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Introduction


Hundreds of others and I thronged Queen’s University Belfast’s Whitla Hall on 10 April 2018, the twentieth anniversary of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (B/GFA), where the principals who had negotiated it and its stepchild, the St Andrews Agreement (2006), looked back at their work, pronounced themselves well pleased and shared their hopes for the future. It was a celebratory occasion and we lapped it up. We had come to applaud, not to question.


The fact that key elements of the agreement and the institutions that it gave rise to were in abeyance since the collapse of the Stormont power-sharing government in January 2017, and with little sign that they would be resuscitated any time soon, chastened the proceedings but did little to dim the optimism about the future.


The former protagonists on stage were there – including David Trimble, Seamus Mallon, Gerry Adams and Peter Robinson – and also the luminaries from outside – Sen. George Mitchell, Bill Clinton and Bertie Ahern – and all were focused on the big picture. The present impasse was a hiccup, just the latest in a series dating back to the first stages of implementation in 1998, not an indicator that the agreement itself might need rethinking.


Former Irish Taoiseach (prime minister) Bertie Ahern, one of the architects of the agreement, captured the moment: the B/GFA negotiators, he reminded the audience, had to confront issues of great complexity in order to reach agreement, ‘like the release of prisoners, decommissioning and the reform of the police and … the shape of new political institutions’. All that it would now take to get things back on track was for ‘the two governments at top level to give it total commitment’, and within a month a deal would be hammered out.1 The agreement was, after all, in the judgment of that political savant Bill Clinton, ‘a work of surpassing genius’.2 Sometimes, however, even genius short-changes its most ardent cheerleaders. Brexit, the elephant in the hall, was mentioned only in passing, in keeping with the benign spirit of the occasion.


Part of the ‘genius’ of the agreement was its ambiguity. It allowed David Trimble to sell it to the Protestant community as a destination reached and assured – Northern Ireland would remain a part of the United Kingdom (UK) with no qualifications to the permanency of its position, the ship of state docked securely within the union. It allowed Gerry Adams and John Hume to sell it to the Catholic community on the basis that it was a temporary stop at a waystation on the road to a united Ireland – demographics alone assuring that outcome. At some point, the two interpretations would clash – and Brexit has become that point.


Never quite enunciated above a whisper was that in the final analysis both aspirations – to remain in the UK and to become part of a united Ireland – cannot be simultaneously accommodated. No serial invocation of ‘parity of esteem’, itself a phrase of ambiguity, can perform the political jujitsu of having both sides come out the winner.


I grew up in Crumlin, Dublin, in the 1950s in a family so strictly Catholic it made the puritanical and all-powerful Archbishop John Charles McQuaid look like a rabid reprobate. The words ‘Northern Ireland’ were never mentioned, other than at election time when both Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael accused England of being responsible for partition and demanded that England put an end to it. Like magic, the wave of a political wand would reunify the two parts of Ireland. I left a well-paying job at the Agriculture Institute in 1965 to pursue graduate work in economics in the United States, and, in a turn of events that would not have happened if I had stayed in Ireland, found myself in Northern Ireland for the first time in 1972 after Bloody Sunday.


From that point, over a fifty-year span, I have been immersed in the political life of the North. I arranged for a cross-section of political players, including senior republican and loyalist paramilitaries, to attend the Amherst Forum at the University of Massachusetts (1974);3 organized the Airlie House Forum (1985),4 which was attended by the most senior civil servants and ministers holding Northern Ireland portfolios from Ireland, Northern Ireland and Britain; worked on the Opsahl Commission (1993);5 and arranged for the key political negotiators from across the political spectrum to travel to South Africa to meet with Nelson Mandela, Cyril Ramaphosa, later president of South Africa, and others who had been instrumental in negotiating the transition from apartheid to democracy (1997).6 I interviewed the key political players for The Uncivil Wars (1983) and again for Questions of Nuance (1990) and the families of the hunger strikers for The Irish Hunger Strikes (1990).


In short, I’ve done an awful lot of listening over half a century.


Since Brexit (2016) – when the UK voted to leave the European Union (EU) by a 52 to 48 per cent margin, but Northern Ireland voted to remain by 56 to 44 per cent, and the subsequent border down the Irish Sea requiring checks on goods entering Northern Ireland from Britain was drawn to demarcate the trade borders of the EU with the UK – the word ‘consent’ has entered the political conversation with recurring vengeance.7 Nationalists and republicans argued that Northern Ireland had not given its consent to leave the EU, yet were stuck with the outcome; unionists and loyalists argued that they had not given their consent to a border down the Irish Sea that diminished Northern Ireland’s status as part of the UK. Increasingly, too, republicans called for a border referendum. The B/GFA stipulates that the Secretary of State shall call a referendum ‘if at any time it appears likely to them [the Secretary of State] that a majority of those voting would express a wish that Northern Ireland should cease to be part of the United Kingdom and form part of a united Ireland’.8


Reams have been written about just precisely what an imprecise instruction this is, with interpretation running from the Secretary of State being able to do so at a whim or in concert with the Irish government or in the most literal sense of what constitutes 50 per cent + 1, devoid of context or in the context of which (if any) strands of the B/GFA agreement are working. The Republic of Ireland is under a legal obligation to hold a concurrent referendum should the North hold one. Here, too, there is a vagueness. If concurrent means simultaneous, then one could end up in a situation where the North votes to stay in the UK but the South votes to reunify Ireland. If there is a lag between the two polls, how long can it go on for? Long enough for minds to change should unrest in the North spread in the wake of a close pro-unity result? Would an Irish government call a referendum if support for reunification were to hover around the 50 per cent + 1 mark or would they wait to build a broader consensus?


In this book, I explore the factors that might lead to the Northern Ireland Secretary of State calling a border referendum and the challenges both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland would face if and when such a poll took place. What does ‘appears likely’ mean? How might that majority for unity, a simple 50 per cent + 1, emerge? Has it got to be just 50 per cent + 1? What criteria might a Secretary of State draw on to make his or her judgment call? Must a referendum take place in conditions of relative normalcy in Northern Ireland, or simply when it seems the required threshold is crossed? Is there any obligation on the part of the Secretary of State to consult with the Irish government before making his or her decision? Who would provide the wording? What referendum scenarios are there to consider? How would prevailing political and socio-economic considerations in Northern Ireland be factored into decision-making? Or is the consent formula pristine, to be invoked as soon as the minimum threshold for holding it is met? Would institutions like the National Health Service (NHS) in the North and the Health Service Executive (HSE) and Sláintecare in the South have to be aligned beforehand? What of the two educational systems, especially at primary level? Would the Stormont Assembly have a role to play? What direct input would the Republic of Ireland have?


What kinds of costs might be involved in merging the two jurisdictions? What obligations does the guarantee in the Irish Constitution that unification will take place ‘in harmony and friendship’ entail? What kind of Northern Ireland would an Irish government want to see in place before sanctioning holding a referendum in the South? How would the South reach a consensus on what model of a united Ireland reflects the will of the Irish people? How would unionism be made part of that process? Would the recommendations of a Citizens’ Assembly, the preferred route to consensus for nationalists, be debated and amended in the Dáil in order to reach crossparty consensus that whatever united Ireland arrangement is agreed is on behalf of the Irish people and not a particular government? What if a consensus cannot be reached?


Would political unionism be part of this process? And how? Can it stay above a rising tide of pro-unification sentiment in the wake of Brexit to meet the challenge of creating a more inclusive Northern Ireland? Should it make it more appealing to ‘cultural Catholics’ who might be quite content to stay in Northern Ireland rather than risk the disruptions that would accompany a bitter and polarizing border campaign, likely followed by even more intense disruptions in the event of a successful pro-unity outcome? Meanwhile, is it in Sinn Féin’s interests to see Northern Ireland become a ‘success’ story? Under what circumstances might a referendum result in violence, either in the lead-up to it or immediately after a poll? How might that impact attitudes in the South? Why are unionists so impervious to the transformative socio-economic and cultural changes in the South since the early 1980s? In the event of reunification, how would the B/GFA’s requirement of ‘parity of esteem’ for the British identity be accommodated?


These are among the key questions I address in this book. There are no hard and fast answers; sometimes there is the posing of more questions and an examination of uncertain outcomes, predicated on assumptions that may have relevance at the present but which, over time, may see that relevance evaporate. External shocks, like Brexit, Scotland voting for independence or the war in Ukraine may reverberate in unforeseen ways, requiring a recalculation of the calculus of analysis.


My overarching focus is on Sinn Féin and political unionism/loyalism as the principal tribunes of their respective constitutional dispositions, one with its relentless pursuit of Irish unity, sensing that the prize is within grasp, the other hunkered down, primed for trench warfare, in opposition but unable to grasp that the nature of constitutional warfare has changed and that staying in place in the trenches exposes it to being outmanoeuvred or simply overrun.


I interviewed ninety-seven political players, academics, political influencers, a cross-section of the political grandees who negotiated the B/GFA and faith leaders between February 2020 and June 2021, mostly from Northern Ireland but also with a sampling of opinions in the South.


From the political parties in the North, interviewees included party leaders Jeffrey Donaldson (Democratic Unionist Party, DUP), Doug Beattie (Ulster Unionist Party, UUP), Naomi Long (Alliance), Colum Eastwood (Social Democratic and Labour Party, SDLP) and Billy Hutchinson (Progressive Unionist Party, PUP). Jim Allister (Traditional Unionist Voice, TUV) declined to take part. Across these political parties I interviewed eight from the DUP, six from the UUP and SDLP, five from Alliance, two from the PUP and seven from the loyalist community. In addition, I interviewed four from the former Women’s Coalition political party, eighteen prominent commentators/opinion influencers, seventeen academics, three from Fine Gael, nine from Fianna Fáil, seven faith leaders and three former senior Irish diplomats who held Northern Ireland briefs during their careers.


Only with Sinn Féin did I encounter a number of refusals: Declan Kearney, chairperson; Alex Maskey, Assembly speaker; Mitchell McLaughlin, former chair; Jim Gibney; and Tom Hartley never responded. I got in touch with the Sinn Féin office in Belfast to try and arrange an interview with Michelle O’Neill but received no responses. I also reached out repeatedly to Conor Murphy and Pearse Doherty but received no responses. Eoin Ó Broin did respond to say he was busy. However, Matt Carthy Teachta Dála (TD) and Chris Hazzard MP – both members of the Ard Comhairle – did respond, and, in all, I interviewed six Sinn Féin representatives: three from the North and three from the South.


The political landscape during this time was kaleidoscopic, everchanging, strewn with the detritus of political upheavals and the impact of a global pandemic. It spanned the careers of four British prime ministers (Theresa May, Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak); three secretaries of state for Northern Ireland (Brandon Lewis, Shailesh Vara and Chris Heaton-Harris); two Taoisigh (Micheál Martin and Leo Varadkar); two leaders of the UUP (Steve Aiken and Doug Beattie); three leaders of the DUP (Arlene Foster, Edwin Poots and Jeffrey Donaldson); several waves of COVID-19; over a year of argumentation, agitation and negotiation over the Northern Ireland Protocol (NIP), the border down the Irish Sea; the toxic effects of Brexit on relations between Dublin and Stormont, and Dublin and London; Assembly elections in Northern Ireland; the meteoric rise of Sinn Féin in the republic and its emergence as the largest political party in the North; a collapsed Assembly; the deaths of Seamus Mallon, John Hume and David Trimble, three titans of the peace process that culminated in the B/GFA; the death, too, of Queen Elizabeth II, an incalculable loss for the unionist community; and finally the invasion of Ukraine by Russia with its far-reaching and ongoing repercussions, including an energy crunch across much of Europe that tested its resolve to stand united against Russian aggression, surging inflation and a cost-of-living crisis that has affected the economies of both Northern Ireland and the republic.


I conducted fifteen interviews in Belfast in February and March 2020 before the COVID-19 pandemic closed down much of the world, and then conducted eighty-two more by Zoom from Boston through late 2020 and 2021, roughly half during the transition year for the NIP and half in 2021, the first year of its implementation.


In-person interviews and Zoom interviews are very different. In-person interviews provide a degree of intimacy and allow you to establish relationships with the interviewees, make strategic interventions to move the conversation along without appearing to be intrusive and, most importantly, establish and maintain eye contact, the key to establishing an empathetic connection with the interviewee. You have a greater degree of control. The Zoom interviews lasted longer, responses tended to wander off point and the internet quality often varied considerably, posing problems for transcribers. That said, I am immensely grateful to all interviewees, who gave freely of the time asked for and, despite the handicaps I’ve mentioned, were exceedingly co-operative.


