swing to a small business, and it is one which we have encouraged businesses to look after. 

If the UK is your market, do not get locked out of it. This is a very simple message to 

businesses in Ireland: a very simple message, a very difficult precedent to try and sort out. 
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We have encouraged businesses in Ireland to seek partners in the UK, to seek a partnership 

approach.  

Your competitor in the market in the UK could now become your best friend in the new 

world. It is about that partnership approach, facilitated by organisations such as the chamber, 

Enterprise Ireland (EI) and UK Trade and Investment (UKTI), but also through local 

meetings and local coming together. That is the best approach for businesses that do not have 

a large amount of capital to invest in setting up structures outside Ireland. 

UK businesses that have Europe as their market also need access to that market and a partner. 

Where better to find it than in Ireland — an English-speaking country that has a very similar 

legal structure. That is the best place that you could potentially find a future outlet for your 

business in a post-Brexit environment. 

Finally — this is the half-version and probably the most important — it is about taking 

control of your own destiny, making sure that you avail yourself of every support that is 

available during and after the Brexit environment to diversify and seek new markets. The 

creation of a new market does not happen overnight. A trade deal is not going to enable a 

new market. Feet-on-the-ground relationships, shaking hands, getting out there and 

understanding the customer is what will facilitate new markets. All business will need to start 

to diversify in a post-Brexit environment; that is a fact of life. 

I am going to give you three very brief insights from our work on the road. I thought it was 

appropriate to start with one that is reflective of the region we are in. I know that Mrs May 

gave continued support for the northern powerhouse, this important trade initiative here in the 

north of England, in her recent Manchester speech. Earlier this year, I had the pleasure to host 

a trade group from the northern powerhouse — 25 small businesses in partnership with 

UKTI. Many had never exported anywhere before, and Ireland was the first place to which 

they chose to come and exhibit their wares. For many of them, it was a first step in the water. 

They were a hugely enthusiastic group, and real business was done in an English-speaking, 

non-tariff environment. Their message was simple: do not create barriers to future trade being 

done like this. 

The next business I want to talk about is micksgarage.com. It will not be known to many of 

you in the room. Those of you who do not know it should look it up very quickly on your 

smartphones. It is the fastest-growing digital business in Ireland today, and it is a powerhouse 

in auto parts delivery. Already ahead of events, it has taken control of its own destiny and has 

expanded from Ireland to establish a 31,000-square-foot facility in Barnsley in England and a 

further distribution hub in Poland. The sourcing of Euro product at affordable prices for UK 

consumers will be a cost with sterling movements, and that is already an issue, but it will be 

compounded if this is joined by tariffs and associated infrastructure costs. Its message was 

simple: the UK needs to be part of a customs union to protect the supply of competitive 

product for consumers going forward. 

The last one I want to talk about is one that was very dear to my heart when I went to visit it 

recently. It is in the home of Brendan Smith TD in Cavan, in Ireland’s Lakeland district. Like 

many small businesses, Carleton Cakes in Cootehill, County Cavan, was established in 1984 

by Wilfred and Doreen Carleton with two staff in their own home. Today, in a town with a 

population of 1,800 people, it employs 80 people, exporting to the Republic of Ireland and to 

the UK. Its contracts include Costa Coffee and Starbucks, and its message was very simple: it 

needs stability and a lengthy transition period, allowing it time to plan and develop its future 

and control its own destiny. Those are just small examples of some of the businesses we have 

met on our road trips when we are out and about. Brexit affects every sector, including life 
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sciences, ICT, financial services, food, culture, art, sports and tourism. The chamber has 

developed many position papers with support from our members and businesspeople, all of 

which are available on the British Irish Chamber of Commerce website.  

I cannot reference every single issue, but one that deserves special mention is the whole area 

of education. Education — at third-level in particular — is hugely important for business. 

That is where the talent pool and the skills pool will come from in the future. That is where 

business goes to for innovation and an understanding of what the future will look like. 

Education has been a key differentiator across these islands in attracting trade and commerce 

and making it happen right across business. It is estimated by Universities UK that up to £1 

billion a year in research funding may leave the UK as a result of Brexit. That figure comes 

from a recent Universities UK report on Brexit. Twenty-eight per cent of academic staff in 

the UK are non-nationals, and 17% come from the EU. Brexit presents very significant 

challenges to the university sector in the UK, but it also presents equally significant 

opportunities for the UK and Ireland university sector to come together to strike partnerships 

with a view to making sure that they create and protect a future that offers a place for our 

young people to be educated and to become innovation centres for businesses as we go into 

the future. 

Perhaps of greater concern to the group should be the mobility of students, because that is 

equally as big an issue as we look forward into what a hard Brexit or a likely cliff edge would 

look like. Twelve thousand-plus Irish students are studying in the UK, including 2,500 

studying in Northern Ireland. There are just short of 2,500 UK students studying in Ireland, 

including 800 from the North. Indeed, Ireland currently has 400 UK students in Erasmus 

programmes across the Irish universities. If no accommodation is found, first-year students 

from Ireland and the UK coming into higher education units and institutions will face non-

European tariffs and non-European fees. They are significantly higher, and that will cause 

stress levels right across the industry and the sector. It is one which we, as a chamber, are 

encouraging all parties to make sure is dialled up at the negotiations. 

Brexit is, quite frankly, this generation’s single biggest challenge. The British Irish Chamber 

of Commerce continues to advocate strongly for the UK to seek a customs union, a customs 

strategy or whatever you want to call it, but a customs union arrangement with the EU going 

forward. We believe that such an outcome will best protect the interests of business on these 

islands and will provide a pragmatic basis for the UK Government to meet its own objectives 

without disrupting the flow of business which a fundamental change in customs arrangements 

would, in all likelihood, create. Certainty of approach is essential for business. What we are 

proposing would provide that certainty and enable UK goods and services to continue to 

benefit from a frictionless trade, both within the EU and with nations with which the EU has 

agreed trade arrangements. This option, we also contend, provides the best prospect of 

avoiding any type of border on the island of Ireland.  

The chamber welcomed the comments in Mrs May’s speech in Florence with regard to the 

need to a transition agreement, and we would strongly contend that an early formal 

agreement and a long transition period is now critical. In early September, we welcomed 

Philip Hammond to Dublin, and he, too, noted how important this would be for Irish 

business. This transitional agreement needs to see the relationship between the UK and the 

EU remain as it currently is. Such an arrangement will ensure that businesses continue to 

trade with certainty while both sides work out their long-term future relationships. 

I would like to make two final reflections. The people on the two islands, with support from 

organisations like yourselves, the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly, have created a 
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peaceful working coexistence. It has been built on trade, free movement, hard work, 

opportunity and a strong determination to make sure that the shadows of the past are not 

given any chance to surface again. We all remain resolute in protecting this. Our island 

communities, across these two islands, depend hugely on each other's support, and this was 

very apparent to the chamber at our conference in March of this year. We gathered just after 

the heartbreaking Rescue 116 disaster off Mayo, and we remember again those four brave 

crew members, led by Captain Dara Fitzpatrick, who answered the call. I was struck, in the 

last few weeks, that the newly commissioned Rescue 116, on one of its first calls out, was 

asked to fly north to rescue a group of young British Army cadets from Middlesbrough who 

were precariously stranded on the Mournes. There was no hesitation; no concerns about 

tariffs, agreements or borders. They, as they always do, answered the call, brave men and 

women. 

Ladies and gentlemen, we stand a critical time in the history of the two islands. We need 

people in business and public life to provide brave leadership, not poorly thought-out 

soundbites. 

The British Irish chamber stands ready to play its part, and we will support you in your 

efforts to find a route through our current terrain. Pragmatism is now essential if we are to 

protect and maintain a trading relationship that is critical to people and communities on both 

islands. It is time for this pragmatic action. Thank you very much. [Applause.] 

10.00 am 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks very much, Eoin. That was absolutely excellent. We have some time for questions, 

and one or two people have indicated. If anybody else has a question, they should indicate 

over the next few minutes. We are going to start with Senator Terry Leyden. 

 

Senator Terry Leyden: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. I welcome Eoin O’Neill, president of the British Irish Chamber of 

Commerce, to the Assembly and thank him for his very worthwhile contribution. Very 

important indeed. As far as partnerships in the United Kingdom are concerned post-Brexit, 

that is very positive, but the reverse of that is for British companies to use Ireland as a 

gateway to the European Union post-Brexit, to avoid any possibility of tariffs or difficulties 

in that regard. I see great opportunities. For instance, I will be specifically parochial and say 

that Ireland West Airport Knock and that region is a wonderful location — Roscommon, east 

Galway, Sligo and so on — to locate or relocate even parts of British industry. We have the 

availability, we have the space, we have the skilled staff and we have an opportunity. We also 

have direct flights from the United Kingdom to the west of Ireland and the potential of 

exporting directly to mainland Europe, maybe through Baden Baden in Germany, and to 

allow for light exports of quality goods as well. I am now inviting British companies and 

industries to consider locating parts of their plants in the west of Ireland post-Brexit to 

guarantee that you will not have any tariffs whatsoever, because Ireland is and will be the 

gateway to 500 million customers. Thank you. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 
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I do not think I could give a better endorsement than that, to be fair to Terry. It is interesting, 

Terry, that one of the challenges that business needs to take is that a lot of businesses are very 

focused on the doing of the day job — what we do today — and I think businesses now need 

to think about their strategy for the future and invest some time in that space. Actually 

looking for feasibility in what your business will do in the future is exactly what you are 

talking about. That is where we need to go. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Okay. Deputy John Le Fondré. 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. Mr O’Neill, you referred to risks and opportunities. I would really just 

like to give you the opportunity to put a bit of further flesh on that. How about two or three 

risks and two or three opportunities that spring to mind immediately in terms of where we 

are. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 

I was warned when I came in here not to give the milk story about the movement of a gallon 

of milk over and back across the border. In fairness, I think that is probably where it is. 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

The other one is you referred to the currency risk. Obviously we have had shocks between 

euro and sterling rates before, so no doubt, perhaps when interest rates go up or something, 

that gap will narrow again. Would you like just on expand on that a little bit? Are you 

regarding it as a structural change now, or do you think it is actually just a hard but temporary 

change? 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 

To take the sterling one for a minute, I am not a caller of currency exposures. That is not my 

business. I suppose the strong point about currency is that it is a big differentiator between 

UK and Ireland businesses. There was a definite structural approach by UK businesses to 

hedge coming out of the referendum. That was absolutely out there, and all the banks will 

show you that on their balance sheets. They showed the hedging. Irish businesses were poor 

in that space, and we are saying to Irish businesses now, “Look, there is a 5% movement in 

euro/sterling in the last eight, nine weeks. That has been a movement. Is there an opportunity 

to protect your balance sheet against that backdrop?” That is our key message in that space. I 

perceive ongoing volatility in the euro/sterling space. There have been people talking about 

parity, there have been talking about 85 to 90. I am not a caller of that, but my point to 

business is that you need to take control of your destiny in that situation, and if there is an 

opportunity to hedge your position, you should hedge it. That is what we are about. 
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In relation to risks and opportunities, our mission is very simple. We are not for Britain or for 

Ireland; we are for trade between the two islands. We are here to encourage that concept of 

trade between the two islands, because it is by real trade — to refer back to that example I 

gave you of Ennis many years ago — that you put jobs in communities, put income into 

pockets of families and create a better future for people. That is what we are about. I am 

almost agnostic about whether the job is in the UK or in Ireland. I want to see the 

encouragement of trade over and back between the two islands because it will lift all 

opportunities in that space. That is the biggest opportunity, but it is also the biggest risk 

because, if we create an impediment to that trade, we will, by virtue of our association and 

our geographical positioning, cause damage in both communities. That is the single biggest 

issue that I see from a risk and an opportunity base. If we get it right, we will create a future 

for people. If we do not, we will not.  

There are other opportunities. Go back to the education example. A paltry number of people 

transfer over and back between the two islands. There is a wonderful opportunity for young 

people who are in Irish universities to spend more time in UK universities and equally so in 

the other direction. That co-working between the two islands among young people in that 

generation will create a much more dynamic future for people. All people need to encourage 

that. There needs to be maintenance and continuation of some form of Erasmus programme 

because Erasmus is a European programme and needs to be maintained as we go into the new 

world. That will become very important in making sure that we have good collaboration 

among the next generation of people. 

Finally, from my perspective, you cannot beat the fact that, from the risk perspective within 

Europe, the UK and Ireland have been joined at the hip for many years. A lot of your 

concerns have been our concerns. On the need for European reform, we equally recognise 

some of those issues about the future. The fact that we are now separate is a risk, not just to 

trade levels but, as was discussed here yesterday, on many fronts, including the ongoing 

peace process and all those areas. The prize of making sure that we maintain this closely 

aligned good friendship going forward will maintain that trade piece. That is the biggest 

opportunity. 

 

Mr Steve Aiken MLA: 

Eoin, thank you very much indeed for your words. When we started off on the journey in the 

British Irish Chamber of Commerce away back in 2011, we started off with relatively few 

companies, and, because of the leadership and everybody in the chamber, that has grown to 

well over 200 companies. The one thing that I found to be unique about the chamber was the 

fact that it represented everybody, from the large multinationals down to the small SMEs. 

