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Writing about the history of Ireland, John Hewitt wrote, “Celt, Briton, Roman, 
Saxon, Dane and Scot,/Time and this island tied a crazy knot”.1 Born before 
Partition and having grown up in Northern Ireland, Hewitt understood what 
the ‘crazy knot’ meant. 

In the north, history and politics fuse together. Britishness, Irishness and 
Europe collide. It’s messy, complicated and, very often, painful. 

Given the nature of relationships on these islands, one can see how Brexit 
shook the ground. In the five years since the referendum, cooperation 
between Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, and Britain is at an 
all‐time low. Trust is thin on the ground.  

Over recent months, there have been instances of violence on the streets of 
Northern Ireland, political chaos in the Northern Ireland Assembly and 
concerns that the institutions will collapse again. North‐South ministerial 
meetings aren’t taking place because of boycotts. Legal action is brewing 
over the British government’s failure to implement the Ireland/Northern 
Ireland Protocol. The knot is under strain and, in some places, broken. 
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One of the great achievements of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement was 
that it recognised the relationships on these islands. Its authors understood 
that relations between North‐South and East‐West had to be embedded in 
the document. The ‘knot’ is its main principle and its bedrock.  

The Agreement isn’t infallible or sacrosanct, but it remains the best 
framework to provide peace in Northern Ireland. Over the years, it has been 
tested many times. There’s no doubt that Brexit and its consequences have 
pushed its boundaries to the limit. Boundaries, of course, are at the heart of 
it all.  

Instead of binding us together, the Agreement has become a weapon and a 
stick to beat each other with over the past few years. People speak of myths 
instead of truths. We’ve forgotten to listen and understand. 

As the Agreement has come under strain, so have relations between the 
Republic and the UK. In the middle of it all sits Northern Ireland, buttressed 
on either side by self‐interested actors who care little for its future. This didn’t 
start with Brexit. The UK’s exit from the European Union has merely allowed 
people to fall back on old habits.  

We must recognise that the Agreement provides an unfinished road map. 
Politicians need to have bold, brave conversations about our institutions and 
our understanding of each other. Problems should be addressed with 
empathy, compassion and pragmatism.  

With Brexit and the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol, the intricate 
relationships between North‐South and East‐West have been tipped out of 
balance. To find our way through the current quagmire, we need to return 
to the basic principles of the 1998 Agreement. The knot must remain central 
and embedded in our political life. 
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The Agreement is divided into three strands. 

Strand one focuses on relationships within Northern Ireland. It sets up the 
Northern Ireland Executive and the Northern Ireland Assembly. It is “subject 
to safeguards to protect the rights and interests of all the community”.2 

Strand two focuses on Northern Ireland’s relationship with the Republic of 
Ireland. It is underpinned by the British‐Irish Agreement, representing the 
‘totality of relationships’ between the UK and the Republic of Ireland. It 
establishes North‐South bodies, including the North‐South Ministerial 
Council. It aims to “develop consultation, cooperation and action within 
Ireland”. 

Strand three focuses on East‐West relations between the Republic of Ireland 
and the United Kingdom. It establishes the British‐Irish Council and the British 
Intergovernmental Conference. The British‐Irish Council aims to “promote 
the harmonious and mutually beneficial development of the totality of 
relationships among the peoples of these islands”. For John Hume, the three 
strands represented the underlying relationships that existed on these 
islands. They were essential for the peace process to work. 

 

Lyra McKee tweeted it one day as she visited America. She’d been meeting 
Americans and discussing Northern Irish life. “In Northern Ireland, we need 
to tell fifty stories before we can tell one”.  

How did we get here? How long is a piece of string? To start 800 years ago or 
23? Before delving into Brexit, I think it’s important to look at Partition and 
the dynamics it created in Northern Ireland, the Republic, and Britain. 

It would take more than this article to sum up the consequences of Partition 
on the island of Ireland. That’s a debate that’s still ongoing today. What is 
certain is that the division of Ireland into two different states created different 
mindsets across these islands. Psychological borders exist alongside marked 
territory on maps.  

The feelings of Northern Ireland’s Nationalist and Republic minority are well 
documented. James A. Cousins argues that Nationalists in Northern Ireland 
felt like a “trapped minority within the new state. … Feeling undervalued, 
abandoned and exploited by their peers in the south, the Nationalists of 
Northern Ireland were also marginalised within a host state that regarded 
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them with fear and suspicion.” Nationalists, he writes, “never ceased to 
identify with the Irish mother nation, even as they watched the prospect of 
Irish unity flounder under Dublin’s trusteeship”.3 One hundred years later, 
Nationalists in Northern Ireland still feel connected to the Republic. 