At one level, conversations about the issues I raised were surreal. Many of them were intense and passionate over an event (a border referendum) that might not take place for another ten years, perhaps longer. Some interviewees predicted a pro-unity outcome, looking forward with absolute certainty to a united Ireland that remains vague and vacuous; some presented ‘facts’ that will change multiple times in the coming years, evidence-based facts and alternative realities commingling, making assumptions about the future when we have learned – once again with the invasion of the Ukraine by Russia, which is redefining relations across Europe and bringing the skeletons of history out of the closet – that such peering into the unknown and making decisions based on hunches is a hazardous exercise.


The conclusions are stark. None of the metrics identified as potential markers of the emergence of a pro-unity majority among the electorate in Northern Ireland meet the test of a majority in the making. These markers fall short of being able to deliver a pro-unity majority in large measure because the binary nationalist/unionist framework that is the foundational bedrock of the B/GFA no longer reflects how large segments of the Northern Ireland electorate behave, how they identify themselves or their likely voting preferences.


Both the North and the South are ill-prepared for a referendum, and it may be a decade or more before the necessary basic political requirements are in place. Neither electorate is willing to pay higher taxes if that is what unity might entail. The South is shockingly ignorant about life north of the border. Unionists harbour ideas about the South that are decades out of date with the reality of the Irish state. Governance in the North doesn’t work. When the Assembly and Executive are functioning – they have been collapsed for almost one-third of their lifespan – they function sporadically and badly, closer to an ongoing drunken brawl between the DUP and Sinn Féin than a progressive, functional legislative process. And few interviewees other than unionists believe that a border referendum would produce a result indicating that the will of the majority is to remain within the United Kingdom. The B/GFA needs a reboot.


Nationalists and unionists both cherry-pick data that support their side of the debate on what constitutes a majority and how it is measured. On one side, nationalists insist the conditions for a referendum are about to be met or are at least relatively imminent. On the other, unionists insist that the conditions for one might never be met or, if they are, that it will occur at least ten years from now, but more likely fifteen or more. One side says reunification of the island is inevitable, the other that there is nothing at all inevitable about it. One side says the other had better get into a conversation now regarding the future of the island. The other says there is nothing to talk about.


One community (nationalist/republican) is gung-ho to talk about the future, because if unionists join in that means they are open to discuss the terms and details of a united Ireland. The other (unionist/loyalist) refuses to engage in any conversation because nationalists are not open to one about Northern Ireland continuing as part of the UK. Worse still, entering into a conversation might be perceived as the unionists signalling their readiness to contemplate a future united Ireland, and they would thus, in effect, be negotiating their terms of surrender.


I was repeatedly reminded by unionist/loyalist interviewees that Leo Varadkar, then Taoiseach, raised the threat of dissident republican violence should there be a post-Brexit land border across Ireland between the EU and the UK. On the other hand, few unionists would rule out loyalist violence in the event of a close and polarizing border poll that results in a narrow margin in favour of unity. Responses were always framed in terms of ‘Of course we would accept the democratic result, but there are others …’ – precisely the same response I received forty years ago when I broached the question then. In April 2021, when young loyalists engaged in bouts of rioting that threatened to get out of hand and metastasize into something more serious, even the Biden administration warned of the necessity to safeguard and protect the B/GFA. There were hurried meetings between Brandon Lewis, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, and David Campbell, Chair of the Loyalist Communities Council (LCC), the umbrella group for loyalist paramilitaries. Loyalists got the message: violence gets attention.


In the run-up to the May 2022 Assembly elections, the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) – not some ‘dissident’ group of former paramilitaries but B Company – announced that it still had weapons, some dating back to a cache of arms that had arrived in Northern Ireland in 1987, and warned that it was going to target Irish government property, first in Northern Ireland and then in Dublin.9 Not all arms had been decommissioned; it is hardly surprising that paramilitaries would hold on to some just in case a future scenario might call for their use. In a peculiar twist of logic, the UVF considered the Irish government responsible for the NIP because it had convinced the EU that the alternative – a land border across Ireland demarcating the border between the EU and the UK – would lead to dissident republican violence.


What the threat of loyalist violence is supposed to accomplish is unclear, unless its purpose is to force the Irish government to intercede on the behalf of unionism by having Article 16 triggered, essentially suspending the protocol.10


Logic, however, is not the purpose of the enterprise, just the endangering of the ‘fragile’ peace, with intimations of violence being enough to send shivers of apprehension down the spine of the country, threatening a downward spiral into renewed conflict. Indeed, a putative republican paramilitary group calling itself Oglaigh na hÉireann emerged out of the shadows to threaten retaliation if the UVF carried out their threat against the Irish government.11


Loyalist interviewees were in common agreement: the protocol had to go.12 Billy Hutchinson of the PUP and part of the loyalist delegation during the B/GFA negotiations wrote on a unionist website in March 2022 that ‘there was no chance loyalism would have supported the Belfast Agreement had they known in 1998 that the principle of consent was merely symbolic’.13


‘It seems the loyalist mainstream has turned its back on the peace process,’ the security analyst Allison Morris wrote in the Belfast Telegraph:


There is no one within loyalism selling the benefits of the Good Friday Agreement. There is no influential figure within loyalism speaking out against the hardline, for they are all hardline now. Loyalism, once fractured with bloody feuds, has united around a common cause. Previous internal fractures are being set aside in opposition to the protocol, and increasingly the Good Friday Agreement itself.14


Should things unravel and the UVF/UDA (Ulster Defence Association) carry through with its threats of violence, we will say that in hindsight we should have seen it coming all along.


For as long as paramilitarism remains ‘a clear and present danger’, to quote successive reports of the Independent Reporting Commission (IRC), a monitoring organization created under the Fresh Start Agreement (2015), there will always be some set of circumstances that will breathe fire into the ashes of their violent pasts. Some paramilitaries justify their continued existence as having become key figures in the conflict transformation phase of the peace process, as they manage the tensions at the interfaces between their respective communities.


In short, we have the contradictory phenomenon of paramilitaries as peace-builders, but hardly a reason to condone their continued existence after twenty-five years. Unless the steps the IRC outlines in great detail – especially massive measures to address the scale of deprivation in both communities – are implemented, and the paramilitary presence and their dissident counterparts in republican and loyalist communities permanently eradicated, the IRC will continue to wail ‘a clear and present danger’ in their reports, and tentacles of paramilitarism will continue to exert their vice-like grip on these communities. In March 2022, the ‘terror threat level’ was downgraded from ‘severe’ to substantial in the North for the first time in twelve years.15 Days later, Irish Foreign Minister Simon Coveney was evacuated from the Houben Centre in Belfast, where he was attending a peace dialogue, due to a bomb scare. And almost immediately the UVF issued its own threat.16


The political scientist Adrian Guelke has written that ‘in a deeply divided society conflict exists along a well-entrenched fault line that is recurrent and endemic and that contains the potential for violence between the segments’.17 That fault line in Northern Ireland is still a yawning geopolitical gap between two sets of competing perspectives on the present and the future. In a divided society saturated with binary choices, every decision, from the trivial to the existential, receives the same zero-sum stamp. Going on a full generation after the conflict, on the way to a milestone where the B/GFA peace has more years behind it than the decades of conflict, that potential for violence still exists and is invoked very effectively by one side or another when it perceives a threat to its interests. ‘Is a return to violence on the cards?’ asked The Financial Times after reviewing what the political endgames might be following the May 2022 Assembly elections. And it answered its own question: ‘No one expects a full-scale return to the Troubles, but there have been worrying flashbacks – a van hijacking/car hoax last month, and petrol bombs hurled at police this week.’18 Small-scale stuff, but sufficient to push the alert button.19


In one breath we are told that unity is around the corner, that it is inevitable; in the next that the peace is fragile, that if reunification happens, it may take a generation or more. In one breath Sinn Féin emerging as the largest party in Northern Ireland is hailed as ‘historic’, an inflection point hastening reunification; in the next that objective evidence reconfirms that a majority wish to remain part of the UK. This tension between ‘there ought to be a border poll’ republicanism/nationalism, as if it were a moral imperative divined by a higher power, and ‘we are the bulwark against Irish unity’ unionism/loyalism, as though it were a contagious disease, infects the relationship between Sinn Féin and the DUP and has a corrosive if not calamitous impact on their working relationship in government.


The peace process is fragile, says Professor Graham Spencer, who has written extensively about unionism/loyalism and researched their communities, because:


From the start, the peace process was never really embraced by unionism and so it was sold under duress from the beginning. Once that happened it became very difficult, if not impossible, to promote the peace process as something to be welcomed. If you don’t sell it that way at the moment of birth it is unlikely you will be able to convincingly make the case thereafter. Communicating the agreement as something that would ‘copper-fasten’ the union was also a mistake since that obstructed any real receptiveness to the value of process and ongoing change.20


Most interviewees believe Sinn Féin is the biggest obstacle to unity (acknowledged in its own way by Sinn Féin) and that it should not be leading the charge for unity, despite being addicted to calling for a border poll.21 Unionists made a sharp distinction between a united Ireland with Mary Lou McDonald as Taoiseach or Tánaiste and one with Leo Varadkar or Micheál Martin as either. The elusive ‘lower-case’ unionists, who might be open to being persuaded that they would be better off in a united Ireland, would shun a united Ireland with Sinn Féin in control. Pro-union non-voters, I was told, would emerge from the woodwork in droves to vote.


On one aspect of a border referendum there was unanimity: avoid a Brexit-like situation – no simple up-or-down vote on whether to stay in the UK or become part of a unified Ireland. What kind of united Ireland is envisaged should be worked out in considerable detail beforehand. Most interviewees believed that, while unity called for a change of sovereignty, it did not collapse other strands of the agreement. The existing institutions, including the Stormont Assembly, would continue in place with Westminster MPs becoming TDs in Dublin, and the transition period itself before the final phases of reunification were implemented should last ten to fifteen years.


Thus, at some point there is a Hamlet-like question for the republic’s government: whether to launch serious preparations for a united Ireland – even if unionists collapse the B/GFA in protest – on the grounds that a Secretary of State could call a referendum with little warning (though the probability of one doing so is perhaps close to zero, it would be highly imprudent for an Irish government to be caught off-guard with all the negative consequences that would follow). Or whether to take the foot off the reunification pedal, pursue a different route at a more tortoise-like pace, work the Shared Island initiative and give the North more breathing space to heal its wounds? If reconciliation is only possible when it isn’t directly linked to the prospect of a referendum, time may provide unionism with the space to dig itself out of the constitutional silo it has hunkered down in since the conflict erupted in the late 1960s.


Sinn Féin wants to opt for the former route, Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil the latter, although if Fianna Fáil were to find itself in a coalition with Sinn Féin after the 2025 general elections, it might be tempted to veer more towards Sinn Féin’s position – or require Sinn Féin to veer more towards its current position as the price of that coalition. This latter approach, of course, has its own set of assumptions – one being that unionism can adapt to change about the future – which are problematical at best.


Commentators, such as Alex Kane, close to unionist thinking say unionism is turning a corner. The fact that this can be seen as some kind of breakthrough speaks volumes about the paucity of unionism’s continuing ability to articulate a ‘vision’ of a future Northern Ireland which is inclusive of its diverse identities. Perhaps it can never get to that spot. Every gesture that would signal inclusivity, making Northern Ireland a ‘warmer house’ for Catholics, is seen as a concession to Sinn Féin. Hence unionists’ trenchant opposition to every move in that direction. Hence, too, their derisive dismissal of Sinn Féin’s promise to fully protect the British identity in a united Ireland, even their being open to the idea that the British monarchy should play a role. In the unionist view, Sinn Féin instigated a thirty-year conflict to destroy Northern Ireland, continues post-conflict to disrespect Northern Ireland and all its appurtenances as illegitimate, is unable even to call Northern Ireland by its legal name and is relentless in the ongoing culture war to dilute the Britishness of Northern Ireland. Unionists find Sinn Féin’s expressions of its willingness to protect, secure and accommodate the British identity in a united Ireland to be laughable and highly hypocritical, smacking of the chutzpah that characterizes its political wheeling and dealing.


Indeed, the unionist preoccupation with Sinn Féin borders on obsessive. Sinn Féin is ‘winning’; therefore, in the binary arithmetic that frames everything, unionism must be losing. Hence, the political Rubik’s cube: the more republicanism focuses on the future, calling for a border poll and talking up the inevitability of a united Ireland, the more unsettled unionism becomes, reinforcing its fierce determination not to engage in a conversation about the future, which it regards as being synonymous with negotiating terms of surrender.