Back in those days, we wanted to, particularly in discussions between Enda Kenny and David 

Cameron, put the economy at the centre of relationship across these islands. It has been a 

while since I have been involved with the chamber, but my question is this: what is the 

morale among the membership and what is its view about what is going on? I ask you to be 

frank to the audience. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 
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It is a big question for us. If you do not know, Steve was our first CEO in the chamber many 

years ago, and he was very much involved, as he described, in the initial digging of the well. 

We should always give thanks to the men who dug the well at the outset. 

There is a concern, Steve, to be fair. There is a fear in some respects and a real concern about 

the road ahead. I will break it down into large and small businesses. Anybody who has been 

involved, particularly in large businesses, knows that we have a very strong governance and 

regulatory environment. You have a risk map. If the risk map is up here, it is high red. If it is 

down here, it is green. You want as much of your stuff as possible down here in the green and 

as little of your stuff as possible up in the red space. There is a lot about Brexit up in the red 

space at the moment, and that is principally driven out of uncertainty and an unknown route 

ahead. In that context, business will then start to plan accordingly. 

A comment was made during a discussion here yesterday about the movement of financial 

services out of London. I will use that as an example. There is no flood of financial services 

and businesses out of London to Dublin or anywhere else at this point. A lot of people are 

setting up safety nets outside the UK, or talking about setting up safety nets outside the UK, 

but there is not 500 people on the move out of the city of London. Those 500 people will find 

another job in London because London will continue to be a significant financial services 

centre. But businesses are starting to make a plan. I will use the example of 

micksgarage.com, which I spoke about earlier. It has established a unit in Barnsley in the UK 

because being able to do next-day delivery is imperative to its business. If you cannot deliver 

five litres of engine oil within a day, the guy will go to Halfords and will spend an extra £3 to 

buy it there. That is their business, so that is why they have established that unit there. Their 

concern is whether it will cost them more to get good product into those facilities. That is on 

the larger business front. 

A point that I made to Terry earlier is that small businesses tend to be under-resourced when 

it comes to making an attempt to strategically plan for their future. They do what they do. 

They make cakes and export. They are a small business. They are working day and night — 

many of them are family-based businesses — just to keep the business going and create 

employment, and they do not always take time out to plan the future. That is the challenge 

that we face in the chamber. 

InterTradeIreland, an organisation that many of you of the room will know, came up with a 

small grant, although one that is meaningful for a small business, of a couple of thousand 

pounds with a view to getting businesses to use that money to take time out or to create a 

strategy plan for their future. Up to about four weeks ago, it had paid out only 16 of them. 

That is a paltry amount when you think that more than 300 businesses turned up in Monaghan 

a few weeks ago for a session that we did to find out what was going on about Brexit. That is 

the challenge that we all face. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD:  

I would like to pay tribute to John McGrane, your outgoing director general; he did a 

marvellous job. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill:  

He has not gone anywhere yet, Declan. 
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Mr Declan Breathnach TD:  

I know that, but he played a great role in communicating with us and with various sectors. 

Everyone keeps mentioning the customs union arrangement needed. I know that it would 

probably take all day. You would need a much longer transition period, as you suggested, to 

flesh that out. Will you try to tell us how you see that as being different from what currently 

exists? 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 

At the risk of stating the obvious, what currently exists, or some form of it, is what should 

exist going forward. However, I am very conscious of the point that was made yesterday that 

membership of that comes with other issues that the UK needs to sign up to. That is a 

challenge.  

If we are really honest about making sure that we have no border on the island of Ireland, the 

UK and Ireland need to be part of a customs union. Ireland’s position is very simple: we are 

part of the EU, and we will go forward on that basis. If people are genuine about saying, “No 

border”, going forward, there has to be a customs union between the EU and the United 

Kingdom. That has to happen; there is no other way. I think that it was Senator Feighan who 

spoke yesterday about the camera followed by the man, followed by the policeman, followed 

by the army. That is the reality; that is what will happen. We all know that that is what will 

happen. If our future is to be a borderless island of Ireland, the UK has to be part of that.  

The corollary of that is also true: the UK cannot then have as part of its mantra an ability to 

go off round the world to strike better deals. Either we are serious about this or we are not. 

Pragmatism is where this has to go. At the end of my speech I spoke about a pragmatic 

approach; we need to get pragmatic about this going forward. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Thanks, Eoin. We have just two questions, so I will take them together if that is OK. First, 

Karin Smyth and then Deputy Fitzpatrick. 

 

Ms Karin Smyth MP:  

Thank you, Chair. I am interested in your view on transition and how long you think it needs 

to be. I think that it will be different. I accept what you have just said. You talked about the 

customs union, but you did not talk much about regulation, which are two different things. 

Will you talk a little about regulation and what that means for the negotiations? 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill:  

Yes. So —  

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 
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Sorry, can I bring in Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick? 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD: 

Thank you very much. First, congratulations, Eoin, on becoming the fifth president of the 

British Irish Chamber of Commerce. You talk about giving the Irish and the UK 

Governments business solutions to new political realities. You talk about challenges and 

about opportunities. You said in your celebration speech that a chamber has limited means. I 

want to know, Eoin, your solutions to help with the challenges of Brexit and what the 

opportunities are.  

I come from Dundalk, a small town in County Louth beside the border with Northern Ireland. 

We have a chamber of commerce in Dundalk, and, in fairness, the chamber of commerce has 

done an awful lot to help Dundalk. It has done something called Shop Local vouchers to 

encourage people to stay in the town and shop there. So far, it has done more than a €1 

million in vouchers, which is fantastic. 

Eoin, you are a bright man, so I want to know what challenges and opportunities the British 

Irish Chamber of Commerce will have going forward. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill: 

You gave me a big finish there, Mr Fitzpatrick. I will finish with your question, but first I 

want to turn to Karin’s question. Six weeks ago, nobody was saying that transition would be 

part of the agenda. We have now moved to a discussion where people in the Florence speech 

talk about a transition period, and two years seems to be the view that is put out there. I am 

not of the belief that we heard yesterday from the Northern Ireland Minister Chloe Smith, 

who said that it will be two years and then it will be finished. I do not believe that two years 

is long enough; I think that two years is a pipe dream, to be honest. The transition period 

needs to be much more significant than that.  

I think that a five-year transition period at the very outset gives us all an opportunity to 

breathe and to develop a future. This was put to me very clearly by Minister Michael D’Arcy 

recently. He talked about farmers buying cattle. He said that, today, this month, there are 

farmers buying cattle that will be slaughtered in March 2019. What market will they put them 

into? What market will they sell them to? They are still buying them. Cattle prices have not 

dwindled that much. What market will they put them into? Business needs a longer transition 

period, and I contend that a five-year period is what we are after.  

10.15 am 

Regulation is a real challenge against that backdrop. Look, for example, at the milk powder 

issue. That is a significant issue on the island of Ireland. A significant amount of our milk is 

converted into baby formula and exported worldwide. From the Northern Ireland perspective, 

that regulation, those contracts worldwide, are with the EU, not the UK. For example, UK 

milk will not be able to be sold in probably the biggest milk powder market in the world, 

China, in the post-Brexit environment.  

There are thousands of those types of regulations. Mary McAleese described Brexit as pulling 

a tooth with a thousand roots. I contend that it is probably closer to 10,000 roots and many of 

them are regulatory-driven. Again, that, I think, supports the view that we need a much 
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longer transition period to enable us to go through those elements of it root and branch in 

many respects. You could spend the day talking about it, but unfortunately there is no one-

size-fits-all regulation fix for these things because of the knock-on impact on what Deputy 

Smith talked about yesterday in relation to trade agreements and where they go. You could 

fix something here that would knock out a market for an opportunity for a large part of Irish 

or UK business by virtue of the change. That needs time. That needs a longer transition. 

I go back to my friend from Dundalk. I go around the country all the time. At the moment, I 

am in the middle of a road trip with 31 Brexit road shows, working with local chambers of 

commerce and local entities all around mainly Ireland, to be fair, and north and south of the 

border. We are up in Belfast again on 1 November. Any Members here from the North are 

more than welcome to attend. Just let me know. You guys have my email address.  

To me, Peter, it is about making sure that people understand where this is going inasmuch as 

we can tell them today and about making sure that they take time out of their day-to-day 

businesses to ensure that they plan for their future, their staff and where they want to go. 

Your town, for example, sees a significant number of people employed from the North to the 

South and the South to the North. If those people take an extra 30 minutes to get over and 

back across a hard border, that will not be a good, sustainable model for any employment. 

One of the absolute benefits of the peace process has been the fact that people like Deputy 

Smith transfer over and back across the border as they go to clinics on a day-to-day basis. To 

me, that is a huge positive. We need to ensure that we protect that. 

On what Brexit does, the best way that we can do that is to make sure that we have some 

element of a trading relationship that allows for that to be continued. On that basis, yes, the 

shopper will still go to Newry, but a hell of a lot of shoppers will go to Dundalk as well. 

Provided that we can maintain that basis, that is the way forward. It is really about making 

sure that we do not disrupt local communities.  

At my heart, I still go back to that man, my grandfather in Ennis, many years ago. That type 

of person will be well known to you in the town of Dundalk as well; the man who makes a 

real difference in rural communities. I go back to the very simple message that he had for 

those people, which was, “I am here to help you. We are going to work together to make this 

work.” That is what he did daily. That is at my core. That is what I am trying to do here 

today. Thanks very much. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Thanks very much, Eoin. I think that everyone will agree that that was interesting. Thanks for 

being with us and answering people’s questions. 

 

Mr Eoin O’Neill:  

Thanks very much. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I will just pass over to Co-Chair Andrew Rosindell. 
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IRISH STUDIES AT LIVERPOOL 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you, Kathleen. I am pleased to invite Professor Peter Shirlow, director and chairman 

of the Institute of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool, to address our assembly this 

morning.  

It was announced on 7 September 2017 that the President of Ireland and His Royal Highness 

the Prince of Wales have become joint patrons of the institute. The Irish Government have 

funded an endowed chair at the institute.  

Professor Shirlow will describe the institute’s research and community outreach work and, in 

particular, share the results of an Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)-sponsored 

projection of the 2017 Northern Ireland electorate, which highlights the detachment of young 

people from voting and their increasingly shared values and opinions, although they remain 

divided on the constitutional question. I believe that this will be a very interesting and 

stimulating topic. I call on Professor Shirlow to present. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow (University of Liverpool): 

Thank you very much. I came back to Liverpool two years ago, but I was here in the 1980s. 

In about 1989 or 1990, the Institute of Irish Studies was just beginning, and we had a talk 

very much like this one, to which they brought politicians from Northern Ireland and the 

Republic of Ireland. PowerPoint was a relatively new invention, as was geographic 

information systems (GIS). As a young PhD student, the first slide I put up was of the 

segregation of Belfast. Belfast was coloured orange, green and white, which represented the 

nature of religious segregation in the city. The software was corrupted, so the first thing that 

happened was that the city turned green, then the city turned orange and then the city 

disappeared. [Laughter.] That was the end of the GIS presentations. 

One of the things that is very important is that the institute is not just a centre of academic life 

here in the city and also in the campus that we have in London but that it looks at the cultural 

life of the Irish community in Britain. The institute was formed after the Anglo-Irish 

Agreement with the intention of building relationships east-west and North/South and very 

much to recognise Great Britain as part of a solution to the problems of conflict. Some years 

later, the Blair Chair endowment was provided by the Irish Government. That pays for my 

post and allows us to do the development activities that we take part in. For those of you from 

the Republic, the next little bit will explain whether you think that you are getting value for 

money for that endowment, which supports my post and the institute. 

In the last two years, we have grown from 232 students taking our modules to nearly 1,000. 

That is very important, because we have to remember that one in five people who live in 

Great Britain have an Irish background, whether a Northern Irish or Southern Irish 

background, and it is a significant part of the community life of this island. It is also a 

significant part of the community life of this island because that population is being 

reproduced, whether through the students who come here for a short time, young people who 

come here because they fall in love with somebody from Britain and move over or whatever 

else. That is a population that is still being significantly reproduced.  



114 
 

It is important also because many of those students who take our modules are from those 

backgrounds. Last year, I took 45 of them to Belfast and we met the youth wings of the 

political parties there. In nearly every meeting they had, members of those youth wings said, 

“You wouldn’t understand, you wouldn’t understand, you wouldn’t understand.” That was 

interesting because, out of those 40 students, hands started to go up. For example, one student 

put his hand up and said, “My father served in Northern Ireland. I have never spoken to my 

father about being in the British Army, but this has given me a chance to go back and do 

that.”  

Several other students put their hands up and said that the reason why they were brought up 

in England was that their families had left in the 1970s because something had happened to 

their family or a member of their family had joined the paramilitaries. Sometimes, we are not 

very conscious that that younger generation, who seem very detached in many ways — they 

speak with English accents and seem very much part of English, Scottish or Welsh society — 

are very active in their Irishness, whether it is a Northern Irishness or a Southern Irishness. 

The institute is important in that sense, because we are a rallying point for many students who 

take our modules and study with us. In the last two years, we have generated over £1 million 

of research funding, which helps obviously to strengthen the work that we are doing. We also 

have a series of annual events, which has grown to nearly 4,000 per year. The institute is very 

active.  