The Republic of Ireland maintained its claim on Northern Ireland until 1998, 
when it removed clauses two and three from its constitution. Prior to that, 
the government in the south moved from a policy of boycotting the northern 
state to a more conciliatory position. The Republic was involved in the peace 
process, negotiations with the British government and various attempts at 
bilateral agreement. In my lifetime, the most significant include the Downing 
Street Declaration in 1992, the Anglo‐Irish Agreement in 1989, followed by 
the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement in 1998. 

Despite the Irish government’s long involvement with politics in Northern 
Ireland, many northern Nationalists and Republicans have often felt ignored 
and side‐lined. Some believe that there is a partitionist mindset in the 
Republic, one that excludes them and the north. Some feel that their 
Irishness is not recognised and diminished in the south’s public discourse. 

In recent years, there has been some recognition that the Republic hasn’t 
done enough to reach out to northern Nationalists and Republicans. One 
thinks of Leo Varadkar’s comments in the Dáil in December 2017, where he 
stated that “no Irish government will ever again leave northern Nationalists 
and Northern Ireland behind”.4 

After Partition, many Unionists and Loyalists began to detach themselves 
from their southern kin mentally and turned their gaze towards Northern 
Ireland and Britain. Over time, the Republic became, for many, a foreign 
country, over there as opposed to here. 

The above may seem strange, but I can attest to the experience in my own 
life. I grew up in east Belfast and didn’t meet anybody with an Irish passport 
until I was in my twenties. We watched the BBC, not RTÉ. My parents talked 
only about politics in Westminster, not the Dáil. My parents supported the 
British Labour Party, not the Irish one. There was no question in our minds 
that Northern Ireland was part of the UK and the south was somewhere else. 
Newton Emerson has written about his own experience with this as well. In 
2016, he said, “The older I get, the more I realise how much of my British 
identity I owe to two expected sources: direct rule and television”.5 
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For Unionists and Loyalists, their relationship with Britain has always been 
complicated. Arlene Foster addressed this in a speech in 2017 entitled, An 
Awkward Relationship.6 The relationship between Unionists and Britain has 
always been “strained,” she said. It was understandable at times. Unionists 
were “hard to understand or relate to”. Foster explained this attitude by 
explaining that Unionists always felt that everyone was “out to get them”, 
and she included Westminster in her analysis. “Our government acted against 
our interests,” she said, “and over our heads, it was those hurts that often 
ran the deepest”. 

The relationship goes further than just awkwardness. Some believe that 
Unionists and Loyalists in Northern Ireland are simpletons to Britain, unaware 
that their British kin don’t care for them. On the contrary, most Unionists 
and Loyalists know that people in Britain are indifferent to Northern Ireland. 
Know full well that they are not loved. Some have contempt for the British 
government. Some even resent it. 

In his book, Ghosts of the Somme, Jonathan Evershed illustrates the 
complexity of the above in an interview with an east Belfast Loyalist: 

It’s not about the British state. The British state has done f**k all for 
someone living in some s***hole street in London. But there’s a 
difference between identity and government. … There’s a difference 
to loyalty to the state and loyalty to an idea. My Britishness is not 
based on who is in power. … It is not for the state, or for Labour, or 
the Conservatives, to tell us who or what we are”.7 

What of Britain? Partition gave many permissions to mentally detach 
themselves from Ireland, Northern Ireland, the old ‘Irish Question’. Indeed, 
the detachment had probably begun before the Government of Ireland Act 
1920. One thinks of John Redmond’s letters to John O’Callaghan, the 
secretary of the United Irish League in the USA: “You have, in some or other, 
once more to impress the English mind that the Irish Question is a real, 
urgent one”.8 The English mind, writes Alvin Jackson, has “an inability to dwell 
for the required time on Irish affairs”.9 

Northern Ireland was granted its own parliament in 1921 and its own prime 
minister. With that, many politicians in Britain began to only care about 
Northern Ireland when it affected their own interests. The Unionists had their 
own government, they said. They could sort out everything else. Or so they 
thought.  
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I woke up the day after the Brexit referendum with a message from 
my normally apolitical housemate that read: “There’s going to be a 
united Ireland”. I walked to work in a daze. My dad, who voted ‘leave’, 
looked shell‐shocked as he told me, “I didn’t think they’d actually 
win”.  

What was Brexit? I could write another article on that sole question. 
I believe the answer is multi‐faceted. I think it was, as Hudson 
Meadwell writes, an “English‐centric phenomenon”.10 It was a 
response to decades of anti‐EU rhetoric from British politicians, a 
backlash against the status quo and dissatisfaction against politics in 
the UK. Xenophobia and racism against immigration were a factor.11 
Looking at polling, national sovereignty, and what that meant to 
different people, drove the Leave vote.  

