
The Implications of Brexit for Civil Society & the Peace Process   

 

The peace process is an enormous collective achievement and it is also an 

ongoing project.  The work of peace, and the work of reconciliation, is the work 

of generations. 

We all know how easy it is to divide people and polarise communities.  The 

work of building relationships and building trust is slow.  It can be one step 

forward, two steps back. 

That work of building trust and building more and better connections is also, 

overwhelmingly, done by ordinary people in communities.  It is done by 

community organisations, women’s groups, sports clubs, youth groups, church 

groups.   

But all those connections can be strained and undermined if the context at other 

levels is not there to support progress. 

That is why the absence of the Assembly and Executive for over two years now 

is so concerning.  There are decisions not being taken, investments not being 

made, policies not being developed.  But more even than that, there is an 

absence of political leadership at that level coming together and doing the 

difficult but crucial work of shared government. 

And if you don’t have that at the centre – that dynamic of coming together and 

working together, then the sense of drifting apart and staying apart feels 

stronger all the time.  That’s not acceptable. 

Brexit, of course, has had a huge impact across these islands – for politics, for 

businesses, for everyone.  And as we get closer to 29th March, the uncertainty 

around the shape it will take is causing enormous concern. 

From the beginning, I think everyone here realised the particular consequences 

Brexit could have for Northern Ireland, for the border and for the peace process.  

The Good Friday Agreement was negotiated at a time when we were both 

members of the European Union and it was taken for granted we were always 

going to stay that way. 

The Agreement was based on that assumption. 

It was negotiated at a time when British citizenship and Irish citizenship were 

both European citizenship.  When European rights were the framework for us 



both.  When the two Governments were both members of the same club, 

working around the same table, and often with the closest of interests. 

The combined effect of the Good Friday Agreement and our common EU 

membership was that it became possible to remove the customs posts and the 

security towers from around the border and leave them permanently in the past. 

The open, invisible border we have today is an achievement of the peace 

process and our shared membership of the EU. 

No one wants to see a hardening of that border.  Anyone familiar with life in 

Northern Ireland and the border counties would react to the prospect of any 

infrastructure or checks and controls along the border – all 300 miles of it, with 

more than 200 crossings – with enormous concern.   

Every month there are almost 2 million car crossings along that border.  Hard 

Border that involves stops and checks gives us some indication of the adverse 

impact it would have on the lives of people going to work, to study, to make 

deliveries to shops, to see a doctor, to see a friend, to seal a business deal, to 

attend a concert or sporting event.  Imagine the hassle for farmers attending to 

livestock on both sides of the border.  This is a scenario we should all find 

totally unacceptable and must be avoided. 

From our point of view, we want to keep that border just the way it is now.  We 

want to keep North/South cooperation just as it was envisaged in the 

Agreement.  And we want to keep the relationship between Britain and Ireland 

in the same hugely close and positive place it had reached in the last number of 

years. 

But just because we all want it, it doesn’t mean we don’t need a plan to make 

sure it happens that way. 

We had two years of negotiations.  The UK Government set out their red lines 

at the start.  Leaving the Single Market, leaving the Customs Union, leave the 

jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice, have the freedom to do its own 

trade deals.   

For Ireland, we wanted as close a relationship as possible between the UK and 

the EU.  But, our bottom line was, whatever happened, we had to protect the 

Good Friday Agreement in all its parts and the gains of the peace process. This 

includes for instance North /South cooperation and the protections for rights and 

citizenship entitlements that it set out and that it couldn’t lead to a hard border 

on the island of Ireland. Equally, it had to take account of the fact that, whatever 



the UK chose to do, Ireland was going to be staying in the European Union and 

the single market.   

If the Withdrawal Agreement is ratified, the EU and the UK will have from 

March this year potentially up to December 2022 if they need it to work out 

how to reconcile those red lines in a comprehensive Agreement on the future 

relationship between the UK and EU. 

The backstop is an insurance mechanism so that if a solution that works, and 

avoids a hard border, can’t be found in that time, then we have something that 

can be put in place – temporarily, but for as long as it’s needed to keep the 

border as it is now – without physical infrastructure and checks and controls.  

People here don’t need to have it explained to them, the deeply negative step 

that moving away from that that would be in the context of the island of Ireland. 

Of course, Westminster voted against the Withdrawal Agreement, and the back 

stop, by a heavy majority and that’s why we’re in the very uncertain place we’re 

in now. 

There’s discussion of alternatives in Westminster.   

The EU, and Ireland, have made clear, in writing, that they will seek to 

negotiate alternative arrangements during transition, including a role for new 

technologies. 

But there’s a reasonable and deep concern for us about that based on the fact 

that there is no border anywhere in the world that people can point to outside 

the EU that doesn’t have physical infrastructure or personnel doing checks and 

controls. 

I frankly don’t see those alternatives being worked out in enough detail between 

now and the end of March, or now and the summer, to a point where a backstop 

wouldn’t be necessary.   