Re-reading The Uncivil Wars, I am struck by how much some things have changed while others have resolutely stayed the same. The violence is over, but paramilitarism still exists. Indeed, no matter what the shortcomings of the B/GFA, the fact that it underpins a ceasefire by republican and loyalist forces is reason enough to treasure its existence. The rantings of Rev. Ian Paisley in our interview in the early 1980s – on the Irish Republican Army (IRA) as part of the Pope’s army, the satanic rituals practised by the Vatican and what the nunneries got up to – would have made it difficult to imagine the DUP emerging as the dominant voice of unionism and impossible to believe that Paisley would form a warm partnership with his arch-nemesis, Sinn Féin’s Martin McGuinness, and that the pair would be jocularly referred to as ‘the Chuckle Brothers’ during their tenure in office, such was the obvious delight they took in each other’s company. Impossible, too, to imagine Sinn Féin as the largest political party in Northern Ireland and odds-on favourite to emerge as the largest political party in the South in 2025.


And hard to imagine that Alliance, then a small blip on most electoral maps, would become the third-largest party in Northern Ireland, with the surge in support for that party threatening some of the basic architecture of the B/GFA – anchored as it is on a two-traditions paradigm – and calling into question the relevance of this binary model for governance. Unimaginable, too, the collapse of the Catholic Church in the South, a fall from a degree of power and authority of epic proportions, the result (inter alia) of multiple child sexual abuse scandals and related cover-ups. But unchanged, the basic constitutional positions of the two main protagonists: one remains adamantly pro-reunification – the prize, Sinn Féin believes, within grasp – the other adamantly committed to staying in the UK, but apprehensive of fatal British government duplicity.


Nevertheless, with so many ‘unimaginables’ that wound their way into social and political fabric of everyday life since the B/GFA, it is not unimaginable to believe that other seismic changes North and South and within and across the UK and the EU will have a transformative impact. In the short run, the pivotal necessity is for a revamped B/GFA that allows the political middle ground to fully participate in governance and redefines power-sharing without the limitations of mutual vetoes, and for first and deputy first ministers to become joint first ministers. These simple concepts slip easily off the tongue but are time-consuming to negotiate and difficult to achieve where the minutiae of differences, often apparent only to the protagonists themselves, amplify the zero-sum calculus that informs every decision.


I hope this book helps to unpack the complex issues raised by a border referendum on the island’s constitutional future and provides food for thought rather than argumentation. Were everyone to talk less about the imminence of a border poll, it would perhaps, paradoxically, hasten the day one is achieved, with Ireland’s voters, North and South, going to the polls in relative harmony and friendship.

















— ONE —


Brexit: ‘taking back control’


By unleashing English nationalism, Brexit has made the future of the UK the central political issue of the coming decade. Northern Ireland is already heading for the exit door. By remaining in the EU single market, it is for all economic intents and purposes now slowly becoming part of a united Ireland.1


– George Osborne, First Secretary of State (May 2015–July 2016)


The great political success of the Brexiteers is that they have convinced a narrow majority of the British people that most of their woes, even the weather, derive from Europe. In truth, scarcely any do, but foreigners make convenient scapegoats.2


– Max Hastings, British journalist and historian, 
Bloomberg Opinion columnist


Brexit has spooked the moderate liberal Northern niceness, there’s no question about that, because in their European identity there was a wideness, so you can designate yourself as British or Irish singly, British and Irish both, British and Irish and European, British and European, Irish and European … That’s all been snatched away from people. That widening of national identity, in a strange way, Brexit has sharpened that distinctive of Britishness.3


– Rev. Gary Mason, Methodist minister, Director, ‘Rethinking Conflict’


Unionists’ and loyalists’ support for the Good Friday Agreement is predicated on there being no diminution of Northern Ireland’s place within the United Kingdom … That’s the bedrock on which unionists and loyalists have supported the Good Friday Agreement. Anything that begins to undo or in any way detract or dilute Northern Ireland’s place within the United Kingdom … presents the risk for serious disorder, which could very easily spill over into something much more looking like a conflict, and a militarized situation … In effect, it [Brexit] will see Northern Ireland become a rule taker … without a seat at the Brussels table … I think that has the potential for a serious breach in terms of the UK sovereignty, in relation to Northern Ireland. I think that could have serious consequences for the stability here that we enjoy.4


– Winston Irvine, former Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) 
Director of Communications, Loyalist Communities 
Council (LCC) member


The government of the republic need to be very careful about putting too much weight on Europe to help them and deal with the problems for them in the future … The South needs to be very, very careful, and it hasn’t been careful. It has, instead of seeing itself as a bridge between Europe and Britain, it has seen itself as a bulwark for Europe against Britain. But Europe will not help bail the South out if it runs into a balance of payments deficit with Britain. And Britain will not be so prepared to help out as it was in the past, because they will feel that Ireland was not helpful to them in their Brexit debate. So, I think the Republic of Ireland is not in a good place at the moment.5


– John, Lord Alderdice, former Alliance Party leader and Northern Ireland Assembly speaker, Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (B/GFA) negotiator


Brexit is a game-changer. In Breaking Peace: Brexit and Northern Ireland, Feargal Cochrane expounds on a meteor metaphor to analyse the impact of Brexit on the Northern Ireland peace process in the context of conflict transformation, focusing on the need ‘to provide peacebuilding shock absorbers that can withstand fundamental unforeseen circumstances – meteors – that hit peace processes with the potential to knock them off their conventional axes and change the local context’.6


The meteor analogy can be applied to the whole of the United Kingdom (UK). When the time frame to negotiate the terms of British withdrawal from the European Union (EU) and a trade agreement ended on 30 December 2020, four and a half years after the initial vote, there were signs that the future of the union itself was in jeopardy. A four-country poll in The Times in January 2021 revealed the extent of disaffection and disarray among citizens and the depth of the strains on the union: Scotland’s seemingly unstoppable march to independence; Northern Ireland wanting a border poll; England’s agnosticism with regard to the union; signs of a growing nationalism in Wales; and the overarching sense of Britishness fraying at the union’s seams.7 If one of the purposes of Brexit was to restore and aggrandize the UK’s sense of Britishness, the irony was that it achieved the opposite result. Only in England did voters put Britishness ahead of Englishness, in contrast to the Scots and Welsh whose national identities took precedence. English voters expected Scotland to become independent within ten years. Northern Ireland voters expected Northern Ireland would be united with the rest of Ireland within ten years.


Brexit not only changed the trading relationship between the UK and the EU, it changed the political relationship between the constituent nations of the UK. Above all, Brexit was driven by English nationalism.8 Unlike Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, each of which has its own devolved government, England is the only country in the UK not to have one. But England sends hefty subventions to the other three – 84 per cent of the population subsidizing a 16 per cent increasingly seen by the English as spongers on the British Treasury.9


After forty-three years (1973–2016) as a member of the EU, on 23 June 2016 the UK voted to leave by a vote of 52 to 48 per cent.10 The referendum question was a simple Leave or Remain choice, with no consideration as to what the divorce would entail or what kind of relationship the UK would subsequently have with the EU, whether it would be a ‘soft’ Brexit, which would see the UK continue to be aligned with the EU in a number of regards, or a ‘hard’ one, which would see the UK severing most links with the EU. Northern Ireland voted to remain by a 56 per cent to 44 per cent margin. Eighty-five per cent of the Remain vote came from voters with a Catholic background, 60 per cent of Leave votes from voters with a Protestant background. For self-defined nationalists, 88 per cent voted Remain, 66 per cent of self-defined unionists voted Leave and 70 per cent of those who chose to define themselves as neither voted to stay in the EU.11 Once identity labels are attached, the impact of political leanings became more pronounced.


It was not supposed to happen. Prime Minister David Cameron held the referendum in the certainty, shared by most elites, that it would fail, allowing him to see off the Eurosceptic wing of the Conservative Party. No one had thought through the ramifications. The mantra ‘Taking back control’ galvanized support in England’s heartland, which had borne the brunt of de-industrialization over decades and seen little economic recovery, leaving communities with only the nostalgia for a past that no longer existed – a once-upon-a-time Britannia.12


Both the Leave and Remain campaigns were either ignorant of or oblivious to the B/GFA and the paramount importance of an open border between Ireland and Northern Ireland being one of the planks underpinning the agreement. Both campaigns were oblivious, too, to the fact that the agreement was embedded in EU law, to which Britain and Ireland were parties, and that the EU played a significant and ongoing role in the peace process. In terms of financial support, over €500 million had been pumped into the region ‘in structural funds for economic regeneration and crossborder co-operation’ under the EU’s second Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland.13 In addition, on an ongoing basis ‘two other EU programmes, INTEREG and PEACE IV, funnel approximately £470 million per annum into Northern Ireland, 85 per cent of which is bankrolled by the EU’.14 The European Convention on Human Rights is etched into every stitch of the agreement.


Cameron immediately stepped down after the Brexit vote to leave the EU, and Theresa May, the formidable Secretary of the Interior, took the helm. Touted as a Margaret Thatcher in the making, she turned out to be anything but. Just about every move she subsequently made was a mistake, some the result of hubris, some of ignorance, but most of them because of incompetence and miscalculations.


In a major speech at Lancaster House on 17 January 2017, May outlined a UK future outside of the EU that would see the UK leave both the Single Market and the Customs Union but remain a close member of the European community. She committed the UK to maintaining the Common Travel Area (CTA)15 and emphasized that ‘nobody wants to return to the borders of the past’ and that a ‘stronger Britain demands that we do something else – strengthen the precious union between the four nations of the United Kingdom’,16 a statement that was met with incredulity in Scotland and Northern Ireland, which had both voted to remain (the former overwhelmingly and the latter less so, but still substantively). May’s speech was long on the aspirational but short on clarity regarding how the objectives it enumerated might be achieved.


On 18 April 2017, in another catastrophic misjudgment, May announced plans for a snap general election.17 Rather than increasing their majority in Parliament, the Tories fell short of one. To form a government and stay in power, May had to enter into a ‘confidence and supply’ arrangement with Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP).18 The 10 seats this arrangement provided gave May a cushion of 2 seats and returned the Tories to power, albeit in a party still torn almost equally between Leave and Remain factions.


Under the terms of the agreement between the DUP and the Conservative Party, the UK government poured an additional £1 billion into Northern Ireland, the Tories pledging ‘never to be neutral on expressing support for the union’ and ‘never [to] countenance any constitutional arrangements that are incompatible with the consent principle’.19 However, being locked into the parliamentary deal with the DUP undermined the government’s ability to be impartial between the competing interests in Northern Ireland, making nonsense of the UK government’s requirement under the B/GFA to act as an impartial guarantor and ensure parity of esteem for both aspirations. The new arrangement gave the DUP a veto over EU/UK negotiations on how to deal with the Irish border question. The party’s agenda was straightforward: it would veto any UK/EU withdrawal agreement that would result in Northern Ireland being treated differently from the rest of the UK.


Implicit in the B/GFA is a frictionless border between the two parts of Ireland that ensures the free movements of people, goods and services. The island of Ireland is, for all intents and purposes, a single economic and geographic entity. Only after the Brexit referendum did the hitherto ignored fact that Brexit would mean a land border between Northern Ireland and Ireland become glaringly obvious. Ireland would become the western perimeter of the EU, the only part of the EU to share a land border with the UK, and hence would necessitate the physical paraphernalia and security personnel a customs border requires.