We are also teaching Irish in London. As I said, we have an Irish campus there and have 87 

students taking Irish. Four are Japanese, three are Chinese and two are Malaysian. Not only is 

that promoting Irish and a separate aspect of Irish culture and identity but it is drawing in 

people who are not familiar with Irish cultural backgrounds. We are also working with some 

partners from Northern Ireland to bring Ulster Scots to Liverpool. As I said earlier, one in 

five people in Britain are from an Irish background. In Liverpool, about six out of five people 

are from an Irish background. For example, the word “blurt” and other words with an Ulster-

Scots/Irish background are very common within the city.  

The range of activities that we have are very much part of bringing people into academia, but 

they are also about working with those people in non-academic ways. Orla Guerin is coming 

next week; we have Elisha McCallion and Dawn Purvis coming. We have organised with 

Jeffrey Donaldson to speak next year. We have Mary Robinson coming as well. It is very 

much not just an academic institute but a community outreach one.  

Here are some of the key bits of research that we have in the institute. Those of you who are 

familiar with John McGahern, one of Ireland's greatest writers, will know that his widow 

recently gave Frank Shovlin all his letters. Frank is working on a 10-year project to look at 

the life and times of John McGahern. Presently, I am doing work with an Arts and 

Humanities Research Council (AHRC) grant on art and conflict transformation in Northern 

Ireland. Maria Power is working on issues to do with faith and work. She is looking at the 

faith community that led the peace process in Northern Ireland and using the faith community 

to bring ideas into the workplace about conflict transformation, respect, social justice, etc. 

Diane Urquhart has done a significant amount of work on unionist women and their history. 

She is presently doing work on Lord Londonderry.  

We were, as you very kindly mentioned, recently awarded the joint patronage of Prince 

Charles and Michael D Higgins. That is a very significant development for the institute in 

that we have an audience that is both orange and green. We try to represent those traditions, 

and represent people who understand their Irishness as orange and green. It is crucially 

important that we facilitate that and engage with that as well. 
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We had letters from ex-IRA prisoners and from unionist and nationalist politicians 

congratulating us on the endowment and only one letter that was negative about the 

endowment. That came from Republican Sinn Féin in Liverpool. I did not take it too 

seriously as they have two members. 

Anyhow, we have done a series of election surveys in Northern Ireland. We have covered 

each election for the last four elections. One of the things that comes out of that very strongly 

is looking at the issue of non-voters. What do non-voters tell us about politics, attitudes and 

identity in Northern Irish society? Non-voters make up roughly 35% to 40% of the electorate. 

We very rarely look at their identity or study what constitutes that group, or consider who 

they are in terms of generational divides, religion, identity or socio-economic class. There is a 

very significant section of our electorate who do not take part. I know that this is common 

across western Europe, but it has a certain salience and impacts that I think we need to be 

aware of, especially regarding a border poll. There is a hidden pro-union vote which needs to 

be discussed and understood. 

Sometimes non-voters in our elections have constituted a block that is bigger than those who 

are nationalist/republican or unionist. One of the things that is of interest, of course, is that 

the majority of non-voters describe themselves as Protestants. I will come to this in a 

moment. What is interesting about this community of non-voting Protestants is that they are 

some of the most liberal people in Northern Irish society. They do not actually use the term 

“unionist” but, as we will discuss in a moment, they are very pro-union. Sometimes that is 

read by commentators that there is some sort of alienation in the Protestant community. They 

have moved away from their traditional identity, and the data we have show very much that 

that is not true. Who the non-voters are in Northern Ireland is very fluid. They are primarily 

young; we know that. Some two thirds of the population of them are young. 

We have done these surveys over and over again, and one of the things that is interesting is 

that, if you take out the constitutional question, young people in Northern Ireland are on the 

same page on virtually all social issues. We will come to that in a moment. Think of the 

Belfast Agreement; it was supposed to create a society of equality, a sense of shared identity, 

an idea of parity of esteem. What we find among young non-voters is that population; that is 

the majority of young people within that population. They do not vote. What is interesting 

about non-voters in Northern Ireland is that those who do not vote have the least faith in the 

institutions. The strongest denominator within our surveys is that those who vote support the 

institutions; those who do not, do not recognise or are benign about the institutions.  

We have this interesting sociology of the last 20 or 30 years in that the Belfast/Good Friday 

Agreement has created an environment for more shared interest and values, but those shared 

values are very much detached from the process of engaging in elections. The survey had a 

68% response rate. We did it for the most recent election, which was slightly different 

because the number of people voting went up, although the same sort of general trends are 

there to be observed. 

As we know, in Northern Ireland the big election for voter turnout was the first election for 

the Assembly, and it dipped significantly over time. It obviously rose in the most recent 

election, which was slightly more vociferous than previous elections. But even there, when 

you look at the tens of thousands who came out to vote who did not vote in the previous 

election, they are not young people: they are people who had walked away. They are people 

who had not engaged in elections in recent times. 

10.30 am 
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So, it was not an election in which young people came to the ballot box; it was an election in 

which people came back, especially to republican parties, or nationalist parties in that sense. 

Some, of course, came back to the DUP. 

Here is the generational divide that is this survey: 73% of those 18 to 29-year-olds did not 

vote. As you go along that set of information, you can see that the older you are, the more 

likely you are to vote. That is standard. We know that that has been an issue across western 

societies for a significant period. But there is a generational divide here that is also expressed 

in terms of liberal attitudes and other features. 

The profile of those who do not vote is that they are young. Data from the survey show that 

they are mostly Protestants, so there are two things here. Protestants are more likely not to 

vote but when you get down to the younger age group, those aged under 40, that gap between 

Catholics and Protestants is not as extreme. 

Let me explain that a bit better. Most people who do not vote are Protestants, in that a 

significant majority of them are Protestants. When you get into the younger generations, there 

is clearly a significant Catholic population of young people who also do not vote, so it starts 

to equalise as you go down the age gaps. 

One of the issues about those who vote and do not vote is that those who do vote and who are 

young tend to be in work, have university degrees and are doing relatively well. It is 

important to understand that there are complex reasons for not voting. Some say they are not 

interested in politics, which is interesting because when you then start talking to them they 

are interested in politics and have strong attitudes about politics but they do not understand 

that in that sense. 

What is also interesting is that when you look at the question of national identity, a quarter of 

young Catholics say they would stay in the Union but 90% of them say they are nationalist. 

Within the Protestant community, nearly 65% did not describe themselves as unionist. That 

begs the question: is that a big identity shift taking place within that young Protestant 

population? So, the question is: are young Protestants becoming nationalists or republican? 

The answer is very clearly no. 

What this table shows us is — I can see the unionists are getting happy now — [Laughter.] 

— is that the section of our population who are most pro-Union are those who do not vote, 

especially young people who do not vote. 

The first column of the table shows the share of people who vote, and that is how we call a 

border poll. A border poll will be called on the share of people who vote, whether they are 

unionist or whether they are nationalist/republican. That is what a border poll will be based 

on. This information suggests that if you call a border poll and non-voters come out to vote, 

the share of people who will want to stay in the Union is significantly higher than predicted 

by just looking at the electorate.  

Now, it is not all good news for unionism because we then have to talk about this detachment 

that is there, but the point is that we need to have a mature conversation about this. There is 

still a very strong and significant Catholic population who say that they will stay in the 

Union. There is a very strong non-voter, and young non-voter, group who say they want to 

stay in the Union, and the changes are not as dramatic as if you simply look at the electorate 

and those who vote. This is a separate piece of information, which tells us that. 

The characteristics of young voters are interesting. They tend to be more likely than voters to 

— 
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I can submit this paper to the group. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Afterwards, yes. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

I can see the cameras are flashing. I know you are trying to capture my rugged good looks — 

[Laughter.] — but we can do that afterwards. 

What is interesting, of course, is to look at the whole idea of who these young people are who 

do not vote. They are twice as likely as voters to be seeking work. They are more likely than 

those who vote to be earning less than £20,000. What we have with this constituency of 

young non-voters are those who are in what we call delayed adulthood. Many of us may have 

these. At 18, I left home, went to university, got married, I never went back — except to get 

my washing and be fed — but we all know that many people of my generation now have 

children at home who cannot get work or on the property ladder. 

In some of the research we have done, people seriously thought about wanting to get married 

and have children but they just cannot do it because the economic resources are not there for 

them. Although this group say they are not political, a significant part of the qualitative work 

we have done says, “The Assembly does nothing for us. I can’t get a job. I can’t get on the 

property ladder. I’m underemployed. I don’t have a university degree” etc. That does filter 

into non-voting. 

There is also a diversity in that Protestant young voters tend to be less well qualified. There is 

a working-class dimension more strongly located in young Protestant non-voters. Protestant 

young people who vote are in work or have a degree and are doing well. Protestants who tend 

not to vote who are young tend not to have those benefits and that type of thing. Catholics 

who do not vote tend to be more middle class. They tend to be more educated and, I would 

assume, they will traditionally have been SDLP voters. There is a challenge for you, Colin, to 

get those people back. [Laughter.] Nearly half of young voters compared with about 26% of 

young non-voters, or less than 20,000, and 42% of young voters hold a degree compared with 

12% of young non-voters. So, even among the young, social class and well-being seem to be 

determining the desire to vote. 

Let us look at some other characteristics. Those who vote who are young are less likely to 

believe that there is economic prosperity in Northern Ireland. Their actual economic position 

is then reflected in this question about economic prosperity. The survey data found that non-

voters are not only younger but less religiously observant. There is a secularisation taking 

place within that population in the Northern Irish electorate. 

Less than a fifth of voters considered themselves to be a victim of the conflict. This is 

something that comes out very strongly. Unlike Sinn Féin and DUP voters, they are much 

less likely to see themselves as a victim of the conflict. This is crucially important, because 

when you talk to young people and do the follow-up qualitative work with them, they say that 

all of that generation that is the Assembly goes on about is the past. Why do they not talk 

about housing and other issues? That generational divide is not just the baby boomers versus 

— I do not know what you call them — the millennials, is that correct? That division exists 

in that community. There is also a division about this constant reference to the past — these 
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constant conversations about the past — which does not seem to be resolved in terms that 

they understand. Clearly, that is obvious. Many of us in this room witnessed horrific and 

terrible things that clearly stay with us. It is part of a trauma or a memory that all of us have 

of those types of conditions. 

Half of young voters did not know which community had benefited most. When you ask this 

question in survey after survey, what you find is that unionists say that the other side 

benefited most and nationalists say that they have probably benefited most and maybe the 

other community has benefited most. That is the bread and butter of what politics has been. It 

has been resource competition. Here we have a survey — this is repeated in all the surveys 

we have done — that says that young people simply say, “I don’t know.” This type of 

argument about resources, identity and culture does not seem to be as pertinent or as 

important to them. 

Where we get into issues of social identity and social issues we see the most significant 

difference between younger generations of, especially, Protestant non-voters and unionist 

voters. Here you can see that nearly two thirds of young Protestant people under the age of 40 

support gay marriage compared with 30% of DUP voters. That rose in the 2017 election. 

[Interruption.] It is a survey, Jim: it is what it is. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

Name them. [Laughter.] 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

I am not allowed to under confidentiality rules. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

They do not exist. [Interruption.] 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

It is a very rigorous survey, which is being done year in, year out and produces the same 

trend over and over again. I could put this together and have a sample of 30,000 that produces 

the same results. 

In the young Catholic community, you see that they are pretty much the same as those who 

identify with Sinn Féin and that tradition. On abortion, yet again, you see that Protestant non-

voters are very much out of line with DUP voters. Even young Catholic voters are slightly 

out of line with Sinn Féin voters. These are the sorts of things where you see that there are 

similarities amongst young people. These are trends that are across Europe. These are 

secularisation and liberalisation trends that have affected society across the board. 

One of the things that is very interesting is the question: “Would you mind if one of your 

close relatives were to marry someone of a different religion?” What you find is that the 

group that does not mind is that of young Protestant non-voters. Of course, they are followed 

by young Catholic non-voters. What is interesting there is that nearly half of Sinn Féin voters 
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would mind a little if somebody married somebody from a different religion or different 

background. 

To sum all that up, these surveys have been done now for the last six to seven years. They are 

in tune with the life and times surveys, but what we are seeing, I think, is an increasing 

generational divide that is clearly about issues to do with liberal ideas and ideas about the 

past. 

We clearly have young people who are living very different social lives. When my son played 

rugby, some young lad would come to play rugby, I would say, “Son, what school does that 

young lad go to?” He would turn round to me and say, “Dad, stop being sectarian.” I was 

only asking because that is the standard thing we did when we were growing up. I did not 

care what school the person came from; it did not matter. Clearly, social relationships have 

changed very much in terms of who you socialise with and who you engage with. 

What also seems to be happening in the Catholic community is the detachment of a middle-

class professional group who are not engaging with politics. Within the Protestant 

community, there is a much broader range of young people who are not engaging, but they 

tend to be less well qualified and less likely to be in employment. One of the things that is 

crucially important despite those identity shifts, whether it is secularisation, liberalisation or 

whatever else, is that they are not changing the desire either to remain in the UK or for there 

to be a united Ireland. We are having these really significant social changes in Northern Irish 

society, but the constitutional position remains very firmly rooted. Thank you. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Thank you very much for your presentation. There is time for questions. Lord Murphy. 