But that’s why we have the transition period that ratifying the Withdrawal 

Agreement gives us. 

Of course, people have different concerns in this process.  I think it’s important 

that unionist concerns about Northern Ireland’s place in the UK are listened to.  

I think that’s why it was very welcome that the Protocol on Ireland and 

Northern Ireland in the Withdrawal Agreement, states very clearly that nothing 

in it is to prejudice the constitutional status of Northern Ireland as part of the 

UK.  The principle of consent is at the heart of the Good Friday Agreement.     



The Good Friday Agreement set out to repair and improve three sets of 

relationships.  Within Northern Ireland, North/South and East/West. 

It’s imperative that we navigate this very uncertain time and get back on a better 

dynamic, one that’s focused on ways that we can cooperate, instead of just 

mitigating disruption.   

The enormous desire for that foundation for the future was reflected in the 

popular votes North and South endorsing the Agreement – over 94% in the 

South and 71% in Northern Ireland. 

Young people in university or getting their first job today weren’t born when 

the ceasefires were declared or the Agreement was signed.  But they have 

grown up in a better, safer place because of it.   

But it also remains a fragile process and it’s hugely important that it keep 

moving forward.  That all those three relationships it was designed to improve, 

keep getting better. 

As the Good Friday Agreement approaches its 21st birthday, no one should 

countenance a slipping back of the progress it paved the way for. 

 

Up to now, the impact of EU Funds on the Northern Ireland economy and society 

has been very significant and can be seen in both quantified measures of the levels 

of fund provided, and the knock-on direct and indirect impact of the expenditures 

circulating in the Northern Ireland economy. These, however, represent only the 

expenditure impacts and while significant, are only a small part of the benefits 

which Northern Ireland has secured from the Peace and Reconciliation Funding. 

 

The lasting economic impacts of EU funding is more evident in the benefits to 

the economy arising from the infrastructural improvements and other benefits 

from social programmes implemented with EU funds. Specifically, the funds 

have helped four areas in the Northern Ireland economy: 

Direct support for productive investment and for the enterprise sector. 

Infrastructural investments which have reduced the disadvantages of being a 

peripheral island economy. 

Enhancement of skills and human resources of the people of Northern Ireland. 

This is likely to be one of the most important long term impacts. 

Measures to assist community developments and reduce tensions and inequalities 

between different groups in Northern Ireland. 

 



The EU Peace Programme in particular was focused on addressing the problems 

caused by the conflict and between 1995 and 2015 there was a financial 

contribution of EUR 1.3 billion. This Programme had benefits arising from: 

− Shared education; 

− Helping children and young people; 

− Creating shared spaces and services; 

− Building positive relations at a local level. 

 

While quantification of the impacts of such measures is difficult, I believe they 

are likely to have increased GNP in Northern Ireland by over 5 per cent compared 

to what would have been the case without the support. This view is informed by 

the impact of EU funds in other countries. For example, EU funds in the period 

1989 – 99 in the Republic of Ireland were estimated by the ESRI to raise the level 

of GNP by between 3 and 4 per cent and I believe the nature of the impacts on 

Northern Ireland will have been greater. 

 

The EU funds and other involvement in Northern Ireland have also contributed 

to supporting the Peace Process.  Two very important impacts of Peace related to 

the impact on tourism numbers and on foreign investment. A previous study on 

the Economic Consequences of Peace in Ireland indicated that international tour 

operators estimated an increase in annual tourism numbers to Northern Ireland of 

over 100% compared to what would otherwise have taken place and US 

multinational companies estimated a 55.7% increase in foreign investment arising 

from Peace in Northern Ireland. 

 

I am glad to note that the EU & UK have committed themselves in the 

Withdrawal Agreement to continue funding Peace and Interreg programmes & 

beyond the present financial framework up to December 2020 & onto future 

financial frameworks.  This is very much to be welcomed given the economic 

and social impact of these programmes here in Northern Ireland and the Border 

Regions of the Republic. 

The best and only way to ensure an orderly withdrawal and protect the Good 

Friday Agreement is to ratify the Withdrawal Agreement, agreed between the EU 

and the British Government.  

As made clear again by President Tusk and President Juncker during the 

Taoiseach’s visit to Brussels this week, the EU stands by the Withdrawal 

Agreement.  It is not open for renegotiation and there can be no Withdrawal 

Agreement without the backstop. 



If the UK's intentions for the future partnership were to evolve, the EU is prepared 

to reconsider its offer and adjust the content and the level of ambition of the 

Political Declaration. 

The EU is committed to achieving an ambitious and comprehensive future 

partnership with the UK. 

At their meeting, PM May and President Juncker agreed that their teams will hold 

talks on whether a way through can be found that would gain the broadest possible 

support in the UK parliament and respect the EU’s position. Michel Barnier will 

therefore meet the UK’s Secretary of State for Exiting the EU, Stephen Barclay, on 

Monday. 