The re-imposition of customs checks along the 300-mile-plus border, the Irish government strenuously argued, would violate provisions of the agreement referring to cross-border co-operation in listed areas; wreak havoc with economies, both North and South; and reinforce divisions between nationalists/republicans and unionists, spurring a widespread sense of betrayal and raising the prospect of renewed violence.20 In these circumstances, according to some assessments – including that of the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) – the peace process, so carefully nurtured over two decades, could unravel at frightening speed.21


According to a 2018 UK in a Changing Europe survey, in Northern Ireland there were ‘strong expectations that protests against either NorthSouth (between Northern Ireland and the republic) or East-West (between Northern Ireland and Great Britain) border checks would quickly deteriorate into violence’.22 In the South, meanwhile, 57 per cent of those polled feared that a hard border would result in violence.23


To ensure free movement of goods and people between the two parts of Ireland, the Withdrawal Agreement would have to include a mechanism keeping either the UK or Northern Ireland in the Single Market. One arrangement, the so-called ‘Irish backstop’, was agreed by May and Michel Barnier, the negotiator handling Britain’s exit for the EU. It would have involved the UK continuing to align itself with the EU’s Single Market and customs area. This was an anathema to hard-line Brexiteers and the DUP. In one of a number of humiliating climbdowns that came to define her tenure as prime minister, May had to abandon lunch with Barnier before unveiling their joint position on the backstop when she was informed that the DUP would not support the position.24 The DUP insisted that there should be no divergence between Northern Ireland and the rest of the United Kingdom in any Brexit withdrawal agreement, tying May’s hands – indeed, forcing her to back off from the first arrangement she had reached with the EU.25


In Belfast, after he resigned on 9 July 2018 as May’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs because of her handling of the backstop,26 Boris Johnson, to rapturous applause, told the annual convention of the DUP that under no circumstance should there be an agreement to any backstop, as it would tear the union apart.27


On three occasions May tried and failed to get Parliament to pass her withdrawal bill.28 Battered by the incessant infighting between Leave and Remain Tory MPs, and having lost support in both factions, May stepped down in March 2019. Months later, the Tories chose Boris Johnson, who promised to ‘get Brexit done’ as their new party leader and the country’s prime minister. Parliament, however, passed legislation ruling out a hard Brexit, or the UK simply crashing out with no deal on 31 October 2019.29


After much posturing and talk of preferring ‘to die in a ditch’ before asking for a further extension of the 31 October exit date,30 Boris Johnson embraced his metaphorical death unscathed: he met with then Taoiseach Leo Varadkar at Thornton Manor Hotel, Liverpool, and reached an agreement: the Northern Ireland Protocol (NIP), or what amounted to a border in the Irish Sea between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK.31


Having lost the support of the DUP, Johnson called a snap election on 12 December 2019 that returned the Conservative Party to a whopping majority, reducing the DUP to irrelevance in the Westminster Parliament.


The NIP calls for checks on goods entering Northern Ireland from Great Britain to ensure compliance with EU regulatory standards and customs requirements, especially with regard to foodstuffs. (Medicines are dealt with separately.)32 There are no checks on goods originating in Northern Ireland going into the South. For the purpose of trading – for goods, but not services – Northern Ireland is in both the Single Market and the British internal market.


The Withdrawal Agreement, incorporating the NIP, was reached on 17 October 2019 and ratified by Parliament on 29 January 2020.33 It became legally operational after a transition year on 1 January 2021.34


But uncertainty about the future lurked. A poll of Tory Party members – showing they were quite prepared to toss Northern Ireland out of the union if that was the price to be paid for a hard Brexit – added to the unionist sense of isolation.35 The Conservative and Unionist Party had morphed into an English nationalist one. Says former Alliance leader David Ford:


There’s absolutely no doubt that the decision that the UK should leave the European Union, which was basically an English decision, has been very destabilizing for the prospect of the United Kingdom. There’s no doubt that support for independence in Scotland has increased. There’s no doubt that support for a united Ireland has increased to some extent … It’s probably fair to say that those who would have been described as nationalists, who were basically quite content with the Good Friday arrangements, as long as they saw fairness within Northern Ireland, partnership and sharing here, and North-South links, they weren’t particularly pushing [for a united Ireland]. Some of them are now significantly more Nationalist with a capital ‘N’.36


Brexit disrupted the delicate peace process, which works only when the three interlinked strands it encompasses are working together. When Strand I (the Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive) collapses, Strand II (the North-South Ministerial Council) automatically collapses. In the absence of devolved government in the North, only Strand III – the British-Irish Intergovernmental Conference (BIIC) – remains functional. This is the only forum in which the two governments working together can act as mediators to try and resuscitate Stormont after it collapses.


Says Sam McBride, the highly respected political editor of the Belfast Telegraph:


[Brexit] has both polarized and poisoned those relations … There had been a thawing of the ice there that had existed [between unionism and the Irish government] after the Anglo-Irish Agreement … Within Northern Ireland, I think what Brexit has done is forced people who were otherwise quite comfortable, maybe not enthusiastic about the status quo … to question whether Northern Ireland is what they thought it was … It is almost the precursor to what would happen in a border poll where people that otherwise don’t spend their waking hours consumed by these issues suddenly think, ‘What do I think about this? I have to pick a side here.’37


For Ireland, says Fianna Fáil’s Jim O’Callaghan, Brexit has complicated both North-South and East-West relations. Besides being ‘a divisive issue within unionism’, it has had ‘huge impacts’ on political relationships between the North and the South.38 The East-West relationship, says O’Callaghan, is under strain ‘because there’s a strong element of English nationalism in the UK government now’, making politics in every part of the island more complicated.39 


From its earliest days, close co-operation and a common sense of purpose between British and Irish governments were prerequisites for a successful peace process. In 1985, had it not been for the personal relations between Dermot Nally, secretary to the Irish government, and Sir Robert Armstrong, British cabinet secretary (and between his cabinet deputy Sir David Goodall and Michael Lillis, a senior Irish diplomat), it is unlikely that the Anglo-Irish Agreement would have passed muster with Margaret Thatcher.40 In 1993, Albert Reynolds’s and John Major’s trust in each other opened the way to the Downing Street Declaration. In 1998, Tony Blair’s and Bertie Ahern’s ability to work in lockstep was key to getting the political parties in Northern Ireland to agree to the B/GFA. Frequent EU meetings provided a space at the margins for British and Irish officials, where either government could raise its concerns but, more importantly, both could foster personal relationships.


The importance of these meetings, says Seán Ó hUiginn, former head of the Anglo-Irish Division in the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs, cannot be overstressed: ‘For the first time in history their [British-Irish] relationship was under a structure of wider laws and regulations, which mitigated somewhat the enormous imbalance between them in terms of power and influence. This enabled them to pursue common interests within the EU, free of the baggage of the past.’41


Throughout the Brexit years, the Irish government had punched above its diplomatic weight and cultivated relationships with EU countries, especially France and Germany, skilfully played the diplomatic circuit and brought all twenty-six EU countries onside to ensure a backstop.42 ‘This was not an Irish referendum,’ Tony Connelly, RTÉ’s reporter on Brexit wrote, ‘but it might as well have been.’43


There was, however, one fundamental imperative: if Britain voted to leave the EU, the Irish state would have to show its citizens – and the world – that it could withstand the immediate impact and that, no matter what, Ireland would be remaining in the EU.44


For unionists, the DUP in particular, Brexit came with a contradiction that may yet come to haunt it on the constitutional issue. As the only political party in Northern Ireland that campaigned on a Leave platform, it had to argue, after the Northern Ireland vote to remain, that the democratic vote that counted was the sovereign vote – the 52 per cent who voted Leave represented the wishes of the majority in the UK, that the 56 per cent who voted Remain in Northern Ireland did not matter. But if a slight majority was a sufficient degree of consensus to leave the EU, why should Northern Ireland be any different? Why wouldn’t 50 per cent + 1 be a sufficient barometer of support for Irish unity?


Brexit catapulted the question of a border poll into the public discourse. The conventional wisdom holds that Brexit makes Irish unity more likely; that some Catholics who were hitherto prepared to live in a UK where the B/GFA was working reasonably well and Northern Ireland was part of the EU were now more disposed to looking for a relationship with the rest of Ireland; and that ‘soft’ unionists45 who had voted Remain would be looking South and seeing a cosmopolitan country with a roaring economy firmly embedded in the EU. In contrast, the North would increasingly appear as an economic backwater, the ugly appendage in a union on its way to being dismembered, with Scotland taking the road to independence and the English nationalism that had fuelled Brexit all too happy to unload the sponging North. An increasing number of Catholics support unification (the proportion of Catholics wanting to stay in the UK declined from 17.8 per cent in 2010 to 13.6 per cent in 2019),46 and an increasing proportion of Alliance voters support unity.47


‘Brexit,’ says Naomi Long, Alliance leader, ‘has contributed to a change in dynamic in Northern Ireland and one that has challenged some of those who traditionally were content with the status quo. Perhaps (but not necessarily) unionists … felt that Brexit and being removed from the EU is something that has changed … an important part of their identity.’48


The Northern Ireland Life and Times (NILT) 2021 survey reports 63 per cent of respondents saying Brexit makes a united Ireland more likely, up 5 percentage points from NILT 2020 and 27 points since NILT 2019.49 Disaggregating the 63 per cent reveals that 83 per cent of nationalists, 45 per cent of unionists and 67 per cent of ‘neithers’ believe that Brexit makes a united Ireland more likely. To the question ‘Has Brexit made you more in favour of a united Ireland?’, 73 per cent of nationalists say it has, up 39 points since 2016, while 32 per cent of unionists say it had made them less in favour, up 20 points since 2016. These evolving attitudes are reflected in a hardening of identities. For the first time more respondents identified as ‘Irish only’ (26 per cent) than ‘British only’ (21 per cent).50 Reviewing the results of the NILT data between 2016 and 2021, Sam McBride opined that:


What is beyond doubt is that the 2016 vote for Brexit undermined the Union. In 2016, 54% of people thought that the long-term policy for Northern Ireland should be to remain part of the UK; that has now fallen to 37% – a dramatic slide in just five years. In that same period support for Irish unity as a long-term solution has risen from 19% to 30% (and there is reason to believe that this underestimates the true figure).51


Dutch TV news has aired footage of customs officers confiscating ham sandwiches from drivers arriving by ferry from the UK under postBrexit rules banning personal imports of meat and dairy products into the EU. Officials wearing high-visibility jackets are shown explaining to startled car and lorry drivers at the Hook of Holland ferry terminal that since Brexit, ‘you are no longer allowed to bring certain foods to Europe, like meat, fruit, vegetables, fish, that kind of stuff ’. To a bemused driver with several sandwiches wrapped in tin foil who asked if he could maybe surrender the meat and keep just the bread, one customs officer replied: ‘No, everything will be confiscated. Welcome to the Brexit, sir, I’m sorry.’52


– Jon Henley, The Guardian


The word fish appears 368 times in the new agreement compared with 90 for financial services.53


– George Parker et al., The Financial Times


At 11 pm GMT on 31 January 2020, the UK formally exited the EU. Brexit is ‘done’, Prime Minister Boris Johnson boomed to the nation.54 This was the new Britain, unshackled from the vassalage of the EU, poised to regain its rightful order on the world stage, a bridge between the EU and the United States, Singapore on the Thames, free to strike trade deals with whomever it wished, no longer constrained by the layers of bureaucracy and regulation to which it had been fettered for almost half a century.


Of course, Brexit was anything but done. As the Institute of Government said, ‘[Brexit] will continue to dominate government for years to come. The prime minister may hope to end Brexit’s dominance in the public debate after 31 January but in Whitehall it will continue to be the biggest and most challenging task faced by government in decades.’55


On the front burner was the negotiation of a trade agreement delineating the future relationship between the EU and the UK in a comprehensive trade treaty. Negotiations were ugly and contentious, more like a brawl than two parties trying to reach an amicable divorce, permeated with accusations and counter-accusations. The UK, the EU maintained, wanted to cherry-pick. Sticking points included the extent to which the UK government intended to maintain regulatory alignment with the EU – whether it would, as it staked out its negotiating manifesto, seek to diverge from EU regulations and set its own standards.


These roadblocks to progress had become apparent before the COVID-19 pandemic changed the world in March 2020. It relegated the possible impact of Brexit to the sidelines – a puny consideration in the circumstances of the possibility of collapsing economies and signs of a global meltdown. As second and third waves of the pandemic smothered Europe and the UK, the clock ticked inexorably towards 31 December 2020, before which point a trade agreement between the EU and UK would have to be reached or else see the UK exit the EU without any relationship in place.


The Withdrawal Agreement should have been the easy part, delineating the future relationship between the UK and the EU in a comprehensive trade treaty the hard part. In September 2020, Johnson upended the negotiating process itself when he tabled the Internal Market Bill at Westminster.56 The bill sought to ensure that regulations between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were in harmony with each other because, once the UK left the EU, each would have the power to set their own rules on areas like food safety and air quality.