 

The Lord Murphy: 

First of all, on behalf of everybody, can I express deep appreciation for a masterful 

presentation? It really was superb. I have two short questions, and they both relate to the 

survey. One is about the last general election — the 2017 election — where there was 

considerable evidence in Britain that younger people voted for the first time and in greater 

numbers. Was that reflected in Northern Ireland? The second one — it is on something a bit 

older than that from 19 years ago — is on the 1998 referendum 19 years ago. You know more 

than anybody that there is a lost generation of voters who voted for the agreement in the 

referendum. What happened to them? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

To answer that question, I will say that I think what you are talking to there are probably 

what we would call garden centre unionists; liberal Protestants. I do not like using these 

labels, but these are the labels that people use. We ask people, “Are you this or that?”, and 

they answer in that way. They choose the labels; we do not choose the labels. That is one of 

the things. I think that the issues around decommissioning, prisoner release and Sinn Féin 

joining up to the police clearly put a great strain on that community, which then very much 

came, I think, to a sense of not hostility towards the agreement but one of, “I have played my 

part. I have walked away.” I think that sort of detachment among those in my age group — I 
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was young then, or younger — has probably filtered across to the younger generation. One of 

the strong correlations is that those who do not vote do not see the Assembly as delivering 

and, therefore, do not seem to have any desire to be part of what this is. 

On the first question, that was the case in Great Britain. In the survey we did most recently, 

which we are still number crunching on, we found there was a slight growth in the vote 

amongst those who chose the identity nationalist and unionist. They did come out to vote. 

However, the basic trend, which we have caught across seven elections now, was the same. It 

was still 65%. You are twice as likely to vote if you are over 50 than you are if you are under 

40 or especially if you are under 30. So, that did not change. That did not bring people out. 

That election did not change any of the data we have except for — sorry, Jim — people who 

we would describe as liberal Protestants. More of them voted for DUP than voted for them in 

the previous election.  

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Ross Greer. 

 

Mr Ross Greer (MSP): 

My experience of campaigning in the North is very limited. I have only ever campaigned in 

South Belfast, but in that constituency there are very different communities from Sandy Row 

to Botanic etc. My reading in 2016 was that young, socially progressive Protestants were 

drifting more towards cross-community parties that held those same socially progressive 

values. In 2017, because of the political crisis, there was the polarisation again to the parties 

on each side of the constitutional divide.  

Has it been the case that, at points of political crisis, the move towards cross-community 

politics or a focus on non-constitutional issues starts to fall away again and those voters 

simply do not turn out? 

10.45 am 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK, we will take a few questions. Darren Millar. 

 

Mr Darren Millar AM: 

Thank you ever so much. It was a fascinating presentation. I was very interested to look at the 

age profile of those not voting and indeed the backgrounds, if you like, they are from. I 

wonder whether you have done any surveys post the EU referendum to determine which way 

those individuals may have voted or would have been more inclined to vote had they actually 

turned out and whether, in your view, that might have impacted the result in Northern Ireland, 

which, of course, we know went towards staying in the EU. 

 

The Lord Dubs: 
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Thank you for that. I have two questions. First, could the results be made available to us 

electronically? Secondly, and more substantively, some years ago, Committee D of the 

Assembly looked at the life chances for young people in the most disadvantaged parts of 

Belfast. What we found, not on a statistical basis, has a very strong resemblance to what you 

did there. We found that, in parts of Belfast, the life chances of young Protestants were very 

dire indeed; they had nothing going for them at all because the old traditional jobs as 

apprentices and so on in Belfast had all gone. That was perhaps the extreme end of what you 

have there. I do not suppose your sample stretched to that, but I was dismayed at how little 

Northern Ireland politicians were interested — not because it was our survey — in the 

problem. We got some very clear suggestions from head teachers and others, such as 

schoolteachers and so on, as to some ways forward, but it seems to have been totally ignored. 

Is this being ignored as well? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

What the 2015 and 2017 surveys showed was that some people who described themselves as 

Protestant and had been pro Remain shifted. During the debate, they adopted the position that 

would have been the DUP’s position. That was not amongst young people so much but 

amongst those who are slightly older. That certainly took place. What you get generally is 

just a sense of, “I don’t want to take part”. People have said to me, “Why does this not lead to 

an Alliance Party or Green vote or a People Before Profit vote?”. It just simply does not. We 

have not done enough yet; the next stage of this is to go back and interview some of the 

people we surveyed and find out what that reason is. In many ways, especially for more 

professional young people, there is a desire for a glorious isolation. They say, “I just don’t 

want to be part of this. It’s not the world I live in. It’s not my social environment. I’m going 

to go to live in Britain. This is not for me”. There is part of that. Then, of course, like 

anything else, with any community or society, people are highly marginalised or just 

marginalised, and part of their marginalisation is not to participate in politics. 

Lord Dubs asked a very interesting question. In another piece of survey work that we did, we 

followed 500 families in interface areas in Belfast for 10 years. Since we started the survey, 

some of the people have become parents. We started when they were 18; they are now 28. I 

think 14 was the youngest; they are now 24. We followed families who lived in poverty and 

in interface communities etc. When you drill down into that level of family dynamics, you 

find there is not really a religious difference. If anything, there is actually more crime in what 

you would call Catholic/republican areas than there is in Protestant areas; higher levels of 

crime are taking place. What was really interesting about doing that work was that, clearly, 

we had identified children who were involved in sectarian behaviour. The biggest predictor of 

their sectarian behaviour was not identity per se; it was family function. Some families were 

under incredible levels of stress. That stress could be poverty, family breakdown, a parent 

who was dependent on tranquilisers or who had mental health problems etc. The more a 

family was in crisis, the more their children behaved in sectarian ways. Identity was not what 

was driving the sectarian behaviour. The very high correlation was to do with family fracture, 

family dysfunction — I do not like using that word — and family crisis. 

Taking a step back, in that sample, 60% of young people have been the victims of 

sectarianism. 

Half of them had responded through violence, and half of them had responded by walking 

away. The biggest predictors of that reaction to sectarian violence are family function, 

poverty and education. Younger people who walked away from the sectarian incident are 
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those who had the highest levels of communication within their family. They spoke to their 

parents about their issues, problems and difficulties. I think that is something policymakers 

should also factor in because the issue of family crisis clearly has an impact on community 

relations, whereas we look at community relations as a green/orange traditional identity issue. 

The police will tell you that. We did surveys and talked to police, who said, “We are lifting 

kids who go to the special needs school. We are lifting kids who come from areas where there 

are very high levels of stress within the family”. There is an issue with what you are saying 

about social class, but it is actually family dynamic that is a very, very strong indicator of 

behaviour. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Jim Wells.  

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

There are lies, damned lies and opinion polls. I have to say it surprises me that people are still 

putting so much store by opinion polls. The Brexit opinion polls got it completely wrong, and 

we all know why. Millions of UK citizens had deep concerns about immigration and did not 

feel they had the courage to say it. They would not even say it to opinion polls because they 

were concerned. Whether we accept or reject that, millions of British people did not like the 

idea of totally unlimited access to the UK for 420 million Europeans. I am not saying that is 

right or wrong, but that is what they were concerned about. Only in the privacy of the ballot 

box did they feel secure enough and confident enough to express that concern. Had Cameron 

come back with a deal limiting immigration, there would have been no Brexit vote, whether 

we like that or not.  

Similarly, the issues you are asking DUP voters about are trendy — gay marriage, abortion 

and euthanasia. They feel uncomfortable about telling anybody they believe that Fred should 

marry Freda, that they believe in the protection of the rights of the unborn child and that they 

do not believe in knocking granny on the head. Therefore, they will not even tell an opinion 

poll person that they believe in those traditional viewpoints. No one is going to tell me that 

30% of DUP voters support gay marriage or abortion on demand. It just is not true. The DUP 

at every election since 1998 has said, “If you vote for us, you are voting against the 

introduction of the 1967 Act and against gay marriage”. Full stop. Period. I have knocked 

80,000 doors at elections since 1998, and I have yet to find one DUP voter who came out and 

said they were concerned about our stance on either, so I am afraid that, on that, you have got 

it wrong. Absolutely not.  

The other point that is worth making is that, when the chips are down, as was shown in the 

June 2017 election, the Protestant and unionist people will come out to a man to vote against 

anything that they perceive as leading to a united Ireland. That is the one statistic you have 

not got right. Even Protestant non-voters, when the chips are down, will come out and vote to 

stay within the union. That was shown in June when there was a massive surge in favour of 

the DUP from people who were genuinely worried about what was going on. A lot of those 

non-voters came out and voted, as they saw it, to protect the union.  

The other thing I would say is that, given my experience, you would think these younger 

voters would start to show a trend in the transfers towards moderation. In rural Northern 

Ireland, they are voting in exactly the same way as their fathers and grandfathers. Indeed, if 
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anything, it is more extreme. There are some ballot boxes in South Down where I struggle to 

pick up any vote, even a seventeenth transfer. That is how bad it is. And there are other parts 

of South Down where Sinn Féin is struggling to pick up an eighteenth transfer. That is just 

the trend, so I think we are kidding ourselves to think our vote is becoming more moderate as 

time goes by. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

OK, so in response to that —  

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Hang on; I think Deputy Lewis wants to ask a question. Kevin Lewis.  

 

Deputy Kevin Lewis: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. In Jersey, we do not have any political party system, but we have 

independents. We have a small minority of Portuguese people who have come over and who 

are predominantly in agriculture and the service industries. Traditionally, they have been non-

voters, but now we are getting to second and third generations and they are starting to vote 

and participate. We have a voting age of 16. It was lowered to 16 a few years ago, but the 

voter turnout for 16-year-olds is extremely low. I have tried to persuade youngsters to go out 

and vote, but it is very hard to engage them. They say, “The people we want did not get in 

anyway”, and I say, “Well, you have to turn out and vote because the world is run by people 

who turn up”. They are starting to come up now but it is very, very slow. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

OK. Al Brouard. 

 

Deputy Al Brouard: 

Thanks very much for the presentation. In England, they had the Troubled Families initiative 

in about 2011. Was that put in place at all in Northern Ireland, and did you see any changes in 

the families that had that extra support?  

 

Professor Peter Shirlow:  

We have a range of strategies for youth and family etc, but over the period of time we studied 

this, the situation generally got worse for families because what you were seeing was the 

impact of rising unemployment, austerity etc, which then created greater crisis in the family. 

It is not a lack of strategy, I think; it is, obviously, the impact of economic restructuring and 

welfare changes etc. They create very strong problems. 

Also, during that period of time, we witnessed that the younger generation — who were 13, 

14 or 15 — were more likely than their older siblings to take drugs. That was another factor 
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that influenced the behaviour pattern, which was the use of cannabis, and the particular 

problem we found in this work was the use of prescription drugs, which young people call 

blueys. They are an antidepressant. In doing the longitudinal survey, one of the issues that 

was picked up that changed a lot of the evidence we were finding was illegal drug use. It 

changed that very much. 

Jim, without getting into a tête-à-tête, a survey is not the same as asking a person who they 

are going to vote for. A survey is a multitudinal, multivariant analysis in which you ask 

multiple questions so that you can weigh the responses and check the person is telling you the 

truth in many ways. One of the issues in the research that I have done is that I have met 

people who vote DUP and support gay rights. I have spoken to people who also would be 

pro-choice. What happens when I speak to them is that they say to me that their unionism is 

stronger than what they see as their value system; that unionism is the core of what they 

believe. What you picked up on that is interesting about elections is that, if you have a more 

vociferous election, clearly, this brings out people who have not voted, engaged or 

participated. 

I do not want to be defensive, but there is another way in which we know these surveys. 

Surveys are what people tell us, OK? I understand that somebody might say to you — 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA:  

They tell you what they think you want to hear. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow:  

They do not necessarily. Well, they do not know. If we do this survey, Jim, nobody knows. I 

do not do the survey. The person who turns up at the door does not know what the values of 

that person are. I have had this criticism before: they will not tell you who they are. Why 

would a Protestant living in a place like Bellaghy tell you they were unionist? They are not 

afraid. People are not afraid. Why would a Catholic living in the Shankill tell you they are a 

Catholic and nationalist? People are not afraid of these surveys to tell us what they are, so 

why would that therefore lead to them not telling us about their identity and other issues? I 

would accept your point if I were coming back to you and all the data we have collected sits 

exactly with the census and the elections. If 35% did not vote, when we do the survey, we 

find 34% to 36% did not vote. It correlates every single time with what you see. I accept that 

you have had a different set of experiences, and I accept that this is a different set of 

experiences. I have not sensed any here saying, “This is right” or, “This is wrong”. I am 

presenting this for debate. People can choose which way they want to interpret it and look at 

it. That is up to them. It is not my place to tell people what to vote, what to think or how to 

behave or otherwise. I am not here with an agenda. I ask the question. 

If the survey came back — obviously, you and I have different attitudes on many liberal 

issues — and showed that people were very conservative and all that, I would present the 

same data. Why would I not do that? I am presenting things that I do not find to be my 

experiences of life etc. However, I am glad that you are happy with the whole Union thing. 

11.00 am 
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Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

How do you explain the Brexit polls, then? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

This is not a poll. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

Surveys. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

It is not a survey; it is an opinion poll. 

