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Dear Vice President McGuinness 
Distinguished guests  
Ladies and gentlemen 
 
It is with great pleasure that we are here with you today in Dundalk, for our 
seminar on Brexit and its border implications.  
The venue is of course highly symbolic, as it is here that in 2011 the 'New Cross 
Border Agreement' was signed between the Louth local authorities from the 
Republic of Ireland and the Newry and Mourne District Council from Northern 
Ireland.  
This agreement is highly significant, because it encourages cross-border 
cooperation on key issues such as renewable energy, tourism, sustainable 
growth and job creation. However, its contribution to the lives and identity of 
the border people goes beyond these issues.  
Without doubt, this agreement is the tangible expression of the new-found 
confidence, trust and desire for people-to-people cooperation, which has 
resulted from the Good Friday Peace Process.  
The agreement acutely symbolises the hope for a peaceful future and normality.  
Personally, I find it revealing that the impetus for this agreement came from 
local authorities, local economic and social actors and citizens, who in effect 
were saying to the past: "Enough is enough! Let's move on! Never again!"  
 
My European colleagues may be surprised to hear that during the 'Troubles', this 
border region was known as 'El Paso' – a reference to the Texan border town 
which straddles the US and Mexico.  
Today,  we still have an official border, which I understand is more of a 
squiggle, rather than a neat line. Nonetheless, it is a border which divides rivers, 
fields, bridges and even houses.  
Apparently, there are homes in this region where you can have breakfast in the 
North and go to sleep in the South! (Gorizia/Nova Gorizia).  
Much as in border regions in other European countries. For everything around 
us is the result of our collective history and borders are rarely decided amically.  
It is for this reason that I personally very much agree with the comments of Mr 
Barnier, the chief negotiator for the European Commission on Brexit, who at a 
recent visit to Ireland stressed that "This negotiation will not only be financial, 
legal or technical…it will first be human, social and economic".  
I think that Mr Barnier described it perfectly, for borders are about people, their 
sense of sovereignty and self-determination. 
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I would also like to take the opportunity to publicly welcome the outcome of the 
first round of Article 50 negotiations with the UK, which took place on 19 June.  
I am pleased because the Irish border issue, the protection of the Good Friday 
agreement and the maintenance of the Common Travel Area were recognised as 
key priorities. Avoiding a hard border is of paramount importance. Civil society 
must follow closely the negotiations and ensure that the core issues discussed 
remain close to the preoccupations of the local people and communities.    
 
It is precisely for this reason that we, representatives of the European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC) are here with you today.  
Not to judge or to impose our views.  
But to listen, to learn and to frankly discuss the consequences of Brexit on the 
border regions of the Island of Ireland.  
Might I add, that we are also here because we care.  
As your famous poet W. B. Yates said: "There are no strangers here; only 
friends who have not met"! 
Indeed, as representatives of European civil society we have a lot in common. 
Perhaps first and foremost, the desire to be part of the debate, to have our voice 
heard, to have an impact.  
For the consultations surrounding Brexit and post-Brexit EU must also involve 
us, national and European civil society. 
 
At this point, allow me to thank the Irish delegation within our Group, for 
having proposed this event, to which I immediately agreed.  
I would particularly like to thank my dear friend Michael Smyth, who was 
personally very engaged in this project. Michael is currently Vice-President of 
the EESC for the Budget and consequently, he is quite used to navigating 
between competing and often contradictory demands. This is of course a topic 
which is very close to our heart and I thank you for your initiative. 
 