The bill overrode several provisions of the Withdrawal Agreement, including key portions of the NIP. If enacted into law, it would allow UK ministers to ‘disapply’ previously agreed rules relating to Northern Ireland, should there be no trade deal with the EU. Brandon Lewis, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, admitted in Parliament that the bill violated international law, but only ‘in a specific and limited way’.57


The pushback was furious. The EU gave the British government until the end of September to rescind the proposed legislation, otherwise it would invoke legal action. The EU parliament announced that ‘under no circumstances would it ratify’ a trade bill reached between the EU and the UK should the bill proceed in its initial reading.58 US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi and President Elect Joe Biden weighed in with warnings: any semblance of a hard border across Ireland because of application of provisions in the Internal Market Bill relating to the NIP would slam the door on a UK-USA trade agreement.59 All living former UK prime ministers – Blair, Major, Brown, May and Cameron – were vocal in their opposition: Britain’s international reputation as a keeper of the rule of law was at stake.60 What moral right did the UK have to condemn China for violating the Sino-British Declaration guaranteeing Hong Kong’s limited autonomy until 2047? How could they expect to play a role as an international mediator? The government’s most senior lawyer, Sir Jonathan Jones, resigned in protest.61


The UK Parliament, Boris Johnson insisted, was sovereign and could breach international treaties. He asserted that the future of the Union was at stake; he wanted to ‘stop a foreign power [the EU] from breaking up the UK’.62 Johnson, Micheál Martin said, ‘knows well that is not the case’.63 Irish Foreign Minister Simon Coveney called it ‘inflammatory language coming from Number 10 which is spin and not the truth’.64


Both Scottish and Welsh leaders said the proposed bill ‘[undermined] their powers’, that it was ‘an attack on democracy’ and that, rather than safeguarding the Union, the bill was an ‘abomination’, a step toward dismantling the Union.65


In Parliament, Johnson doubled down: the bill was ‘a safety net’66 to ensure the EU did not exploit ambiguity in the Withdrawal Agreement to cast Northern Ireland adrift from the rest of the UK; ‘What we cannot tolerate now is a situation,’ he told the Commons, ‘where our EU counterparts seriously believe they have the power to break up our country.’67 In short, Johnson was saying that he did not fully understand the ramifications of the agreement he struck with the EU in relation to the NIP and hence would simply abrogate it, claiming the sovereignty of Parliament. In the end, the offending clauses were removed from the final reading of the bill. As an intended negotiating ploy, it had badly misfired, only making more manifest the widely held belief that Johnson was unprincipled, untrustworthy and incompetent.


Johnson and Ursula von der Leyen, the European Commission’s president, announced the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA)68 on Christmas Eve 2020.69 The bare-bones agreement covered just the manufacturing sector of the economy, with nothing on financial services and other service sectors that accounted for 80 per cent of the economy.70 The agreement was a ‘skinny’ free-trade agreement – a ‘no tariffs no quotas’ arrangement, one step removed from a hard Brexit.71


It did not bring much in the way of Christmas tidings. In a UK desperately trying to cope with the COVID-19 crisis, there was little of the celebratory festivities from the previous year, when it had formally exited the EU. The public had soured on Brexit. A YouGov poll in November 2020 found that 51 per cent of respondents thought it was ‘wrong’ to leave the EU, 38 per cent thought it was ‘right’ and 11 per cent ‘don’t know’. Excluding the ‘don’t knows’, 57 per cent said it was wrong, compared with just 43 per cent who said it was right – the highest level of support for ‘wrong’ ever recorded by YouGov.72 ‘There will be no non-tariff barriers to trade,’ Johnson declared.73 But that too was a lie. In fact, the fraught, year-long negotiations centred on moving from a free-trade arrangement to one putting barriers in the way of free trade.


Rather than the comprehensive free-trade agreement that Johnson had promised, the ‘skinny’ agreement fell well short. It ensured ‘zero-tariff ’, ‘zeroquota’ free trade, but a slew of paperwork and VAT made a mockery of any claim to ‘frictionless’ trade. Better than a no-deal, but only just.74


The bad faith that clouded and enveloped the negotiations would continue to contaminate future EU-UK relations. It also put Ireland in an invidious position. ‘We are in for a period of continued flux,’ says Professor Katy Hayward, who extensively researched the impacts of Brexit:


The UK and the EU are on different trajectories; Northern Ireland is in the middle … It’s not a place that’s well able to cope with those tensions. The way [internal tensions] have been managed the past twenty-plus years have been through British-Irish co-operation … Now we have [the two governments] on very many issues themselves on different paths and trajectories. And this is why Brexit has been quite significant for Northern Ireland.75


As a member of the EU ‘team’, Ireland is presumed to be onside in disputes between the EU and the UK, which, in turn, damages London-Dublin relations. The more contentious the EU-UK relationship, with ongoing arguments about interpretations of parts of the Withdrawal and the TCAs – but especially the former over the NIP – the greater the chasm between Dublin and London. Rather than closer working arrangements to manage the daunting political challenges in an increasingly fractious Northern Ireland beset with governance difficulties and calls for a referendum on its constitutional status, the gulf between the two has made it more difficult for both to exercise their dual responsibilities as the impartial co-guarantors of the B/GFA. They reached a nadir in May 2022 after Johnson announced his government’s intention to introduce legislation to give his ministers authority to override the NIP.76 Condemning the move, Taoiseach Micheál Martin accused the British government – not the DUP – of being the main stumbling block to a settlement of the protocol issue.77


Whatever spirit of generosity and goodwill that had existed since 1998 has largely dissipated.

















— TWO —


The Northern Ireland Protocol: breaching sea walls


There is no escaping the following: the Northern Ireland Protocol, described at the time by Boris Johnson as an ‘excellent deal’ that resolved all the issues around Northern Ireland, was a bad deal and didn’t resolve those issues; that this was apparent at the time to anyone studying the detail; that the UK government is now effectively in disorderly retreat from the agreement it made; and that, if left unresolved, the issues at the heart of the protocol have the capability of causing an enlarged trade conflict between the UK and the EU, or undermining the Good Friday Agreement – and quite possibly both.1


– Tony Blair, former UK prime minister; architect, Belfast/Good
 Friday Agreement (B/GFA)


My 24-year-old daughter lives in West Sussex … My dad’s not that well, she wanted to go home and see her grandad a couple of weeks ago and she wanted to bring her dog with her in the car. She was going to have to go to her vet and get a veterinary certificate at £110 to bring her dog back to the farm. Now that’s crazy. That’s just wrong within the UK, within our own country.2


– Ian Marshall, Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), former Independent 
Ulster Unionist Senator, Seanad Éireann 


This year marks Northern Ireland’s centenary. But, given the effects of Brexit, few are betting on there being a 125th birthday. The Brexit terms keep Northern Ireland inside the EU customs union and single market for goods, weakening its legal and commercial ties to the UK. The first weeks of Brexit have amplified this. British retailers halted some supplies while they grappled with the new trade rules. Customs checks stymied hauliers with multiple loads, and there are fears over the looming expiry of a grace period on health certification for food products.


The arc of history may bend towards reunification but it can be very long. Polling does not suggest a majority in the province for a united Ireland. It also shows deeper ties, such as attachment to the UK’s NHS. But nationalism has a secret weapon: the Democratic Unionist Party. The strategic judgements of the province’s largest party have been among the most consistently witless in recent politics. One Tory MP fumes: ‘The DUP have done more damage to the union than the IRA, Sinn Féin and all the nationalist forces combined’ …


As EU regulations on goods evolve, Brussels – and Dublin – will exert a greater pull.3


– Robert Shrimsley, The Financial Times, 
UK chief political commentator


The political landscape for Northern Ireland has been completely transformed by Brexit … mainly because the underpinning of the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement in terms of the relationship between the UK and Ireland has been transformed. … Within Northern Ireland, we’ve seen not only growing pressures and differences between unionism and nationalism in relation to this matter, but also we’ve seen the introduction of a new, strong line of division … Leave-Remain identities in Northern Ireland [are] very strongly held … this is a very acute line of division, separation within Northern Ireland … It’s difficult to talk now about Brexit without also talking about the protocol on Ireland/ Northern Ireland because in essence, we do have harder borders all around Northern Ireland. Over time those borders will become more significant and more hard, which is a really uncomfortable position for Northern Ireland given that, as is recognized in the Good Friday Agreement, Northern Ireland is integrated closely with Britain and with Ireland in very meaningful and significant ways. In essence, [in] the process of Brexit … we’ve had a great deal of uncertainty.4


– Professor Katy Hayward, Senator George J. Mitchell Institute for Global Peace, Security and Justice at Queen’s University Belfast; 
Senior Fellow, UK in a Changing Europe


If the application of this protocol leads to serious economic, societal, or environmental difficulties that are liable to persist, or to diversion of trade, the union or the United Kingdom may unilaterally take appropriate safeguard measures. Such safeguard measures shall be restricted with regard to their scope and duration to what is strictly necessary in order to remedy the situation. Priority shall be given to such measures as will least disturb the functioning of this protocol.5


– Article 16(1), Northern Ireland Protocol (NIP)


The impact of the first year of Brexit on Ireland has been revealed after official data showed cross-border trade between Ireland and Northern Ireland jumped by €2.8bn (£2.3bn) in 2021. Full year figures from Ireland’s Central Statistics Office show that imports to Ireland from Northern Ireland were up 65% to €3.9bn, a rise of €1.5bn compared with 2020. Exports from Ireland to Northern Ireland also rocketed, up 54% to €3.7bn, an increase of €1.3bn compared with 2020 – a total trade rise of €2.8bn.6


– Lisa O’Carroll, Brexit correspondent for The Guardian


The Withdrawal Agreement, incorporating the NIP, exposed the shortcomings of the B/GFA when it came to meeting an extraneous political upheaval never envisaged at the time of its signing. It exacerbated disagreements over conflicting interpretations of the core principle of consent, shook the peace process, soured relations between the British and Irish governments and stoked the antagonisms between the United Kingdom (UK) and European Union (EU) that had marked their Brexit negotiations. This antagonism would become low-level hostility when the British government insisted the protocol be substantively modified because it undermined the constitutional integrity of the UK. The protocol did not hammer a stake through the agreement, but it left a thousand stab wounds.


For unionists, the protocol was one more psychic shock to its political nervous system, threatening their sense of security as part of the UK, already on high alert. The demands from republicans for a border poll were relentless, the issue now very definitely in the public realm as some polls appeared to show a tightening of opinion on the constitutional issue. The protocol left unionism grasping at political straws over how to respond to demands that the protocol be replaced.7


Bellows of betrayal from loyalists greeted the announcement of the protocol – a betrayal, on all accounts, more devious than the hated and despised Anglo-Irish Agreement (1985)8 – which added to the unionist catalogue of grievances and confirmed its worst fears, yet again, that it could not rely on a British government to safeguard its position in the union. ‘We are in the final days of the union if this withdrawal act goes through,’ Jamie Bryson, an influential loyalist blogger, warned a group of fellow loyalist protesters. ‘When it comes to regulations that would affect Northern Ireland on goods, the Dublin government would have a greater say over Northern Ireland than the sovereign government in Westminster.’9 According to Bryson, resistance from the unionist camp would be massive if the deal passed in Parliament; however, he ‘wouldn’t advocate violence, but there are people who feel that republicans have been rewarded because of their threat of violence over Brexit’.10


Even though a majority of Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) voters (70 per cent) and UUP voters (58 per cent, 63 per cent in support twelve months later) voted Leave,11 the DUP bore the brunt of the criticism for what was now perceived as a strategic blunder. To stave off the criticism, it began to spin the protocol as something positive, as a mechanism whereby businesses could have ‘unfettered access’ to both the UK and EU markets, thus an attractive destination for inward investment.12


On 16 December 2020, two weeks before the protocol went into effect, senior DUP MP Jeffrey Donaldson, not yet the DUP leader, told me with regard to the protocol, ‘I don’t accept that Brexit has fundamentally changed the constitutional arrangements in the United Kingdom. What it has done is changed the way that we trade. What it has done is changed the way we do business …’ Within months he would be eating his own words.


COVID-19 lockdowns ruled out mass protests giving full vent to the frustration and anger people were feeling. The seething under the surface was left to fester, with only graffiti in East Belfast and the Shankill conveying hints of defiance. Political unionism remained silent. With no ostensible change in trading arrangements during 2020 (the transition year) between the ‘mainland’ and Northern Ireland, there appeared to be a begrudging acceptance of the protocol. With the pandemic raging, potential impacts were downplayed, an attitude reinforced by repeated assurances from Boris Johnson that there would be unfettered trade between the North and Great Britain and no border down the Irish Sea, even while his ministers were saying the opposite.13


The rancour between the UK and EU, and the uncertainty with regard to what the protocol might actually involve and what disruptions it might lead to in people’s daily lives in Northern Ireland throughout 2020 – the transition year – set the stage for the political repercussions that exploded in 2021. Throughout 2020, when it was unclear until the very last moment whether the EU and UK could reach a trade deal, Johnson was unequivocal that, trade deal or no trade deal, the movement of such goods across the Irish Sea would be ‘unfettered’. He declared in a press conference on 13 January 2020:


we are the government of the United Kingdom. I cannot see any circumstances whatsoever in which there will be any need for checks on goods going from Northern Ireland into Great Britain. The only circumstances [for] the need for checks coming from [Great Britain to Northern Ireland], is if those goods were going on into Ireland and we had not secured, a zero-tariff, zero-quota agreement with our friends and partners in the EU.14


Which, of course, he secured. And which, of course, did nothing to mitigate the impact of the protocol. His pledge of frictionless trade between Britain and Northern Ireland was in outright contradiction of what his ministers were stressing would be unavoidable paperwork for Northern Ireland businesses. Months before the protocol went into effect, Johnson was telling Northern Ireland businessmen ‘to bin’ customs forms.15 The EU was unimpressed: the protocol called for red tape, paperwork and physical checks at the Northern Ireland end.16 Michel Barnier, the EU’s lead negotiator, was unequivocal on the question, telling the European parliament that ‘the implementation of this [deal] foresees checks and controls entering the island of Ireland’.17 Mixed messages, for sure.