 

Mr Jim Wells MLA: 

Opinion polls. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

That is not the same technique as this. There are 103 questions, not one question, in this. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

We are now running out of time. We will have one brief final round of questions. 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP: 

Very briefly, I was interested in some of the things you said, which seemed to me, 

particularly about young people, to have parallels in Glasgow and the west of Scotland. Are 

you aware of any comparable surveys and academic data that reflects some of your findings? 

 

Senator Frank Feighan: 

Thanks, Peter. Has the economy ever come on the radar of politics in Northern Ireland? Is it 

likely to ever come on the radar? How important is it? 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD: 

You said that a range of between 34% and 36% do not vote. What percentage of those who 

were not able to vote were dead [Laughter] on holiday, away or in hospital? We get 
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depressed about the disinterest in voting. I have looked at the issue in my area: at any one 

time, up to 15% are not in a position to vote. 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

It was in the slides. 

 

Mr Declan Breathnach TD: 

Sorry, I did not see it. 

 

Ms Deidre Brock MP: 

Very quickly, thank you very much for that presentation. It was fascinating. I am sorry if I 

missed this at the beginning, but what numbers were involved? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

It is a survey of 1,800. There were 2,600 surveyed, and the response rate was 69%. 

 

Ms Deidre Brock MP: 

That is extraordinary. Obviously, we are all politicians. That is an amazing response rate. Is it 

done door to door, by phone? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 

Have you ever heard of a thing called ‘The Nolan Show’? [Laughter.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Finally, to round off this session, Karin Smyth. 

 

Ms Karin Smyth MP: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. First, in the absence of devolved government at the moment, where 

does this information go in terms of politicians in Northern Ireland? Secondly, did people 

have a view about government from Westminster in the absence of the Assembly and what 

that meant for them? 

 

Professor Peter Shirlow: 
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I will work backwards. We did not ask any questions about that because, theoretically, at this 

point we thought that the Assembly would have come back. We ask the same questions at 

each survey, and the only additional question was on Brexit — a point that was raised over 

here — which came in because Brexit was an issue. No, we do not ask those questions. 

There are opinion polls and surveys, and all our data, spreadsheets, how we did our work and 

sampling frames are on the Economic and Social Research (ESRC) website, where you will 

also find other types of attitudinal surveys that are conducted across the UK. 

The economy comes up only in the sense of what I illustrated under economic prosperity — 

“I do not feel that there is economic prosperity” — or how we measure that in terms of where 

you are in the labour market and then relate it to people’s responses. It is not an issue when 

we do qualitative work — it nearly balances out — except for younger people, when it is 

slightly more. There is the issue of delayed adulthood, which is very obvious. 

I mentioned ‘The Nolan Show’, which you do not want to listen to, because one reason for 

the high turnout is that politics has an identity dimension. When I watch the local news here, 

I sometimes find it quite dull compared with what I watch at home. It does not have the same 

identity dynamics. 

Right across the survey, among non-voters and voters, one in eight was ill, on holiday etc, 

and we factor that into the responses. The fact that people do not vote for those reasons does 

not mean that we do not capture their issues; they are factored into the overall survey. 

So there we go. Thank you very much for all your questions. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

I thank Professor Shirlow for his very interesting presentation. [Applause.] It was fascinating. 

Thank you so much for taking the time to speak to our Assembly. 

I would now like to hand over to Kathleen, who will chair the updates from Committee 

Chairpersons. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks, Andrew. We will hear the updates from Committees now. We will start with 

Committee D and Lord Dubs. 

 

PROGRESS REPORT FROM COMMITTEE D (ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIAL) 

 

The Lord Dubs (The Chairperson of Committee D): 

Thank you very much. Thank you for taking Committee D first. I appreciate that. 

Committee D, as colleagues will know, decided to look at the cross-jurisdictional aspects of 

abortion practice in the different jurisdictions. We appreciate that it is a sensitive issue. On 

the other hand, with work that is going on in the Oireachtas, Catherine Noone looking at it 

and the possibility of a referendum, this is not an issue that we should just ignore. That is why 

the Committee felt that we should proceed. 



128 
 

On Sunday, we had informal discussions with representatives from the Liverpool Women’s 

Hospital and the University of Liverpool. We had a very lively session. Of course, there are 

very strong feelings — I appreciate that — but provided that the Committee and all of us 

remain calm and balanced about it, we might be able to make a useful contribution. 

The position is that the Committee will take evidence sessions in London, which, I think, will 

be in early December. We are just finalising that. As regards taking evidence in Belfast, we 

felt that it would not be sensible to go there until the Executive have been restored simply 

because there would be nobody from the Government whom we could talk to. It seems better 

to wait until the Executive are restored, which of course we hope will be very soon. 

As regards taking evidence in Dublin, we are very mindful of the fact that, with the 

referendum likely to be on the way, it would be inappropriate for us to take evidence in what, 

I think, in the UK, we call “purdah” — that is to say the period before and during the 

referendum — because it would be treading on territory which we should keep out of during 

the referendum period. Therefore, we will have to put all this into cold storage for a while. I 

think that colleagues will realise why, during the referendum period, it would be very ill-

advised of us to take evidence. The media would simply seize on this and want to know 

which Irish politicians were involved, and so on. It would just not be helpful.  

I hope that colleagues will agree that, although we like to make progress on these things, 

what we propose to do is watch Belfast to see what happens there; start in London in January; 

then hold our fire until we know about the referendum and the date. It is likely that we will 

then wait until after the referendum before we do further work on the survey. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK. Thank you, Lord Dubs. Has anyone any questions on that?  

We will move on to Committee C. Deputy John Le Fondré will give the report on behalf of 

Committee Chairperson, Senator Denis Landy. 

 

PROGRESS REPORT FROM COMMITTEE C (ECONOMIC) 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. I am updating you today on behalf of Committee C. Unfortunately, 

Senator Denis Landy, the Chairperson of Committee C, is unwell and was unable to make the 

plenary, and our Vice-Chairperson, Helen Jones MP, has had to return to Westminster. I was 

volunteered — looking very closely to my left. 

When we met on Sunday, we focused in our meeting on the forward programme for our 

inquiry into the implications of Brexit on the agri-food sector. You may remember that, at the 

plenary in Kilkenny, we presented our interim report with emerging themes on that inquiry. 

We intend to be able to bring a final report to the first plenary of 2018.  

Between now and then, we plan to visit London and Edinburgh, probably before Christmas, 

and Brussels, probably just after Christmas. These visits will build upon what we have heard 

in our earlier visits to Belfast, Dublin and Cardiff, which contributed to the interim report. 

Evidence that is gathered from all those visits will feed into the final report.  



129 
 

On Sunday, we also started to consider what we might like to look into as part of our next 

inquiry. We have agreed that the Committee will next look at the impact of online sales on 

high-street retailers. That concludes the report from Committee C. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks. Has anyone any questions? OK.  

We will move on to Committee A. Committee A has a new Chairperson, Deputy Peter 

Fitzpatrick. 

 

PROGRESS REPORT FROM COMMITTEE A (SOVEREIGN MATTERS) 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD (The Chairperson of Committee A: 

Thank you, Co-Chair, and Members. Before I start my report, I would like to wish Joe Carey, 

the outgoing chairperson, the best of luck going forward. Joe has done a fantastic job over the 

last number of years. I hope to follow in Joe’s footsteps. 

 

A Member: 

He was not that good, now. [Laughter.] 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD: 

What is more, it is a privilege to be selected as Chairperson.  

I am delighted to provide a progress report for Committee A on sovereign matters. 

Committee A has been focusing on inquiries into trade and the border in the context of Brexit 

since the last plenary, which was held in Dublin in September. 

Meetings held in Dublin include meetings with the Norwegian Ambassador to Ireland, 

Ambassador Eikeland; Dr Katy Hayward, Queen’s University Belfast and Mr Ray Bassett a 

political commentator and a former Irish Ambassador to Canada. Committee A plans to 

continue our examination of the potential consequences of the UK leaving the EU and of the 

specific areas outlined in the terms of reference formulated after our meeting in London in 

December 2016. At the Committee meeting last Sunday, the Committee agreed that the next 

meeting will take place in the London before the end of the year. It is looking like the end of 

November. The Committee realises that we have an awful lot of work to do, and the 

Committee will leave no stone unturned. I look forward to working with all members of the 

Committee A on this important and relevant work in the coming months. Thank you. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Thanks, Deputy Fitzpatrick. I am going to ask Deputy Joe Carey if he wants to say 

something. I make the point to plenary as well, that he has moved on to be a Chair in the 
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Oireachtas as well. He is not stepping down from the plenary sitting, he is just stepping down 

as Chair of the Committee, and we would like to thank him for all his work as Chairperson. 

Deputy Carey. 

 

Mr Joe Carey TD: 

Thanks very much, Co-Chair. I want to express my gratitude to the members of Committee A 

for their work and cooperation over the last couple of years. I want to thank the various clerks 

that were appointed to the Committee, and I want to congratulate Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick, 

and wish him well and he has my full support. I hope to remain as a member of Committee 

A. I have been appointed by the Taoiseach to Chair the new Change Oireachtas Committee 

on Rural and Community Development which will take up a lot of my time. I thank you, Co-

chair, for your cooperation and wish everyone well in Committee A. We have made steady 

progress in relation to the inquiry that Timothy Fitzpatrick has given a report on and the 

intention is to publish that report at the next plenary sitting. I wish Timothy Fitzpatrick well, 

and he has my full support as the next Chairperson of Committee A. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Thank you, Secretary Carey, and of course, we wish Deputy Fitzpatrick well in his new role. 

We will now move on to Committee B which is chaired by Co-Chairperson Andrew 

Rosindell. 

 

PROGRESS REPORT FROM COMMITTEE B (EUROPEAN AFFAIRS) 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP (The Chairperson of Committee B): 

Thank you. My understanding is that this is going to be slightly different because we are 

presenting an important report and I am, therefore, going to vacate the Chair and stand at the 

platform. I believe there will be the ability for a short discussion/debate on the findings of our 

Committee. Is that correct, Co-Chair? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD):  

Yes. 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

Good morning ladies and gentlemen. It gives me pleasure too, at last, be able to present this 

report to the plenary sitting. Committee B, on European Affairs, agreed, about a year ago, to 

begin what is clearly going to be the most important issue for all us and that is a report on 

British/Irish relations post-Brexit. In the last year, we have held many evidence sessions, 

discussions and deliberations on this subject. These have included meetings in London, 

Dublin and, most recently, our visit to Brussels where we had a variety of meetings with the 

European Commission; the European Parliament; representatives of the Irish delegation; 
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representatives of the devolved Governments of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland; the 

Crown dependencies and Gibraltar.  

This has been a difficult report because it is very sensitive, as you will all understand. We all 

come at this from different perspectives. It was always going to be very difficult to find a way 

forward that we can all agree on. It has not been easy, but I am pleased to say we have, 

thanks to the cooperation of all sides of the Committee, come to a set of recommendations 

that we have all felt comfortable with. As with all these things, there are compromises but, at 

the end of the day, there seemed far more we really agreed on than actually divided us. This 

meant that we all understood the importance of actually coming up with recommendations for 

this plenary sitting rather than letting the discussions continue for months which would have 

meant we would have been too late to have had any impact on the whole process.  

11.15 am 

I would like to thank all my Committee. I am not going to name anybody, but some people 

really worked hard — I am looking at one or two of them — to make sure that I can stand 

here today to present our recommendations. There are copies available for you to read in 

detail, but I am going to go through the points and, after that, I believe, it is time for a 

discussion about some of the issues that have been raised. 

The first point was that the Committee recognised the EU’s role in the Northern Ireland peace 

process. It welcomed the commitment by the UK and Irish Governments to the Belfast/Good 

Friday Agreement and its fundamental principles, its successes, and to the institutions they 

established. We believed that it was a vital part of the peace process for Ireland and the UK, 

and it should be preserved and not negatively impacted by the UK’s withdrawal. 

The Committee also recognised that Ireland and the UK have a relationship that goes far 

deeper in terms of our shared history, cultural links and mutual interests than any other inter-

state relationship enjoyed by either country. We agreed and endorsed the strong focus on the 

uniqueness of the situation facing Ireland and Northern Ireland in the context of Brexit. We 

believe that Ireland’s views must be taken into account during the Brexit negotiations and 

that the UK’s withdrawal agreement is consistent with both countries’ desire to maintain 

peace, trade and bilateral cooperation in the future. 

The Committee believed that the common travel area is a fundamental pillar of British-Irish 

relations and is crucial to future peace and prosperity in both countries. We believe that it 

long predates the UK and Ireland’s membership of the EU and should not be reversed by 

Brexit. During the Brexit negotiations, we strongly believe that it is essential that both parties 

work to ensure that the UK’s withdrawal agreement does not threaten the future existence of 

the common travel area. In developing proposals for its post-Brexit immigration policy, the 

UK Government, we felt, should bear in mind the historic special relationship between the 

UK and Ireland and ensure that the reciprocal ability of British and Irish citizens to live and 

work in each other’s countries is preserved. 

We also believe that, in the absence of shared EU membership, the Governments of Ireland 

and the UK must work to ensure that British-Irish relations remain robust and productive. 

