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Distinguished guests and colleagues, 

Like many of the Members of the European Economic and Social Committee who are here today, I am 

not a native English speaker. But there is one word that I have added to my English vocabulary in recent 

months: 'backstop'!  

The definition of the word 'backstop' is quite technical. But the symbolism that it has taken on since the 

Brexit negotiations began, is truly profound. I would not be surprised if in the future, dictionaries add a 

new meaning directly linking the word to the Brexit negotiations! 

As a German from Berlin, I fully understand both the symbolism and the impact of physical barriers and 

walls. I understand the need to look forward instead of backwards and how this shapes our identity. 

As a European, I am convinced that our most valued assets are Peace, Democracy and Partnership. And 

although not everyone here agrees on what the impact of Brexit will be on the Island of Ireland, there is 

no doubt that all of us, the other 27 EU Member States, European civil society and the European 

Institutions, will do everything in our means to ensure that the spirit of cooperation enshrined in the 

Good Friday Agreement, continues in your minds and in your daily lives. 

It is for this reason that we, civil society from the 28 EU Member States, are here today in Belfast. We 

are here to listen to your concerns, your fears and your hopes. We are here to reach out a hand to civil 

society on both sides of the border. We want to tell you that we will stand by you, whatever happens in 

the next ten weeks. Civil society knows no borders and we should already be thinking about how to 

continue to work together in the months and years to come. As Mr Barnier, the chief negotiator for the 

European Commission on Brexit said at the start of the negotiations: "This negotiation will not only be 

financial, legal or technical…it will first be human, social and economic".   

I will not speak longer as we are here to listen to your points of view. But before closing, I would like 

to thank very warmly our three Members who have been instrumental in the organisation of this event: 

Michael Smyth & Jane Morrice from Northern Ireland, and Séamus Boland,Vice-President of our Group 

from the Republic of Ireland. I am also very grateful to all the speakers who are here today: politicians, 

academia and wider civil society. We will certainly enjoy a very stimulating seminar! 

I will now give the floor to Jane Morrice, known to many of you here in Belfast, but also to us, as an 

impassioned defender of Peace on this beautiful Island of Ireland!                  

 

 

 