As the year wore on, Johnson’s propensity for political gamesmanship compounded the uncertainty in Northern Ireland about the future along with the uncertainty permeating life during COVID-19. Having to choose between competing narratives regarding the possible impacts of the protocol, unionists chose, again, to take Johnson at his word: the protocol would do little to disturb their daily lives. Northern Ireland, if not quite as British as Finchley, was not significantly different either.18 A Command Paper (May 2020) rubbished the protocol, proposed a ‘trust and verify’ system for traders from Britain selling into Northern Ireland and unfettered access to the whole UK market.19 None of this came to pass. It amplified Johnson’s mantra that there would be no border down the Irish Sea, as if by repeating it often enough he could convince unionists that it was true. A second Command Paper (July 2021) followed,20 calling for wholesale revisions to the protocol and essentially neutering huge chunks of its key provisions. In their place it proposed, once again, a ‘“trust and verify” system for traders selling from Britain into the Northern Ireland market’.21 Any role for EU institutions including the European Court of Justice would go.


A joint committee oversees implementation of the protocol. It screens goods entering Northern Ireland from the rest of the UK to ensure they meet EU regulatory standards. Widespread disruption to trade between Great Britain and the North accompanied the roll-out of the protocol in January 2021, in good measure because Northern Ireland was woefully ill-prepared to cope with the situation. In addition to commodities having to be vetted to ensure they met EU regulatory requirements, there were also prodigious amounts of procedural rules and volumes of paperwork to be filled out before goods could be transported across the Irish Sea.


‘Absurdities on the border between Great Britain and Northern Ireland,’ The Economist editorialized. Among the more egregious: plants grown on British soil could not be exported to the North, but plants grown in peat could be; fish food exported there needed a certificate completed by a vet, as well as a customs declaration; bringing a dog or cat into Northern Ireland required a rabies injection for the pet even though Britain is rabies free.22 The chairperson of the giant food and clothing retailer Marks & Spencer told the BBC that ‘Wagons have to carry 700 pages of documentation. It takes eight hours to prepare the documentation, some of the descriptors have to be written in Latin, has to be in a certain typeface, it takes 30 per cent more driver time. So it’s highly bureaucratic, very onerous and pretty pointless.’23 As a result, many British companies simply stopped selling into Northern Ireland because oceans of red tape – from customs declarations to phytosanitary certificates – swamped many transactions, making them too costly and time-consuming. This led to empty shelves after supermarket chains stopped sending hundreds of items to retail outlets.24


The anger among unionists was palpable once it became clear that costs and disruptions were not just teething problems but the new normal; among nationalists, there was silence. Even their common experiences – the halfempty shelves in some supermarkets, the obvious burdens on businesses owned or run by nationalists as they strove to comply with complex regulations – could not move either Sinn Féin or the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) to join the chorus of unionists’ voices demanding remedies. The protocol was strictly a zero-sum issue. The prevailing nationalist/republican sentiment was that the DUP had campaigned for Brexit. They had brought the consequences on themselves. Besides, why complain about a trading arrangement that makes a united Ireland more likely? If not a border in the Irish Sea, then what? Once again, a land border could loom.


On 24 December 2020, when the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) was announced, DUP First Minister Arlene Foster said:


We will, of course, examine the details both of the trade deal itself as well as other issues such as security where agreement will be particularly important from the Northern Ireland viewpoint. Given the government’s Northern Ireland Protocol, a sensible trade deal between the United Kingdom and the European Union was always the most favourable outcome for Northern Ireland. Moving forward, we will continue to work to seize the opportunities and address the challenges which arise from the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union. This is the start of a new era in the relationship between the UK and the EU and in Northern Ireland we will want to maximise the opportunities the new arrangements provide for our local economy.25


A week later, on 3 January 2021, days after the protocol went into effect, Foster on the BBC pledged ‘to mitigate the worst effects of the protocol’.26 ‘What we have is a gateway of opportunity for the whole of the UK, and for Northern Ireland,’ she said, ‘and it is important that in this centenary year that we look forward to that and step through that gateway and take all the opportunities that are available for our people.’27 That said, she hoped that when the protocol came up for a vote in the Assembly, ‘people will see that it is much better to move out of these regulations and into the global market’.28 Her remarks preceded the tsunami of the protocol’s regulatory provisions about to turn trade between Northern Ireland and Great Britain into a bureaucratic and administrative nightmare. Not a whisper, however, about Northern Ireland not having given its consent to a border down the Irish Sea.


That would change. Six weeks into the protocol taking effect, the EU – in a row with the UK over the supply of the AstraZeneca vaccine – unilaterally invoked Article 16 of the protocol, the ‘nuclear option’ open to both the UK and EU, only to be resorted to in extraordinary circumstances.29 Neither Dublin nor London had been consulted; both were swift in their protestations and the decision, by an unnamed official, was reversed within twentyfour hours. But the damage was done. The EU had lost its moral high ground. Its commitment to the Irish peace process, so carefully burnished over four and a half years, was called into question. The UK used the incident to demand an extension of the grace period to implement the full range of checks at Northern Ireland ports for two years, in the hope of silencing increasingly agitated unionist voices, and it emboldened the DUP’s efforts to get the UK government to invoke Article 16.30


The protocol row morphed from being about how to mitigate its deleterious repercussions on trade and commerce into a constitutional one. ‘A part of the [United] Kingdom is governed by [EU] laws that it cannot amend … ’ DUP MP Ian Paisley Jr decried in our interview:31


If those laws can be altered in [the European Court of Justice] of which [Northern Ireland] is no plea at the bar of, it’s inherently undemocratic and it’s also completely different from how the rest of the United Kingdom is managed and organized and it is not true to what the people voted for in 2016, which was to leave the European Union as a United Kingdom.32


The protocol undermined the constitutional integrity of the UK. Article 16 must be invoked. It allows for one party to say that there are either societal or economic issues which unilaterally we need to change. If we do, these are our proposals for how we change them and what we would put in their place. I think we need that to come into play and the British government needs now to do what it didn’t do over the last three years, and that’s crack the whip in terms of saying we’re negotiating on behalf of Northern Ireland.33


DUP MP Sammy Wilson goes further:


The Belfast Agreement has been ripped up in pieces and deliberately so. The very first declaration, which was made in the Belfast Agreement, was that ‘There cannot be any change’ – those are the words – ‘… in the constitutional status of Northern Ireland, unless there’s the consent of the people of Northern Ireland.’ The Belfast Agreement is effectively dead.


Quite clearly our position has been changed: laws are now made in another jurisdiction, courts in a foreign jurisdiction will adjudicate on those laws, and as a result of that, we have been cut off from our main market in GB. Article Six of the Act of Union has been removed and has been altered …34 Another part of the Belfast Agreement [says that where] there were controversial issues, they have to be dealt with on a cross-community basis in the Executive and in the Assembly. That part was deliberately removed in relation to the protocol so that there is no longer any need for cross-community consent.


The two pillars of the Belfast Agreement, first of all, the consent principle and secondly, the Safeguards for Minorities Principle have been removed, so the Belfast Agreement is effectively dead. That’s one of the reasons why we’re refusing now to take part in some of the agreement’s institutions.35


Contrary to what nationalists held, Wilson insists that although nationalists had not given their consent to leaving the EU – indeed, they had voted overwhelmingly to remain – the consent stipulation in the B/GFA only applies to Northern Ireland and the UK, not Northern Ireland and the EU. Trying to equate the two is a red herring.


David Frost, the pugnacious UK Brexit negotiator, bore down on British objections to the protocol Boris Johnson himself had negotiated and called ‘fantastic’, advancing a novel negotiating posture.36 Johnson, he argued, had negotiated under duress. Had he not agreed to the protocol, the UK would either have crashed out of the EU or found itself stuck indefinitely in it. Hence the imperative to agree a protocol at any price to avoid either of these disasters.37 The protocol, Frost maintained, threatened the constitutional integrity of the UK and was an infringement on British sovereignty. (Later, it emerged that Johnson had been fully briefed on the extent of the checks on goods coming from Britain to Northern Ireland but had hoped ‘the EU would not apply them’.)38


Unionist objections became more focused – the sea border violated the Constitution of the UK as embedded in the Acts of Union 1800; it violated the Northern Ireland Act 1998; and, they maintained, it violated the consent formula of the B/GFA.39 If a land border across Ireland violated the B/GFA because it disrupted a seamless border between the two parts of Ireland – although one could not point to any clause in the agreement with that explicit provision – then the same logic held with regard to Northern Ireland: the sea border violated the seamless border between one part of the UK and another. If a land border would trigger violence, surely it was equally valid to argue that a sea border would also result in violence? In political terms, the Irish government ‘won’ the argument; years of assiduously cultivating governments across the EU had paid off. Unionism had no advocate to make the case against an Irish Sea border by laying out how it might instigate loyalist violence. The protocol was a done deal before they could fully comprehend its consequences.


If one steps back from the arguments advanced by the Irish government on the one hand and unionists on the other, the justifications for their positions become a little more nuanced. There is no specific reference to a border in the B/GFA because both Ireland and the UK were members of the EU. Trade and travel between the three entities was seamless. The agreement is embedded in EU law. The absence of a border was a given. With respect to North-South relations and the implementation of projects agreed by the bodies under the remit of the North-South Ministerial Council, the B/GFA stipulates that implementation will be ‘on an all-island and cross-border basis’.40 A land border across Ireland would severely disrupt the work of these bodies, inconvenience travellers and reinforce the physical partition of Ireland, but it would not change the constitutional relationships between North and South, or the North and Britain. While nationalists would angrily object to a land border, saying they had not given their consent, the consent formulation in the B/GFA refers only to the relationship between Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom. No one doubted, however, that violence would follow the imposition of a land border.


Likewise, the B/GFA has no provision regarding Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK, other than the consent formulation requiring a majority voting to enact a change to its constitutional status. Nor was one necessary because seamless trade and movement of people between the two was explicit – they are, after all, two parts of the same country. Former First Minister Peter Robinson complained that:


[it is] infuriating to hear people, some of whom should know better, recite the mantra that a land border on the island of Ireland would have been a breach of the Belfast Agreement. While they struggle to show where in the agreement such a stipulation exists, they, at most, rely on the scrawny defence that it is contrary to the spirit of the agreement. Naturally, they ignore the equally valid truth that a border in the Irish Sea is contrary to the spirit of the agreement.41


Much of unionist anger at Dublin is because of what they see as hypocrisy, the refusal of Dublin to acknowledge that unionism’s case against the sea border is as legitimate as Dublin’s case against a land border.