This might include strengthening intergovernmental and ministerial working groups, such as 

the North/South Ministerial Council, the British-Irish Council and the British-Irish 

Intergovernmental Conference. In addition, inter-parliamentary dialogue facilitated by the 

British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly has, arguably, never been more important. In order to 

maintain positive British-Irish relations, we strongly believe that the role of BIPA, post-

Brexit, should be enhanced to provide greater opportunities for formal and informal 
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discussion, parliamentary collaboration and engagement and greater opportunities for 

discussions on EU and global matters that have implications for Ireland, the UK and the 

Crown dependencies.  

The Committee also echoed the House of Lords EU Select Committee’s recommendation for 

the UK Government to ensure effective coordination and communication between officials in 

London and Belfast and the Northern Ireland Office gathering evidence on the implications 

of Brexit, and the Northern Ireland Executive, when restored. 

We believe that the UK and the EU are rightly placing great importance during the first phase 

of the Brexit negotiations on the border between Northern Ireland and Ireland.  

There are, of course, particular concerns regarding Brexit among British agricultural 

communities, particularly producers on both sides of the border. It is vital that those are 

accounted for during the negotiations and that creative solutions are formulated to promote 

key industries in the aftermath of Brexit. In recognition of the value of engagement and 

collaboration between devolved legislatures and subnational, regional and local government 

across the EU, we also felt that the UK should increase its engagement with the Congress of 

Local and Regional Authorities and consider joining the Association of European Border 

Regions, neither of which requires EU membership. The Committee also noted the United 

Kingdom Government’s commitment to engaging with Crown dependencies and directly 

affected overseas territories throughout the process of Brexit. Brexit negotiations should, we 

felt, include consideration of the impact of Brexit on Crown dependencies and those directly 

affected overseas territories. Finally, the Committee also heard specific concerns expressed 

by representatives from Gibraltar, and it notes that those are among the issues that should be 

addressed in the context of the United Kingdom leaving the European Union. 

I hope you will agree, ladies and gentlemen, that this has been a very extensive inquiry. We 

have come up with a set of recommendations that have brought consensus to the Committee. 

All those points, we hope, will be considered by the UK Government, the EU and also all 

parties concerned and impacted on by the UK leaving the European Union. It is a substantial 

piece of work, and I thank my Committee, the Clerks and all those who contributed to the 

work of Committee B over this inquiry. We are presenting today a list of the conclusions and 

recommendations. On the website, later on, we will present a chronology of the meetings and 

the evidence that we received. That cannot be published today, but it is going to be published 

on the website very soon, once we have completely checked the accuracy of all the comments 

and details provided in the report. 

I now formally lay the report on the table and am very happy to answer any questions or open 

the meeting up to some kind of discussion. Thank you very much. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Two people have indicated. I ask anybody else who wants to ask a question to indicate fairly 

soon. We will start with Senator Terry Leyden, followed by Lord Murphy. 

 

Senator Terry Leyden: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. First, I thank you, Kathleen Funchion TD, and Andrew Rosindell MP, 

joint Chairpersons of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly, and the Clerks and all the 

backup team here for their work and the lovely hospitality extended to us in the past few days 
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here, at the Merseyside Maritime Museum and in the town hall. To all concerned, absolutely 

céad míle fáilte was given to us all here in Liverpool, and it has been a wonderful experience. 

Thank you very much indeed. 

I congratulate Andrew Rosindell MP, Chairperson of Committee B (European Affairs) on the 

report that he has prepared. The Committee worked extremely hard, as Committees can, and 

there are many who had a major input into this report. It was sensitive, but I believe that we 

have come up with a very good document. It is important, as the Chairperson emphasised, to 

have it published now and hopefully agreed unanimously, as it was agreed at our Committee 

meeting last evening. It was our second meeting. The first was on Sunday, and we then met 

yesterday evening as well. I formally recommend that this report be agreed unanimously by 

the Assembly. Our Chairperson in particular has put a lot of work into it. A lot of 

contributions were made. We hope that it will be circulated to all concerned — all the 

negotiators — so that they know, and hopefully the matter will be unanimous, that it is the 

considered opinion of this Assembly to strengthen the relationships between the United 

Kingdom and us here in the Assembly, and Ireland in particular, and that we will work 

together to ensure that the best possible agreement is reached between the European Union, 

which we will be working with — the 27 — and the United Kingdom. Frankly, I believe that 

the United Kingdom’s interests are our interests. We share interests, and we intend to work 

together. 

Finally, I want to say that this Assembly was never more important than it is now. It will be 

extremely important post-Brexit. We will be here at that stage.  

It is very important that we leave a very strong foundation for those who come after us post-

Brexit and that they work together to build strong relationships, which I believe are stronger 

now than ever before.  

All of us have very shared backgrounds. My mother was born in Govan in Glasgow and my 

father was born in Sligo. We all have that. I know so many here whose families come from 

Ireland and others whose families come from Britain and Northern Ireland, and so on and so 

on. My grandparents came from Armagh. We all share that. We are two islands working 

together. I am delighted with the outcome of the report and highly commend it to the 

Assembly. 

 

The Lord Murphy: 

I take the opportunity to second that. I am a relative newcomer to the Committee, and this 

weekend is the first time that I have been able to engage in discussions on it. I congratulate 

Andrew and the other members of the Committee for producing what is a very good 

document. Yesterday, we agreed that we will keep a watching brief on developments in the 

negotiations on Brexit, insofar as they affect the United Kingdom and Ireland.  

Someone said yesterday that, over the past 30-odd years, there have been in Brussels 

approximately 26 meetings every day between officials and Ministers of the United Kingdom 

and the Republic of Ireland. Of course, those will all disappear after Brexit. One of the 

interesting and effective recommendations of the report is what will happen to fill that gap. 

How will you ensure that there are formal and informal mechanisms by which the two 

Governments and countries can still liaise in the same way? There has to be a much greater 

emphasis on the workings of the British-Irish Council. Frankly, I was a member of that for 

some years, and it is OK, but it is a bit formulaic and dull and does not work all that well. It 
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has to work well post-Brexit. Otherwise, those relationships between the two countries will 

wither.  

The other body, obviously, is this one. It seems to me that it is the only body that brings 

parliamentarians together from Ireland, the United Kingdom, the dependencies and the 

devolved Administrations, but this body will take on a much greater role post-Brexit than it 

has at the moment. One way that that will be done is through either subcommittees or 

different parts of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly and, indeed, the BIC.  

Of course, the missing link here is the fact that there are no representatives from the 

Assembly in Northern Ireland. Of course, we all hope that there soon will be, but it is a 

problem at the moment. There is one possible temporary solution. My colleague in the House 

of Lords John McFall, who used to be a Northern Ireland Minister and is now the Senior 

Deputy Speaker in the House of Lords, this week convened a meeting of Select Committees 

from throughout the United Kingdom to deal with Brexit. It may well be the case that, until 

the Northern Ireland Assembly is set up, representatives of the parties could go there to 

represent political opinion in Northern Ireland. 

Finally, the Taoiseach said yesterday that we have to find a “unique solution” for Northern 

Ireland. I think that we do, and I think that this report helps to find that solution and that this 

body will be part of finding that solution. 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP: 

As far as I can see, there is nothing at all that I disagree with in the report. I notice the bullet 

point about the Committee having noted the UK Government’s commitment to engaging with 

Crown dependencies, etc. As a point of further information, was there any discussion about 

the lack of UK Government commitment to engaging with the devolved legislatures in the 

United Kingdom? 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

Do you want me to answer any of those points? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

We have a few more to take. We have roughly about 10 minutes. Do you want to take all the 

points together? 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

Perhaps we could deal with the three and then take the others. Otherwise, I will — 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

OK. You come in on those then, and we will have four more on the back of them.  

11.30 am 
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Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

I will be really brief, because we are running out of time. I will start with you, Linda. Our 

report did focus on the devolved Governments, although not with the Northern Ireland 

Government, because there is not one. We had direct meetings with officials from the 

Northern Ireland Government, with the Scottish Government and with the Welsh 

Government in Brussels, so we did our best within our report. The reason why there is a 

distinction between Crown dependencies and the devolved Assemblies and Governments is 

that, of course, the latter are part of the UK while the Crown dependencies are outside of the 

UK. There is therefore a constitutional difference in that respect, but I completely take on 

board your point and understand how passionate you are that the devolved Governments and 

Assemblies should be properly included and consulted on these things, and I do not think that 

any of us will disagree with that. 

Lord Murphy is new to the Committee, but I say to him that if ever there was an example of 

someone coming straight on to the Committee and playing a really important role in helping 

to bring the report all together and to pick out the vital, valuable points, Lord Murphy was 

that, so thank you for coming on the Committee and making such an impact so quickly. 

Terry played a very active role in the entire Committee process. His beady eye was on every 

word. Is not that right, Terry? 

 

Senator Terry Leyden: 

It needed to be. 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

You did not miss anything that needed to be assessed, looked at and thought of from every 

angle. That was a healthy process, and it helped us all to understand the differences of 

opinions. There is, however, one overriding feeling that I have, and this is a personal view, 

from the whole inquiry that we conducted, and it is that every single member of our 

Committee, regardless of whether the member is from the UK, a dependency or Ireland, or 

from whichever political party, felt that the links, the friendships and the cooperation that 

exist between the people of all the islands, and from the UK point of view, especially 

Gibraltar, should not be broken. Whatever the result of Brexit, those links and that 

cooperation should not be allowed to be broken, and we are really going to have to fight to 

make sure that nothing gets in the way of that friendship and that ability to work as closely 

together as we have always done. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Deidre Brock. 

 

Ms Deidre Brock MP: 
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Thanks, Chair. Andrew, Lord Murphy has already raised the possibility, but I just wondered 

about the enhancement of BIPA’s role in the future and what discussions the Committee had 

around that. What other possibilities might there be? 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Darren Millar. 

 

Mr Darren Millar AM: 

I put on record my thanks to the Chair, the Clerks and fellow Committee members for 

arriving at this final version of our report’s recommendations and conclusions. It was not 

without obstacles to get over, but the discussions that took place yesterday were very healthy, 

and I am very pleased that we managed to arrive at a set of conclusions and recommendations 

that we could all fully and unanimously endorse. 

For me, the most crucial recommendation is the one about the role of this parliamentary 

Assembly and the work that we do needing to be enhanced. Deidre Brock quite rightly asked 

the question about how we do that, but it is not something that the Committee was able to 

discuss. The Steering Committee should be tasked with looking seriously at ways to improve 

the engagement and the role of this parliamentary Assembly and the influence that it can 

have, both on the Brexit negotiations and, indeed, on our respective Governments in all the 

legislatures that we are from. 

The other important recommendations, I felt, were the ones about post-Brexit engagement in 

some of the European fora that already exist but that do not require EU membership. We had 

some very interesting discussions with the Chair of the Committee of the Regions in 

Brussels, where a whole host of different bodies was listed to us. Two in particular caught the 

Committee’s eye and have been listed in the recommendations, and those are the Congress of 

Local and Regional Authorities and the Association of European of Border Regions, neither 

of which requires EU membership, yet the UK and the devolved legislatures can still play a 

very important role on them. I therefore hope very much that the recommendations that we 

have made as a Committee will be picked up, that those tasked with taking forward 

recommendations will run with them and that we will see some positive output. 

Finally, it is really important that we secured agreement on this report at this plenary session 

so that it could be presented here today in order that it can influence the ongoing negotiations 

between the UK and the European Union.  

Had we delayed publication of our report and its recommendations and conclusions, it would 

have been a missed opportunity for this parliamentary Assembly to have more influence. I 

therefore encourage some pace now in taking forward the recommendations that we made 

about the engagements, particularly of this parliamentary Assembly.  

 

Mr Darren Millar AM: 

Hear, hear. 
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Deputy Kevin Lewis: 

We are very appreciative of Committee B’s recognition of the UK Government’s 

commitment to engage with the Crown dependencies. We know that negotiations are 

ongoing, but we appreciate that the UK is very cognisant of the fact that any agreement will 

have an effect on the Crown dependencies. 

Our history goes back to 1066, and we are the most southerly outpost of the British Isles, so 

we are going to be around for some time to come. 

 

Mr Peter Fitzpatrick TD: 

As a member of Committee B, I thank Andrew for the way in which he conducted the 

meeting as Chairperson. In fairness, Andrew, [Inaudible.] and you were very fair and honest. 

I thought that you did a fantastic job.  

I was certainly impressed with the input that all the members put in, especially yesterday 

when we were trying to finalise the conclusion. Nearly every member had something to say. I 

thank the Clerks for the speed with which they got the concluded report out. That was very 

good under such time constraints. 

Yesterday, I spoke a lot on the common travel area. I am delighted to see that there is a good 

paragraph in there about the common travel area: about it being a fundamental pillar of the 

British and Irish nations and crucial to the future peace and prosperity of both countries.  

I also spoke about living so close to the border and having relations in the North. It is 

important that that be one of the real stipulations in the negotiations between the UK and the 

European Union on Brexit. I recommend the report to all members and thank everybody for 

the great work that they put into it. 

 

Mr Aengus Ó Snodaigh TD: 

I welcome the report. We did not have time to make the amendment that Linda Fabiani 

suggested that we note the need to ensure that the Assemblies are fully consulted and not an 

afterthought. 

I have no problem with the report as such, but I am unsure of the seeming extension of our 

remit to cover British colonies, or, as they are now called, overseas territories. BIPA has been 

expanded to cover the Crown dependencies, and that was welcome, because those are within 

the islands, but going beyond that seems to be stretching our remit. Maybe it is something 

that we need to look at, whether we as an Assembly can dictate to any of the Governments 

what their foreign policy should be in areas not within the remit.  