 

The backstop is an insurance policy for avoiding a hard border in all scenarios 

The backstop is about protecting the peace process. 

It is not inevitable that the backstop will be used.  If the backstop was to be 

triggered, it would be temporary unless and until a better solution is found. 

The EU has always been clear that the Withdrawal Agreement must include the 

backstop.  As President Juncker and the Taoiseach said in their joint statement this 

week, “the backstop is not a bilateral issue, but a European one”. 

The backstop cannot be time limited; a backstop with a time limit is not a 

backstop. 

The UK has consistently accepted the need for a backstop. 

The EU is committed to exploring and trying to agree alternative arrangements 

with the UK to replace the backstop in the future. However there are currently no 

alternative arrangements, which anyone has put forward, which achieve what both 

sides are determined to achieve – to avoid a hard border.  

The best way forward now is to ratify the Withdrawal Agreement and to use the 

time and space provided by the transition period to begin exploring alternative 

arrangements.  

 

Government is not preparing for a hard border. There is no secret plan.  

Ireland and the EU are at one on this. The EU has been clear that it is determined 

to do all it can, deal or no deal, to avoid the need for a border and to protect the 

peace process.  

If the UK chooses to leaves the EU without a deal, Ireland and the EU will have 

responsibilities in terms of ensuring protection of the Single Market and Customs 

Union. The UK will have its own responsibilities, including meeting WTO 

requirements. 

And the Government will have their obligations under the Good Friday 

Agreement, and to ensure peace and stability in Northern Ireland.  

No matter what the outcome is to Brexit, Ireland will continue to be a full member 

of the EU with all the benefits of the Single Market and Customs Union. When the 

UK committed to the backstop in December 2017, they also committed to 

respecting the integrity of the Single Market and Ireland’s place in it.  



 

Government is still focused on achieving a deal but is preparing for all scenarios, 

including no deal.  While ratification of the Withdrawal Agreement is still the 

Government's preferred outcome, it has also put in place a series of measures, both 

nationally and in conjunction with the EU, in preparation for the possibility that 

the UK fails to agree a deal for its departure from the EU on 29 March 2019.  

A no deal Brexit would be the worst possible outcome and dealing with it would 

be an exercise in damage limitation. 

The Government’s Contingency Action Plan sets out comprehensive, cross-

Government preparations that we have been working on since even before the 

Brexit vote.  

 

All Departments have sector-specific plans in place identifying key challenges 

associated with a no deal Brexit and associated mitigation approaches. 

In Budgets 2017, 2018 and 2019, Government put in place a suite of supports to 

help businesses to prepare for Brexit, including a €300m Future Growth Loan 

Scheme and a separate €300m Brexit Loan Scheme for Business. 

 

Government has taken a series of measures in preparation for no deal 

On legislation, the Government published the heads of a draft Omnibus [Brexit] 

Bill on 24 January.  It has 17 Parts prepared by 9 Government Ministers. The 

Government plan to publish the full text of the Omnibus Bill on 22 February. 

The Government are working with the Oireachtas so that it will be enacted by 

29 March. 

The proposed legislation provides for:  

- continued access to healthcare, social security protection, student support, 

protection of consumers, and justice and security measures, in support of the 

Common Travel Area; 

- measures to facilitate co-operation across the island of Ireland, including 

transport, and energy; 

- additional measures to support business; 

 

This week the Minister for Finance confirmed that deferred VAT accounting is 

now part of the Omnibus Bill.  This practical measure will support cashflow for 

businesses who trade with a third country.   

 

To ensure that East-West trade continues to move as smoothly as possible, we are 

developing the additional physical infrastructure needed at ports and airports. At 

Dublin and Rosslare Ports, sites suitable for temporary infrastructure have been 

identified and refurbishment work has commenced. At the same time, plans are 

advanced for the development of permanent infrastructure in both Ports. 

https://www.dfa.ie/brexit/getting-ireland-brexit-ready/governmentcontingencyactionplan/


Additional checks will require additional staff: 

- Revenue will have 400 additional customs officials trained and in place by 

end-March 2019, and will be in a position to recruit a further 200 by the end 

of 2019; 

- Veterinary personnel and 70 other support staff are now being recruited to 

implement animal and health (SPS) checks, as are 61 extra Environmental 

Health Staff. 

Many of the actions aimed at mitigating the effects of a no deal outcome will be 

taken at the EU level, as they involve sectors regulated by EU law. The EU has 

agreed to facilitate basic connectivity in air transport and road haulage between the 

UK and the EU on an interim basis in a no deal scenario.  Ireland is engaged in 

intensive discussions with the European Commission and with EU partners.  

 

Our EU membership is our greatest protection from the challenges that Brexit will 

bring  

The EU is a home that we have helped to build. The latest Eurobarometer survey 

found that 85% of Irish people think EU membership is a good thing. 

Whatever the outcome of the Brexit process, Ireland will remain in the EU with all 

the stability and certainty that membership brings.  

 