David Frost repeatedly threatened to invoke Article 16; the EU promised retaliation. For much of 2021, Northern Ireland was a useful pawn in openly hostile relations between the EU and UK over interpretations of the TCA. Once it appeared that a settlement to the protocol dispute was in sight when the EU offered to alter EU law so as to ensure the free flow of medical supplies into Northern Ireland,42 Frost pulled another obstacle from his negotiating toolbox: under no circumstances would the UK agree to having the European Court of Justice as the arbiter in disputes over the protocol between the EU and UK.43 Any suggestion that the UK should be bound by a ruling of a foreign court – a regulatory purgatory that the UK had exited – was unacceptable, an infringement of UK sovereignty that Brexit was designed to protect against. Ireland’s Foreign Minister Simon Coveney slammed ‘UK protocol demands as insatiable’44 and became the target of unionist anger for his ‘ignoring unionist concerns and hoping they’ll just go away’,45 for ‘gravity-defying levels of arrogance and hypocrisy’,46 for ‘trashing East-West relationships … with barely disguised triumphalism and bombastic belligerence’.47


In a scathing Irish Times op-ed, an angry and at times sorrowful David Trimble – who could legitimately claim stature to address protocol issues because of his key role in formulating the consent language in the B/GFA – lashed out at both governments.48 There were ‘70 pages of EU laws to which Northern Ireland must adhere’.49 Northern Ireland now had to follow future EU laws without having had any say in how these laws were enacted. These changes represented ‘a seismic and undemocratic change in the constitutional position of Northern Ireland and runs contrary to the most fundamental premise in the Belfast Agreement’.50 Trimble continues:


This false mantra of protecting the Belfast Agreement and keeping the peace in Northern Ireland has become the shield behind which the EU, the Irish government, nationalist parties in Northern Ireland, UK politicians, and even US president Joe Biden hide behind when challenged about the damage to democracy and the economy in Northern Ireland as a result of the protocol. They believe, by invoking the hard-won agreement that I helped negotiate 23 years ago, they can justify the indefensible attack on the rights and livelihood of all Northern Ireland citizens that the unprecedented and unreasonable protocol requirements impose on the part of the UK in which I live.51


He issued a warning: ‘If the genuine grievances and resentments caused by the protocol are not addressed politically, then there is real potential for those who have engaged in past violence to take action again into their own hands.’52 The protocol, he asserted, ‘changes fundamentally the constitutional relationship between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK’.53 Laws across a range of activities ‘no longer will be made at our parliament in Westminster or the local Assembly in Belfast. They will instead be determined by a foreign authority in Brussels’.54


He goes on:


The very first clause of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement states: ‘It is hereby declared that Northern Ireland in its entirety remains part of the United Kingdom and shall not cease to be so without the consent of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland voting in a poll held for that purpose.’ And the second clause is clear: ‘it would be wrong to make any change in the status of Northern Ireland save with the consent of a majority of its people’.


Thus, the Northern Ireland Protocol ignores the fundamental principle of consent. Northern Ireland is no longer fully part of the UK – it has been annexed by the EU, subject to EU laws and an EU court without any right of dissent.55


Furthermore, there was the implicit duplicity:


Under the heading of ‘Safeguards’, the agreement stipulates that ‘key decisions are to be taken on a cross-community basis’. Nothing could be more ‘key’ than the demands made in the Northern Ireland Protocol. Yet, any vote on them is held back for four years and, when a vote eventually is taken, the cross-community safeguard will not be applied.56


Nationalists were unmoved.


Trimble’s warning that the NIP ‘risks a return to violence’, ‘that the protocol ripped the heart out of the agreement’57 and undermined key principles of the B/GFA, were dismissed as the bitter whining of a hardline Brexiteer, as Trimble being Trimble – aloof, dour and rather graceless, his blind anger leading him to misinterpret the agreement he had been instrumental in designing. The fact that he had been one of the key architects of the B/GFA, had earned a Nobel Peace Prize for his contribution and hence should be listened to and his views given great attention, went ignored. But when he died in July 2022, the tributes poured in across the political divide – from Dublin, London, Belfast and Washington, DC. He was hailed as a transformational unionist leader, a visionary, a risk-taker willing to compromise on the most contentious issues, courageous and brave in the face of the animosity towards him from his own tribe after he led Ulster unionists – balking all the way – into a post-Agreement Northern Ireland. Even Sinn Féin paid a tribute. Trimble was praised for his moral rectitude, his equanimity in the face of the savage and endless personal attacks from the Rev. Ian Paisley and his DUP acolytes who branded him a traitor. Only he could have brought the UUP onside and secured a post-conflict future. ‘His legacy will endure,’ Bill Clinton intoned, although Trimble himself believed that the NIP eviscerated his legacy. ‘Even if David Trimble opposed the Northern Ireland Protocol,’ Sam McBride asked, ‘How can the EU play the Good Friday card?’


In March 2021, in short order, Johnson unilaterally suspended until 1 October the requirements for the end to the grace period on 1 April for some businesses and/or products to comply with EU rules. The EU threatened legal action:58 the Loyalist Communities Council (LCC) – the umbrella organization for loyalist paramilitary groups including the Ulster Defence Association (UDA), Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and Red Hand Commandos – wrote to Johnson on 4 March, saying it was withdrawing its support for the B/GFA until the NIP was replaced,59 albeit stressing that it was not calling for a land border and not threatening violence. Donaldson said unionist support for the B/GFA ‘was rapidly diminishing’.60


Over several days in early April 2021, including the twenty-third anniversary of the B/GFA, young Protestants took to the streets protesting the protocol. At first the protests resulted in confrontations with the police and the hijacking and burning of a bus. Then they threatened to spread into Catholic areas with skirmishes across peace walls, coming to a climax on 8 April at the Lanark interface separating Catholics on Springfield Road from Protestants on the Shankill Road in West Belfast. Loyalist rioters on the Shankill Road side hurled rocks and petrol bombs across the interface; Catholic youths on the other side responded.61


Older members of paramilitaries were on hand, some said, to contain the youths and police the situation from getting out of hand; others said they were behind the rioting (a subsequent police investigation cleared the paramilitaries of any involvement).62 These were social media-organized protests, many using fake media accounts. Had the rioters breached the interface and come into contact with the Catholics gathered on the other side, the situation could easily have spiralled into a new phase of violence. Father Tim Bartlett, the influential Catholic priest who was on the nationalist side of the Springfield Road interface, recalls:


During the riots in Lanark Way, at a certain point on the loyalist side, I heard a car burning at the gate, but then the rioters still commandeered this BMW X5, a very powerful four-by-four vehicle. The assumption was that they were simply going to burn it as well, but they got into that vehicle, and they rammed the gate again and again. No one had any doubt that what they were trying to do. The gate, however, was strong enough to stop the car. Had the car come through and drove over people it would have flipped everything on its head.63


What I saw with my own eyes, and I’ve been in a lot of riots and watched a lot of those kinds of situations over the years, it was the sheer viciousness of it and the determination and the anger behind it on the loyalist side.


Despite the small scale of the violence, in much of the West and the United States, the media reported the rioting as threatening to spiral into a more violent phase of conflict, a view which many governments shared. Micheál Martin, Boris Johnson and even US President Joe Biden issued statements: the ‘fragile’ peace had to be protected.64 Only the B/GFA provided the necessary safeguards. Loyalists weren’t listening to the bromides about the agreement: the republic had shamelessly used the threat of violence to get its way over a land border; loyalists would use it to get rid of the sea border.65 Says Ian Marshall:


What the loyalists said to me on when I met them was, ‘Ian, for three years no one has listened to us. For three years our voice has been lost in the wilderness about our concerns about what was going on.’ They said, ‘Three weeks ago, violence erupted as a consequence of an Irish Sea border, and people came onto the streets. What’s happened in those three weeks is that the establishment, both British government, Irish government and Northern Ireland Executive, now want to talk to us.’ I said, ‘What does that say to you? That says that violence definitely pays’ … The perception for the loyalists … is equally as important because it’s the feeling that one border was more important than the other, and one border threatened a return to violence and the other border … they’ll just have to suck it up and get on with it. That’s the feeling that’s there …


David Frost’s threats to invoke Article 16 became more frequent. Meanwhile, negotiations between Frost and Barnier’s replacement EU vice president, Maroš Šefčovič, became more contentious as the impacts of Brexit were felt across the UK. The Biden administration warned the British government on at least two occasions not to act in a way that threatened the B/GFA.66 Speaker of Congress Nancy Pelosi and Richard Neal, who chaired the powerful Ways and Means Committee and was a good friend of Sinn Féin, let it be known that there would be no trade deal for the UK if the government messed with the Agreement.67


Getting rid of the protocol became the new unionist mantra.68 The DUP had championed Brexit. During Theresa May’s government, it had maintained unwavering inflexibility on every manifestation of Brexit that might have seen Northern Ireland being treated differently from the rest of the UK, eventually backing itself into a corner of its own making.69 Once it opposed even an outcome that might have seen the UK as a whole stay in the Single Market and Customs Union until such time as a better solution to the Irish border question was found, a border down the Irish Sea became inevitable simply as a process of eliminating alternatives.


The DUP allied themselves with Johnson, who betrayed them. Thereafter, seeking to put distance between itself and the protocol, it joined with other Northern Ireland parties in voting against the TCA when it reached Westminster on 30 December 2020, again bellowing betrayal.70


It sought to justify its own actions while it held the balance of power at Westminster, arguing that even if it had backed Theresa May’s backstop, eventually it would have led to ‘Northern Ireland being locked into a separate arrangement from Britain’.71


Voters weren’t buying the explanation. In a May 2021 LucidTalk Poll, Sinn Féin outpolled the DUP, 25 per cent to 16 per cent, with Alliance also at 16 per cent, the UUP at 14 per cent and the Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV) surging to 11 per cent.72 By any measure, a drop of 40 per cent in support since Assembly elections in 2017 was precipitous, reflecting grassroots concerns about how the party had handled Brexit and anger at how the NIP was disrupting trade and commercial life – and holding the party partly accountable for the outcome. The haemorrhaging of support continued throughout 2021.


David Frost resigned from the cabinet on 19 December 2021, ostensibly over restrictive measures curtailing a number of activities to halt the spread of the Omicron variant of COVID-19.73 He was replaced by Liz Truss, foreign secretary and a former Remainer, now intent on out-Brexiteering the Brexiteers themselves74 – and by all accounts a putative candidate for Johnson’s job should his myriad troubles force him to resign.75


It appeared that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 would put the EU-UK ‘wars’ on hold and their disputes into a broader perspective as Europe united in opposition to Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, which made other issues seem trivial in comparison. Premonitions of a wider war in the making that could quickly escalate to heretofore unimaginable levels preoccupied most of Europe, still conscious over a hundred years later of how the First World War had not been meant to happen, how a slow unfolding of events – none of which appeared particularly threatening – resulted in Europe almost accidently sleepwalking into a devastating war.


But Johnson needed his quarrel with the EU to distract from his multiple home-front problems, and from the fact that Brexit was not delivering the socio-economic benefits its advocates had promised, making his tenure as prime minister increasingly problematic.76 He needed an enemy, someone or thing he could point his finger at as the source of Britain’s misfortunes and use that as a continuing diversion. Hence, he ratcheted up his dispute with the EU to a point where it invited the EU to take retaliatory action, even when European solidarity as a counterweight to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the threat of a wider war had never been more necessary. In early June 2022, Johnson barely survived a vote of no confidence in the House of Commons: 211 votes supporting him, 148 against. But the laws of political gravity are inexorable: he would be gone sooner rather than later.77 ‘The Conservative Party will not be able to move on,’ The Economist editorialized, ‘whatever the prime minister hopes.’78


In the end, nothing could save him from himself. Almost inevitably, he hoisted himself by his petard of lies. ‘Enough is enough,’ Sajid Javid, Secretary of State for Health, said in his resignation letter when it emerged that Johnson knew, but had denied having known, even though he had been given a ‘first-hand account’ of the misconduct allegations against Chris Pincher before appointing him deputy chief whip. After fifty cabinet members and senior staff resigned, Johnson bowed out.79 ‘Them’s the breaks,’ he shrugged, announcing his intention to step down as soon as his successor was chosen.80


Following a bruising and vicious campaign between former Chancellor Rishi Sunak, whose resignation from the Cabinet had triggered the tsunami of resignations that led to Johnson’s downfall, and Elizabeth Truss, who had stayed loyal to Johnson, Truss emerged the winner, party leader and new prime minister after Conservative Party members voted in September.