Other than that, it is not prescriptive, so the report is fine as it is now. 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

Very briefly, to respond directly to the question, I think that you might be referring to 

Gibraltar. The reason why — 
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Mr Aengus Ó Snodaigh TD: 

It says overseas territories, so it covers a lot more than that. It is the Pitcairn Islands and 

[Inaudible.] 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

If I can explain, because this is a report about Britain and the European Union and Irish 

relations, the reality is that, just with the French territories, the Dutch territories and the 

Danish territories, Britain includes, where appropriate, its territories in trading arrangements. 

Through the UK leaving the EU, it has a direct impact on those, but there is only one that is 

within the EU, and that is Gibraltar. All the others are outside, so that is why Gibraltar is 

particularly mentioned. By Britain leaving the EU, Gibraltar leaves at the same time. Just as 

my constituency will be outside the EU, so will Gibraltar. We are one unit in that sense 

within the EU, so, whatever happens, you cannot split the two in this context. This report is 

about Brexit, so they cannot be split in that context. 

Several people raised the key point about BIPA, but clearly Committee B does not have a 

remit to talk about the future role of BIPA. However, I am pleased to say that, with my other 

hat on — the Co-Chair will, I am sure, endorse this — the steering committee is already 

discussing how the role of BIPA can be enhanced. We had an excellent meeting in Jersey 

only a few weeks ago at which we touched on many of those topics. The agreement that there 

are going to be more steering committees separate from Assemblies, which gives us serious 

time rather than the half-hour we normally have attached to Assemblies, to talk about how 

BIPA can be evolved and strengthened. That is something that I am sure will be on the 

agenda at our next steering committee in Belfast. 

 

Senator Terry Leyden: 

I understand my colleague’s concern, but it is one that was dealt with yesterday — a very 

great concern. The Committee also heard specific concerns expressed by a representative of 

Gibraltar and noted that those concerns are among the issues to be addressed in the context of 

the UK leaving the EU, not the EU. It is just a note taken; it is not endorsing anything to do 

with Gibraltar whatsoever. That was very clear. This is just noting something. It is not our 

concern; let us be quite straight about that. The 27 are not involved in relation to Gibraltar. 

That is a matter for the United Kingdom. It is their concern. As I said, “You decided to leave. 

It’s your worry, so you deal with Gibraltar.” 

 

Mr Andrew Rosindell MP: 

Thank you, everybody. Thank you, Co-Chair. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

I ask whether the Assembly adopts the Committee’s report. 

 



139 
 

Report agreed. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thank you very much. I thank all of our Chairs and Committee members for all the hard 

work that they do on behalf of the Assembly, and pass back to Andrew now. 

 

BRITISH AND IRISH ASSOCIATION OF ZOOS AND AQUARIUMS 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you, Kathleen. It now gives me great pleasure to introduce Dr Kirsten Pullen, who is 

the chief executive officer of the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums 

(BIAZA). Kirsten has flown in from Berlin from a World Association of Zoos and 

Aquariums (WAZA) conference. The British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums 

represents more than 100 zoos and aquariums throughout Britain and Ireland and the Crown 

dependencies. Its members undertake significant work in the field of animal welfare, 

conservation, education and research. 

We have in the UK Parliament an all-party group dedicated to zoos and aquariums, and I feel, 

from a personal point of view, that BIAZA is a great example of British and Irish cooperation 

on what is, I believe, a very important area of our lives: animal welfare, conservation and 

wildlife. I think that today’s will be a worthwhile presentation, and I hand over to Kirsten to 

address the Assembly this morning.  

 

Dr Kirsten Pullen (British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums):  

Thank you for that wonderful introduction. It is an honour to be here to talk to you today. As 

I was preparing the talk, I was thinking, “I’m not sure what angle to take,” but actually it is 

very clear that what we achieve working together as a British and Irish association is very 

important. There are some key political things coming up, which you have spent the last 

couple of days discussing. What I would like to ask is that we protect what we achieve and 

how we operate together as we move forward. 

Andrew referred to the fact that, yesterday morning, I was in Berlin for WAZA. I am flying 

back there tonight, because BIAZA is considered a major player on the global zoo and 

aquarium stage. We do that because we operate as a network. We are a team of zoos and 

aquariums that operate and cooperate with one another. We share best practice, conservation 

practice, education, knowledge and research knowledge. That allows us to achieve a very 

high standard in the global community. 

I have a feeling that many of you will not have come across BIAZA and that many of you 

will not be aware of the wider conservation, education and research work of the zoos that are 

its members, so I am going to do a little bit of a whistle-stop tour of what we do and why we 

operate in the way that we do.  

I am also very aware that you are coming to the end of two very intense days, so I will try to 

keep it quite concise. I will be around for questions afterwards if you want.  
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11.45 am 

We have 116 members. We cover the entire range. We have the United Kingdom, Ireland, 

two Crown dependencies and one overseas territory at the moment. There is a whole political 

gamut involved. We represent about 25% of the UK institutions that come under zoo 

licensing and about 20% of the Irish institutions that come under Irish zoo licensing. There is 

still a large number of zoos and aquariums out there that are not members of BIAZA, and 

there are reasons for that. There is no legal requirement to join BIAZA. It is a membership 

association. As a membership association, we hit very high standards and ask all our 

members to reach those standards and maintain them. In fact, we would not expect to have 

100% membership at this point for the zoos and aquariums in Ireland and the UK, because 

there are some smaller zoos and aquariums that need more work to bring up their standards. 

BIAZA takes that very seriously. 

When talking about our standards, I have tried to capture your interest with some very lovely 

photos, all of which were taken within either BIAZA members or the projects that they work 

with. I will hedge and say that I am a primatologist; I will be able to do most of the species 

for you, but I might not be able to do a couple of the more extreme ones.  

We ask our members to achieve standards above zoo licensing, particularly in the realm of 

animal welfare, conservation efforts, research that we undertake and education that we 

achieve within our zoos and aquariums. BIAZA looks to evaluate those standards, and we try 

to develop frameworks of work to promote our zoos and aquariums as they move forward. 

For example, one thing that is very important is developing frameworks for welfare 

assessments so that zoos can not only do high welfare within their collections but 

demonstrate that they are doing it in a workable way. 

We work with closely with the local authorities and the Department of Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) in the UK, because that is the licensing authority. We also work 

with — I apologise for my pronunciation — the Department of Culture, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht in Ireland — I am sure that is not quite right — and the zoos, because there is a 

much more centralised way of licensing in Ireland. Ireland has made some amazing steps 

forward in the last couple of years with zoo licensing. It now has a very strong standard that 

was worked with cooperatively through recognising the strength of the UK standards but 

recognises the individuality of the Irish zoos as well. There is a strength in learning from 

what we know, but also progressing forward. BIAZA had a consultative role in developing 

those standards. 

As I said, we also work with two Crown dependencies, namely Jersey and the Isle of Man, 

and one overseas territory, namely Gibraltar. At the moment, they do not come under zoo 

licensing, so the BIAZA standard is a check-back system with them to make sure that they 

are operating in parity with both the UK and Ireland. 

I mentioned things such as welfare. There has been a lot of bad press about non-BIAZA zoos 

in the UK this year, and that has raised concerns. It is vital that we not only do the good 

welfare but that we are seen to be doing it and seen to be acting at that high standard. 

Animals are a very emotive subject. We really touch people’s heartstrings with animals and 

with the situations that they face, and we want to develop people’s trust in the BIAZA brand. 

We want to make sure that, wherever a zoo or an aquarium is a member of BIAZA, the public 

know what that stands for and what that means. 

We have an incredible level of expertise. This is one of my favourite pictures. This is a snow 

leopard cub that was abandoned by its mother and is being hand-reared. This is a critically 



141 
 

endangered species, and this cub is now safe. It works as an ambassador for its species. The 

difficulties of hand-rearing and then reintroducing to a group or to another male are extreme, 

and a lot of ongoing work needs to happen there.  

This animal is key to recognising the veterinary and husbandry experience that we have with 

these sorts of very specialised exotic animals. That is a strength and a resource for the 

conservation community. We have a number of examples where our ability to look after and 

manage the animals in our zoos and aquariums translates to good practice for field 

conservation in the wild. That is a very important point because, when most people think 

about zoos and aquariums doing conservation, they tend to think of just the fundraising 

opportunities that come. That is very important — we support financially some very big 

players in the conservation world doing some very key work — but it is not the only thing 

that we do. We have zoos and aquariums that undertake their own field projects. We have 

zoos and aquariums working with local communities in a range of areas. We have zoos and 

aquariums that are donating expertise, whether that is veterinary abilities or captive breeding 

programme management.  

Where animals cannot be just protected in situ in their environment, we can establish 

breeding programmes either in nearby reserves within the range state or over in the BIAZA 

zoos. We have been able to work closely with the all-party parliamentary group that Andrew 

has referred to in some of those circumstances. The most recent one was a letter of support 

from the all-party parliamentary group for vultures in South Africa, which are becoming 

critically endangered. There is a partnership between one of our members — a bird of prey 

specialist centre — working with a South African organisation, looking to establish a captive 

breeding programme so that those species can be maintained while the very varied problems 

in the field are dealt with. 

That expertise goes right across the board, whether it is in terms of doing population 

monitoring of, in this case, manta rays in the Red Sea or looking at wider aspects. This is 

community work, with local fishermen from the Somali coast who previously had been 

fishing for manta but also destroying young manta as part of the by-catch recognising the 

intrinsic value of having those species around and taking steps. The person with the snorkel 

in the water is one of our staff members from one of our aquariums, but the arm you can see 

coming down over the boat is one of the local Somalis who previously was working as a 

fisherman in that area. This is a very important aspect of what we do as well. It is not just 

thinking about the particular species; it is thinking about the habitats around them and the 

local populations and communities around there as well. 

Back to the vultures. It is very important to recognise that we do not just try to work with the 

charismatic species. Not many people love vultures, but they are absolutely key species in 

terms of dealing with habitats and ecosystems in the areas where they are found. Vultures are 

scavengers; they clear up the mess. If you do not have a vulture population, you have dead 

animals, and that, in itself, institutes disease. That is a very big thing that is being seen across 

India and in Nepal, where the vultures have also come under incredible pressure. As a side 

effect of the drop in vulture numbers, we have seen increases in carcasses and wild dog 

populations, and then a subsequent increase in rabies incidence in the human population. This 

work that we do is critical to not just the species but the surrounding communities. 

Most people think that we work with exotics. We also work with native species. This is a 

goldcrest; it is one of the British small birds. You find them in some areas of Ireland as well. 

A lot of our native populations are facing severe pressure from a range of threats. Some of 

them are similar to the threats facing exotic species; some of them are very different. I 
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wanted to throw that one in there because it is a stunning photo of a particularly lovely little 

bird, but also to emphasise that British and Irish zoos and aquariums have a commitment to 

our native wildlife as well. This has been exemplified particularly by one of our Irish 

collections — Fota, down in Cork — which, several years ago, was the only British and Irish 

association zoo running bio-blitzes.  

A bio-blitz is a method of going out, within a 24-hour period, to look at the species that you 

have on site to identify the range of the species. It is also used in public engagement or 

academic engagement, where you bring in your local universities and the public to try to 

build that connection with nature. In fact, zoo sites can be seen as nature hubs. They are 

usually very well resourced. They are fairly protected sites. They will also be a very useful 

resource as we try to bring back a greener Britain — and Ireland as well. 

We do not just do conservation, though. We do a lot of education. We work in several 

different layers. Most people will think of school groups coming into zoos, and certainly the 

more formal learning situations are a key component of what we do. It is not only school 

groups; we have a lot of zoos that do adult education classes, and we also have zoos that look 

at excluded groups of people, such as pupils who have been excluded from schools. Because 

they have that emotive connection with animals, we are able to tap into an element of 

learning that is harder for the schools themselves to do. Many of our zoos have projects with 

disadvantaged schools. They take wildlife rangers out to those schools so that they can have a 

look, see what is going on and build a connection with local nature reserves and local areas. 

We also need to tap into the intrinsic value and worth of the wildlife around us and of our 

biodiversity and habitats. There is research coming back that shows that, while we have 

fantastic TV programmes and books, and virtual reality as an emergent technology, detailing 

what is going on with wildlife, there is nothing that quite beats getting up close and seeing the 

wildlife. Our zoos and aquariums are beginning to look at what they can provide in being 

restorative environments for the populations around them. 

On science engagement, obviously we are a group of people who employ STEM skills 

regularly in the workplace, whether that is through animal nutrition, veterinary care or the 

aquaculture that we do looking at the water chemistry for the species. We do not always tell 

people enough about the detail of the work that we do. However, this year, for the first time, 

BIAZA, supported by four of the zoos, went to the New Scientist Live festival to engage with 

the local public. We are also unique within the zoo community because we have a partnership 

with Sparsholt, which has led to the development of a diploma course, the Diploma in the 

Management of Zoo and Aquarium Animals. This has worldwide recognition because it is the 

only industry-based training course for zookeepers. 