Allow me now to turn to the core of the topic for our seminar.  
I would like to make a second reference to W.B. Yates. In his famous poem 
'Easter 1916', he wrote  
"(All) are changed, changed utterly: a terrible beauty is born".  
I put it to you that with Brexit seemingly steaming ahead, can we not also say 
that 'all is changed' and that the 'terrible beauty' of the unknown is upon us?  
Perhaps even more so since the UK General Election of 8 June.  
The voices of discord against a 'Hard Brexit' can now be heard from various 
political, business and civic quarters. Indeed, politics in the UK have become 
like shifting sand and the future is very much unknown. 
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It is against this uncertain background that discussions must take place on the 
fate of the Common Travel Area (CTA) and the future trading relationship of 
the Island of Ireland with Britain.  
I do not think that my European colleagues are aware of the extent of economic 
interdependency that exists, notably along the border regions. The reality is that 
half of Irish agricultural products are shipped to the UK and one quarter of 
Ireland's imports come from Britain.  
Crucially, the 'weight' of Ireland's exports to Britain is estimated at 25% of all 
Irish jobs.  
Clearly, there is a need for a transient system to deal with trade between the 
Island of Ireland and Britain. More time must be given to Irish producers to re-
orient their sales to other European markets. 
 
In the regions between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, border 
businesses rely on more than 3 billion Euros of cross-border trade. This is 
dominated by the sale of agri-food, building materials and the chemicals 
sectors.  
These are sectors which would be subject to high tariffs and non-tariff barriers, 
if the UK were to leave the European Single Market and Customs Union.  
I should add that currently, FDI to the border regions is thriving and over the 
last five years it has delivered 7,000 jobs.  
This is important, as it is expected that the economy of Northern Ireland will be 
more adversely impacted by Brexit than that of the UK (minus 2.8% compared 
to minus 1.8% respectively).  
Also worrying will be how to disentangle the high levels of integration across 
the Island of Ireland on key infrastructure, such as the single electricity market.   
Of course, let us also not forget that every day, some 35,000 people commute 
across the border for work, school, retail, cultural or sporting activities. 
 
Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that the prospect of reinstating 
controls at the borders has become a rare unifying factor for the border people. 
Indeed, there have been protests against such a move on both sides of the 
border!  
Clearly, central to their fears is the issue of the Peace Process.  
What will be the impact on sectarianism if a hard border between Northern 
Ireland and the Republic is reintroduced?  
Particularly now that the Northern Ireland Assembly has been dissolved and 
there are real fears of a return to direct rule from London.  
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Some may feel that local peoples' voices are not being heard and that dialogue is 
no longer possible… This will be a disaster for all of us. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, the uniqueness of the Island of Ireland is a view shared 
by all sides of the Brexit negotiations. For this reason, the guidelines of the 
European Council for negotiations on Brexit, state that "flexible and imaginative 
solutions will be required, including the aim of avoiding a hard border, while 
respecting the integrity of the Union legal order".  
I do not believe that these are empty words.  
Let us remember that the EU helped to broker the Good Friday Peace 
Agreement. Whether we will see Northern Ireland as a member of the European 
Economic Area (EEA), as some are advocating.  
Or whether Northern Ireland will be granted a special EU status as several 
Northern Irish parties have requested, remains to be seen.  
Will recent political pressure on Theresa May force the government to revise 
the UK negotiating position, in order for the UK to remain in the EU Customs 
Union? This would certainly give the UK tariff free access the European 
market.  
But the UK would loose its ability to negotiate trade negotiations with the rest 
of the world, with China, India, etc.  
Hence, it would loose its sovereignty, a high price to pay for Brexiteers. 
 
One thing is certain: most of the consequences of Brexit will be felt by smaller 
actors such as SMEs, families, individuals and locale communities. What of the 
Rights of individuals? Employment rights, consumer, safety, all the EU rights 
that UK citizens enjoy as a result of EU Membership?  
How will these rights be upheld post EU membership? 
 
There are indeed a lot of questions and I think that the calls of the Scottish First 
Minister for a "Four nation negotiating team…(and a) cross-party, all 
government approach" will not fall on deaf ears.  
I would add that it is now the time and responsibility of civil society, local 
government and citizens to become more involved in the Brexit debate.  
It is you who will drive change, with bottom-up initiatives which respect the 
opinions and rights of local people.  
As another one of your famous literary figures, Oscar Wilde, stated: "The world 
is a stage, but the play is badly cast". It is time for some new actors! 
 
Thank you for your attention.      
 