Truss was, on all accounts, the prime minister unionists – especially the DUP – had hoped for. In June 2022, weeks before Johnson’s tumble from power, she had tabled the Northern Ireland Protocol Bill in the Commons. This legislation would empower UK ministers to make unilateral changes to the protocol, essentially cannibalizing its content and ending most checks on goods entering Northern Ireland from Britain.81 It went further than Article 16, giving UK ministers sweeping powers to override virtually all provisions of the protocol and eliminating any role for the European Court of Justice (ECJ).82 The key component would set up a two-lane system for trucks entering Northern Ireland from Britain: a check-free green lane for trucks carrying goods that that would stay in Northern Ireland and a red lane for checking trucks on their way to the republic, and thus into the EU Single Market.83


The uproar was predictable. Relations between Dublin and London took a further turn for the worse. ‘It would be a historic low if the British government proceeds with plans to unilaterally introduce legislation to override the Northern Ireland Protocol,’ Micheál Martin said.84 Johnson’s actions were ‘a fundamental breach of trust’, ‘profoundly dispiriting’, ‘had the potential to destabilize politics in Northern Ireland’.85 Maroš Šefčovič, the EU commissioner for Brexit, promised legal action.86 He warned of the irreparable damage to the UK-EU relationship that would follow either the UK triggering Article 16 or unilateral action scrapping the protocol.87 A majority of the Members of Assembly (MLAs) wrote to Johnson condemning his ‘reckless’ action and rebutting his assertion that he was simply protecting the B/GFA.88 Nancy Pelosi, Speaker of the US House of Representatives, warned that it put a UK-US trade deal in jeopardy.89


Undeterred, Truss pressed on, exhibiting a political tone-deafness that would ultimately be her undoing. The bill worked its way through the House of Commons, cleared all hurdles on 20 July and was subsequently sent to the House of Lords where it faced stiff opposition and numerous amendments, setting the stage for protracted ‘ping pong’ exchanges between the two chambers. ‘The government will have to work hard to get it through the Upper House,’ said Lord Alderdice, ‘because it does not have an absolute government majority there, unlike in the Commons.’ Moreover, ‘There is a view amongst many in the Lords, including some on the Conservative side, that the bill is proposing a breach of international law, or at the very least a breach of trust, and there is talk of a long stand-off between the Commons and the Lords over passing the legislation.’90


Getting rid of the protocol spearheaded the DUP’s campaign for the 5 May 2022 Assembly elections. It promised unionist voters that it would not become part of the Northern Ireland Executive until the protocol had been replaced and there were no impediments to the movement of goods and people between Britain and Northern Ireland. The Northern Ireland Protocol Bill satisfied these demands. But such an in-your-face disavowal of the Withdrawal Agreement by the UK was sure to result in the EU responding with ‘all measures at its disposal’.91


To fend off that eventuality, the EU held out the olive branch with an offer to resolve the dispute with a proposal to hold checks on goods entering Northern Ireland from Great Britain to a near ‘invisible manner’ involving just ‘a couple of lorries’ a day. Physical checks would be made only ‘when there is a reasonable suspicion of illegal trade smuggling, illegal drugs, dangerous toys or poisoned food’.92


The groundwork was laid for a compromise.


However, should the UK government’s Northern Ireland Protocol Bill become law, it may fall to the Irish government to protect the Single Market. In short, it may have to impose limited checks on the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland and at Irish ports. Should that happen, one likely consequence will be a decisive swing among cultural Catholics in Northern Ireland presently content to stay in the UK, or who respond ‘don’t know’ on the constitutional question in opinion polls, to supporting reunification.93 The other consequence could be the dissident republican violence the Irish government had warned of in 2016 in the event of a hard border materializing.


The DUP should listen to the adage: ‘Beware of what you wish for.’

















— THREE —


The Northern Ireland Statelet: a place apart


It is clear from the structures that were fashioned at the birth of Northern Ireland that our forefathers did not envisage creating a permanent state. The apparatus of the Council of Ireland suggests our separateness from the South was to be short term and transitory.1


– Peter Robinson, First Minister of Northern Ireland, 2008–16; leader of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), 2008–15


What is normal is change, and not even change for the better, just change. The world of fifty years ago is gone; it was probably not even as we remember it. And the world we bequeath to another generation will not be as we have conceived it. Between a garbled past and an inconceivable future there is today, which would be enough if there was equality and universal neighbourliness … Some people edged us closer to that while others were obsessed by narratives of sovereign destiny and trying to clear the way to a future we may not want or recognize anyway when it arrives – if it arrives.2


– Malachi O’Doherty, journalist


Facing possible home rule for Ireland twice in the late nineteenth century, Ulster unionists, overwhelmingly Protestant, turned to threats of violence, expressed by Randolph Churchill: ‘Ulster will fight and Ulster will be right.’3 Were home rule for Ireland to pass, unionists would go from being part of a Protestant majority in the United Kingdom (UK) of Great Britain and Ireland to being a Protestant minority in an all-Ireland Catholic state – hence the rallying cry, ‘Home rule is Rome rule’.


On 28 September 1912, 471,000 Ulster men and women signed a solemn league and covenant pledging to use ‘all means which may be found necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland’.4 They established the Ulster Unionist Council (UUC) as a provisional government and the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), a paramilitary force of 90,000 men. The UUC imported huge quantities of arms from Germany in a ship named Mountjoy II, after the ship that had broken the siege of Londonderry in 1689.5 The UVF flaunted its strength with intimidating military-type parades across Ulster. It was the bedrock of militarism on which the Northern Ireland statelet was founded. ‘Between July 1920 and July 1922,’ historian Donnacha Ó Beacháin writes, ‘453 people were killed in Belfast alone. Catholics constituted the vast majority of deaths, despite the fact that they constituted only a quarter of the city’s population. Of Belfast’s 93,000 Catholics, nearly 11,000 had been ejected from their place of employment and 23,000 had been driven from their homes. In addition, over 500 Catholic-owned shops and businesses had been destroyed.’6


Sectarian violence was rampant, casting in hatred and blood a pattern that would repeat itself in the following decades until the late 1960s, when the British government had to deploy the army to Northern Ireland to protect Catholics from what seemed an imminent pogrom.


No one wanted Northern Ireland to exist as a political entity within the UK. Pro-union Protestants wanted to preserve the union with Britain; Catholic nationalists wanted a unitary Irish state. Northern Ireland’s first prime minister, James Craig, said in 1921: ‘In this island we cannot live always separated from one another. We are too smart to be apart or for the border to be there for all time. The change will not be in my time, but it will come.’7 Edward Carson, who led the unionist campaign against Home Rule, was no less hopeful: ‘There is no one in the world who would be more pleased to see an absolute unity in Ireland than I would.’8


Actions spoke otherwise. Within two years, Craig’s government had mobilized the Protestant community, which accounted for two-thirds of the statelet’s population, to become members of its newly established security apparatuses: in 1922, for every two Catholic males, there was a member of the state security forces.9 Northern Ireland was always a conditional part of the UK, composed of six of the nine counties of historic Ulster to ensure a Protestant majority in perpetuity. The Government of Ireland Act (1920) made provision for a Council of Ireland to lay the groundwork for eventual Irish unity.10


The 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty gave Northern Ireland the right to opt out of the new Irish Free State. The Ireland Act (1949), passed after the Free State declared itself a republic, thus severing all ties with the Commonwealth, gave the Northern Ireland parliament the right to determine the constitutional status of Northern Ireland.11


In 1920, the unionist government established a special paramilitary police force, the B Specials, to protect the new state against the assaults of republicans, and introduced a Special Powers Act in 1922 that gave the government draconian powers to intern people without trial. The unwillingness of nationalists to recognize the new statelet and their abstention from the Stormont Parliament during its formative years – and periodically thereafter – meant they had no say in the crucial early years of the statelet when governance institutions were being shaped, further facilitating unionist hegemony.12


Michael Collins had, after all, told Dáil Éireann during debate on the treaty in January 1922 that it gave the ‘freedom to achieve freedom’.13 The Boundary Commission, established under the auspices of the 1921 treaty to rule on final borders between Northern Ireland and the rest of Ireland, would, nationalists believed, result in boundaries that would make the North an unviable socio-economic unit.14 The activities of the Northern Ireland Irish Republican Army (IRA) tried to hasten the day.15


The perceptual lens that framed both communities’ political behaviour was the same: that of the aggrieved minority. While Catholics saw themselves as the minority in a majority Northern Ireland Protestant state, Protestants saw themselves as the minority in a majority Catholic all-island Ireland. Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Constitution, claiming the North as part of the national territory, exacerbated their sense of insecurity.


The unionists’ great fear throughout most of the twentieth century, especially during the years of the conflict – and particularly when republicans targeted mainland Britain – was that the British government would somehow seek to coerce them into a united Ireland without their consent. Hardcore loyalist unionists were prepared to fight Britain to stave off any measures that came to be seen as undermining Protestant hegemony. The result was widespread electoral gerrymandering, discrimination against Catholics in every economic and social arena and a society that put the utmost premium on geographic divisions and used religion as a badge of allegiance.16


Protestant response to partition was reflexive: behind every Catholic was the intent to destroy the Northern Ireland state. Accordingly, when Catholics organized a civil rights movement in the late 1960s, demanding impartial police protection, an end to electoral abuses, equal employment opportunities, fair allocation of public housing and the disbanding of the B Specials, Protestants responded according to their prior perceptions. Since any organized Catholic effort was seen by many to be an act of subversion to bring about a united Ireland, their predictable response to thwart the threat was violence. In August 1969, when the police could no longer handle the situation, the British government had to deploy troops onto the streets of Northern Ireland to protect the Catholic community.


One of the first casualties of the conflict was the Northern Ireland parliament and government, prorogued by the British government in March 1972 when direct rule from Westminster was instituted. After Stormont fell in 1972, the principle was re-embodied in an amendment by Ian Paisley to the Northern Ireland Constitution Act (1973) that affirmed the status of Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom.17


By the early 1970s, the civil rights movement had achieved its major goals, but the British army’s presence had become the symbol of old hatreds – a symbol that provided a nascent IRA, which sought to reunify Ireland through force of arms, with a situation to exploit. So began the long war, a near thirty years of violence, some 3,500 killings, 20,000 injuries, disruption, economic depression and social upheaval before the IRA renewed its ceasefire in July 1997, opening the way for Sinn Féin to join the talks process that culminated in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (B/GFA).18


History in Northern Ireland, like every slice of life you interrogate, is highly contested, and pro-union historians give a different emphasis to how events have unfolded there. From the onset, they maintain, Northern Ireland was under threat – both from the Catholic minority within and the Catholic majority on its border, exacerbating the historic sense of siege.19 Nationalists never understood the nature of unionism – how differences in religion, ethnic background, culture and political aspirations set Ulster apart from the rest of Ireland. There was no acknowledgment of how the deep bonds of blood and sacrifice forged at the Somme on behalf of Great Britain and again during the Second World War copper-fastened their commitment to a British identity. Rather, Irish nationalists questioned the integrity of their commitment to the Union, insisting that the Irish nation was one indivisible territorial unit covering the entire island and unwilling to concede that, just as they had the right to secede from the Union, unionists had the right to stay in. Partition, according to nationalist political theology, was perfidious England’s fault. Once it was abolished, the people of Ireland would be magically united; pro-union Protestants would discover that their British identity was due to false consciousness and become born again with an Irish identity.
 

The Irish Free State rejected the principle of consent – that Northern Ireland would remain part of the UK until a majority decided otherwise. Irish Taoiseach Éamon de Valera famously said that ‘Ulster must be coerced if she stood in the way’,20 without saying who would do the coercing and with no thought given to the militant opposition such an effort would undoubtedly galvanize. The opportunities for co-operation – and possible unity the putative Council of Ireland might have offered – were not taken advantage of because the South regarded the North’s government as illegitimate. It discouraged Northern nationalists from participating in the North’s government and encouraged abstentionism, passive resistance and civil protest.


The Irish state evolved into a Gaelic Catholic one where Catholic moral values were pervasive and insular. The Protestant population was marginalized in the organs of the state where a knowledge of the Gaelic language was a prerequisite for success. Sectarianism in the North had its counterpoint in the South: working-class Protestants were only marginally better off than Catholics, and much of the difference could be explained by Protestant geographic proximity to the North’s industrial heartland: the Harland & Wolff shipping yards and Shorts engineering in East Belfast.


Similarly, there were claims of large-scale discrimination against Catholics in the allocation of public housing.21 Contrary to these claims, Catholics, the supremely pro-union economist Dr Graham Gudgin asserts, ‘were over-represented, not under-represented, in social housing at the end of the unionist regime in 1971. The Housing Trust built almost 50,000 dwellings between 1945 and 1971 and was scrupulously impartial’.22 Yet while nationalists were wont to draw attention to Lord Brookeborough’s assertion that Northern Ireland was ‘a Protestant state for a Protestant people’, it was a case of the pot calling the kettle black, as the South was as much a Catholic state for a Catholic people.


The IRA’s was a ‘long war’ against the Protestant people; refusing to recognize the depth and intensity of the Protestant British identity, they determined to bomb and shoot a cowed population into submitting to a united Ireland, achieving by terror what could not be achieved by persuasion. Now republicans promised a New Ireland where that identity would be accommodated and respected, after a hundred years of unrelentingly disparaging its constitutional context within the UK and the legitimacy of Northern Ireland’s status. In the political propaganda realm nationalists have won hands down, their narrative of oppression and grievance bolstered by a hyper-nationalist diaspora in other countries and the United States in particular. But even allowing for some levels of discrimination, there was no moral justification for the IRA’s campaign of terror.

















— FOUR —


The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement: the perils of ambiguity


The big ‘give’ from Irish republicans in 1998 was that for the first time ever we all came to the acceptance of the so-called principle of consent. Prior to that, it would have been referred to as the unionist veto over the self-determination of the island of Ireland. What was the ‘give’ in the Good Friday Agreement on the part of republicans? We accepted that there won’t be a united Ireland until the majority of people in the North vote in favour of such a prospect.1
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