We undertake research. Some of this is through partnerships with the universities, bringing in 

researchers to go through undergrad degrees as a training programme. We are also getting a 

growing number of PhDs using the resources of our zoos, and zoos employing students who 

are undergoing PhD research within the zoos themselves. This is actually a very key area that 

we want to move forward. We can do a wide range of research. I wanted to put this one in 

because not many people think of zoos as doing plant-based research. In fact, the horticultural 

side of what we do is equally important.  

12.00 noon 

We also do a lot of the more applied stuff. Many people think about animal welfare: one of 

the emergent pieces of research over the last few years is on the impact of UV light and what 

we need to do to maintain that. If you have a species from an area of the world that has much 
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higher levels of UV light, how do you get that necessary resource for them in a captive 

situation? 

One thing that we are doing is developing partnerships with universities and mentoring our 

zoos through the arrangement of those partnerships. It is an important aspect of what we do. 

We are also moving into a new phase where we are developing a range of knowledge transfer 

partnerships with key universities so that we can have a strong interface between the 

practitioners in the zoos and the academics in the universities. 

Obviously, one of the things that we come back to is looking at how we operate. We are a 

tourist industry and are dependent. We have a small number of zoos that are government-

funded, but we mainly depend on money coming in through the gate. In 2018, BIAZA will be 

carrying out a socio-economic impact assessment. We have done them on a small scale 

before and know that we cross all socio-economic divides across the region. A number of 

people come in, and we have seen some of our members tap into that in terms of the cultural 

relevance of the species that they hold. 

Most of our zoos have sustainability programmes where they look at things like food miles. 

They are supporting local food suppliers, and most of them are trying to look carefully at 

things like palm oil production, where they are supporting only sustainable palm oil. This is a 

new area that we will be growing. We definitely contribute to the local and national 

economy. 

We know that there are a range of challenges facing us as we go forward, particularly with 

species populations and the habitats that we try to work with. The first that springs to mind is 

the illegal wildlife trade. We need to develop stronger positioning not just for illegal wildlife 

trade coming in through Europe to the UK and Ireland but on what happens with the more 

exotic species out in the wild. Fortunately for us, BIAZA is recognised by the International 

Union for Conservation of Nature as a resource so that we can work together to try to tackle 

some of these issues. The second challenge that faces a lot of species is invasive alien 

species, and there have been some moves forward through the EU and the British and Irish 

Governments to control invasive alien species and the impact that they have on our native 

animals. 

As we go forward, we feel that we can do a lot of this work. We have the technical expertise, 

but we need the continued support in the UK of the all-party parliamentary group, and we 

would like to develop a close relationship with the Irish Government as well so that we can 

continue to act as a force, working together for wildlife. Thank you. [Applause.] 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you very much, Kirsten. Are there any questions from representatives? 

 

Ms Linda Fabiani MSP: 

Thanks, Kirsten. That was really interesting. A very knowing-looking bird is staring straight 

at me: is that deliberate? [Laughter.] 

I genuinely had not heard of your organisation before and am quite interested in what you are 

doing. Have you had any outreach beyond the London Parliament, and are there any 

comparable membership organisations in the same field operating in the UK? 
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Deputy Kevin Lewis: 

As you touched on earlier, Co-Chair, John and I recently had the privilege of hosting the 

steering group in Jersey. There were very constructive discussions, and, on the last day, we 

put on a tour. Sadly, quite a few Members had to leave early to get back to work, but we 

finished the tour at Jersey Zoo. We know who you are because we received one of your 

awards at Jersey Zoo, and we are very proud of that. We were privileged to be taken into the 

bat enclosure — it houses the big fruit bats that you saw earlier on screen — which is about 

twice the size of this room. While I was running around trying desperately not to get guano 

on me, Andrew, our Co-Chair, was handling a fruit bat that was hanging upside down, and he 

was tickling its tummy whilst feeding him a piece of melon.  

There are photographs of this [Laughter] which I thought would make an excellent caption 

competition not only on what Andrew was thinking but on what the bat was thinking. I prefer 

orangutans personally, but we are very proud of Jersey Zoo. It was founded by the late Gerald 

Durrell, is very much the jewel in our crown, and we are very proud of it. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you very much, Kevin. Don’t you dare. [Laughter.] 

 

Mr Darren Millar AM: 

Thank you, Co-Chair. I also thank Dr Pullen for her presentation. I was delighted to discover 

that the Welsh Mountain Zoo — the national zoo of Wales — in my constituency is a 

member of BIAZA. I know that there is some excellent work, particularly on conservation. 

One thing that that zoo is concerned about is a proposal from the Welsh Government to 

explore the viability of a tourism tax in Wales. I know the significant investment that your 

members make in research. No doubt, a good proportion of the revenue from ticket sales and 

zoo entries goes back into research and conservation. If a tourism tax is introduced in one 

part of the United Kingdom, it could significantly damage visitor numbers in Wales. Does 

BIAZA have any view on that, and are your members actively discussing it? 

Another thing that appears to go up and down the political agenda depending on the latest 

reports is travelling exhibits. Obviously, there has been a great deal of discussion about the 

use of wild animals in circuses and things like that, but there are, of course, zoos that take 

their animals on the road as well. Many people are concerned about the welfare of animals in 

those sorts of travelling exhibits. All the legislatures represented here perhaps need to have 

more focus on that in the future. Perhaps BIAZA has a view on that that you might like to 

share with us. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

If you take those three questions first, we will then have another round. 

 

Dr Kirsten Pullen: 
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We have not yet managed to achieve outreach to the devolved Governments, but we really 

want to. BIAZA has gone through quite a dramatic change. I came on board as a director just 

over four years ago, and, up until that point, the BIAZA council had decided that BIAZA was 

there to serve the membership, but what they were doing, in fact, was asking us to take on 

more of an external, facing-the-public role. Over the last four years, we have been re-

evaluating where we are. We are much more public facing and have much more engagement, 

so we are still in quite a new area with this, but I would love to talk to you more about greater 

involvement with the devolved Governments. 

My zoos have not come to me with the issue of tourist tax, but I will now be going to them, 

because I think that this is of great concern. We are in a situation at the moment in which we 

are tourist-led, and we depend on gate figures. We are hit by a variety of things. Like a lot of 

tourist attractions, the weather is a big one, but we are also hit by any perceived economic 

downturn from the general public. If we have something like a tourism tax, which will make 

the public think that it is more expensive to go on holiday in areas of Britain, that has the 

potential to be significantly damaging. I looked into other areas where tourism taxes have 

been increased, and they tend to coincide with areas that have cuts in VAT for tourism. I am 

not sure whether the Welsh Government would consider that, but I think I know the answer. 

We have a definition problem with mobile zoos. The word “zoo” is quite broad. There are 

two key components in zoo licensing: a static site that is visited by members of the public, 

whether or not they pay; and the number of exotic and category 1 or dangerous wild animals 

that you keep. It is left up to local authority jurisdiction as to whether you get a dispensation 

if you are quite small and only have a few. That means that a range of organisations for 

which we use the loose term “mobile zoo” do not fall under zoo licensing. Those 

organisations will have a site where they keep their animals, but it is not visited by the public. 

They will then take those animals out to shopping centres, schools and parties, and do shows. 

Some of them will say that their shows are educational, but there is no licensing. A few of 

them voluntarily go to their local authority and license under the Performing Animals 

(Regulation) Act 1925, but there is no legislation that states that they have to do this. This is a 

very big lack. There is a growing number of these organisations, and there is no check-back 

system on animal welfare. In 2014, the RSPCA managed to raid one of these organisations, 

and there were massive welfare concerns with the animals that they housed. It is something 

that really needs to be addressed. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Kirsten, we are running out of time, and a couple of Members want to make quick points. I 

ask them to make them very briefly as we have to move on to adjourning the Assembly. We 

have Ann Jones, John Le Fondré and, finally, Victor Boyhan. 

 

Ms Ann Jones AM: 

Thanks very much, Co-Chair. On this tourism tax, I want to put the hares back in their 

enclosures, in your zoos or wherever they are. Darren knows that he is being a bit 

mischievous. It was one of four areas that emerged from the public consultation with people 

in Wales about what we would introduce a new tax for. It has to be worked up. The UK 

Government Treasury has to approve it. I would not get too upset about a tourism tax, and, 
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certainly, you do not know the answer to the drop in VAT because you are not part of the 

government negotiations. 

I would not want to set any hares running, but I want people to know that this is in the very 

early stages, and Darren knows that he is being very mischievous. 

 

Mr Darren Millar AM: 

It is actively being explored. 

 

A Member: 

I thought that you were talking about hares in the zoo or something. 

 

Ms Ann Jones AM: 

I was talking about hares in the zoo. I said that we should put hares back in the zoo rather 

than set them running. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

Thank you; the point is taken. 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

Thank you very much for coming today. I will confess my ignorance from three weeks ago 

when I did not know that what was Durrell’s is now Jersey Zoo. I was a member of old and 

had family and friends who worked at Durrell’s, one of whom informed me. Anyway, that 

ignorance, thanks to BIPA, has now been firmly removed. 

If I have understood correctly, is it true that, after people, arms and drugs, the trade in illegal 

animal carcasses is pretty high up there? 

 

Dr Kirsten Pullen: 

It is. 

 

Deputy John Le Fondré: 

My memory was jogged because, about a year ago, I watched a programme on the ivory 

trade, which suggested that a change in legislation could be pursued. I think that it was to do 

with the definition of ivory and antique ivory; I cannot recall the details. I suspect that an 

open question could take you two hours to answer, but is there anything, perhaps specifically 

on ivory, that legislatures, particularly the national Parliaments, could be addressing to try to 

clamp down on the illegal side of things? 
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Senator Victor Boyhan: 

First, I welcome Dr Kirsten Pullen. It was an excellent presentation. You touched on animal 

welfare, which is particularly important. I am going to stay on the topic of exotic animals as 

opposed to other animal welfare issues. Animal welfare, right across Europe, is a serious 

issue for agriculture. It is also a serious issue for the exotic animals you are dealing with. For 

BIAZA to be credible, it has to publish data and results. You work closely and in synergy 

with zoos and with people who are registered and are members of your organisation, but, on 

animal welfare, you have your experience, the data you correlate and the investigations that 

you may or may not undertake, work with or become aware of.  

It is important for the credibility of any organisation that it publishes its data and sets out the 

recommendations or sanctions it operates against your members. I would like to hear a bit 

more about that. 

12.15 pm 

 

Dr Kirsten Pullen: 

Where will we start? I think that the ivory and elephant trade was the first question. The trade 

in animal parts is absolutely astounding. It is tied into the funding of terrorism, drug running 

and all those other things that are, for conservationists, a massive chunk of what they find 

very hard to deal with, because they are not geared up for those sorts of things. We need a lot 

more work with enforcement and with political entities to try to help us to deal with the wider 

issue. In the past couple of weeks, the UK Government have put out a consultation on the 

entire banning of elephant ivory sales in the UK. They want further information on four 

potential dispensations. BIAZA will be working not only with our collections but with our 

contacts in the conservation community to respond to that consultation and get that in. The 

good part about it is that they have nominally stopped the pre-1940, or whatever it is, 

dispensation. If that goes through, that would be a major step forward within the UK 

dimension. There are bigger problems in other areas of the world that also have to be tackled. 

I will move now to welfare standards. Yes, absolutely. As I said, BIAZA is moving. We are a 

small team, so it is moving somewhat slower than I would like towards a much more open 

procedure in which there will be greater clarity. We want to move forward from being just a 

membership association to being an accreditation association. That will also give us more 

strength in those terms. The difficulty over welfare is that it is still quite a young science and 

working out exactly what you are measuring is quite hard. There are basic parameters that we 

can do, but, as we develop science around looking at cortisol levels in faeces, benchmarking 

that against a range of species and looking at more behavioural explanations for some of the 

behaviours that are undertaken, we will move towards greater clarity on the welfare of the 

animals in our collections. 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Mr Andrew Rosindell MP): 

That concludes the session. My only comment is that the UK Parliament has an all-party 

group that looks after zoos and aquariums. I am not sure whether the Irish Parliament has the 

same mechanisms for all-party groups, but I know that Kirsten would welcome building up 

relations with parliamentarians in Dublin and in the devolved Assemblies. Kirsten will give 
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you her details. If anyone would like to follow it up and continue to work with BIAZA for the 

protection of wildlife, conservation and the promotion of our zoos and aquariums, I know that 

she would be delighted to retain those contacts. 

Kirsten, thanks for a wonderful presentation. It has been lovely to have you with us. 

[Applause.] 

That is it from me; thank you very much. I now hand you over for the final closing session to 

my Co-Chair, Kathleen Funchion. 

 

ADJOURNMENT 

 

The Co-Chairperson (Ms Kathleen Funchion TD): 

Thanks, Andrew. We are coming near the end of our business. On behalf of everybody here, I 

thank all our speakers; our secretariat, in particular Dervila and Robin for all their hard work; 

the staff here at the Hilton hotel; everyone who looked after us last night at the town hall; and 

everyone who helped to make the plenary session such a successful event. 

I declare the fifty-fifth plenary session of the Assembly closed. We will next meet in plenary 

session in Ireland next spring. It will, more than likely, be in early March, but we will be in 

contact as soon as possible with definite dates. I wish everyone a safe and pleasant journey 

home. [Applause.] 

 

Adjourned at 12.20 pm. 

 