Approximately 55.8% of people in Northern Ireland voted to remain 
in the European Union; 44.2% voted to leave. The vote foretold the 
problems to come. 85% of Catholics voted to remain compared to 
40% of Protestants. 88% of Nationalists voted remain compared to 
37% of Unionists.12 

There are nuances and complexities within Northern Ireland’s 
multiple identities and political groups. The leave/remain split can’t 
be easily explained with reference to orange/green blocks. As John 
Garry has noted, “Leave voters in Northern Ireland tended to be those 
‘left behind’ by globalisation (working class, less skilled and educated 
voters with socially conservative views) while the ‘winners’ of the 
globalisation process (young, educated, skilled multi‐culturalists) 
tended to be pro‐remain”.13  

The class dynamics of the Brexit vote in Northern Ireland are 
complicated as well. As Garry has pointed out, while Catholics in 
Northern Ireland were “quite homogenous” in terms of voting 
remain, Protestants in Northern Ireland were not.14 Garry states: “In 
contrast, the ‘left behind’ argument is much better at explaining 
variation in Protestant voting behaviour: higher skilled and educated 
Protestants were much more likely than lower‐skilled, lower educated 
Protestants to vote remain”.15  

The above is significant. Brexit was, to a certain extent, a pushback 
against globalisation. The EU is seen, by some, as being part of a 
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global economic system that has failed to protect them from 
economic humiliation. A humiliation that some Remainers have been 
protected from due to their class, status and privilege. 

One only had to look at the Brexit vote in Northern Ireland to see that 
there could be problems ahead. In the NI Assembly, the Democratic 
Unionist Party (DUP) were overjoyed, and the other parties were 
deflated and angry. It was obvious that leave and remain could 
become shades of orange and green, the fault line running through a 
conflict and an open wound. But who was listening? Who actually 
cared? 

In the beginning, there was a brief hint at what could have been. On the 10th 
August 2016, Martin McGuinness and Arlene Foster wrote to Theresa May 
and reiterated their commitment to achieving the “best possible outcome 
for Northern Ireland,” in the wake of the referendum. They warned about 
the “difficult issues relating to the border throughout our history” and 
stressed the importance of protecting Northern Ireland’s economy.16 There 
is no mention of a border in the Irish Sea. Reading it now, it feels like a letter 
from another universe. 

Some say that the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol is what leavers voted 
for, but it isn’t. Brexiteers didn’t need to take the path they did. Brexit meant 
something different to different people. “I want a red, white and blue Brexit,” 
Theresa May said when asked.17 It was like a red flag, a warning of what 
would come.  

In her Lancaster House Speech, May confirmed that the UK would leave the 
EU single market and the customs union. With that, she put a hard border 
between north and south, and an Irish Sea border on the table.  

Decades of ignoring Northern Ireland, of mentally detaching themselves from 
our problems, were personified in May’s speech. Northern Ireland wasn’t 
even an afterthought. We weren’t part of the picture. Denzil Davidson, 
Theresa May’s former adviser, said earlier this year: “We had a kind of 
collective failure in government at the time properly to understand the 
implications for Northern Ireland, for which I must share the guilt”.18  

With the form of Brexit chosen, the three strands of the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement were pulled in different directions. Within Northern Ireland, it 
added to the tensions within the political parties. It raised the prospect of 
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North‐South cooperation being disrupted and, as a consequence, strained 
relations between the Republic and Britain. It has fractured the relationship 
between Northern Ireland and Britain. 

The Agreement doesn’t address customs borders either in the Irish Sea or 
between north and south. The Agreement is predicated, however, on a 
careful, clever arrangement where the UK and the Republic are both 
members of the EU. It was the establishment of the EU’s single market in 
1993 that removed customs checks. The Agreement was signed, negotiated, 
and affirmed when the lay of the land involved an invisible border between 
north and south and no border in the Irish Sea. The Agreement affirms 
Northern Ireland’s place in the union.  

Brexit and the Protocol do not breach the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. 
The problem with Brexit and the Agreement has always been political instead 
of legal. The form of Brexit chosen by the British government upended the 
status quo forged by the Agreement. It reemphasised the borders of the 
mind, those between north and south and down the Irish Sea.  

One could write endlessly about the mistakes made during the Brexit 
negotiations. How Leave and Remain failed to understand one another and 
compromise. How the DUP joined forces with Tories that neither cared for 
them or Northern Ireland. How the DUP, in backing a hard Brexit, pushed the 
Remain parties to back unique solutions for Northern Ireland to stop a hard 
border. How the Remain parties underestimated the backlash against the sea 
border. Mistakes, missed opportunities, obstinacy. They don’t call us ‘thran’ 
for nothing.  

The biggest mistakes lie, in different ways, with the British government and 
the EU. Both had little understanding of the complexities of Northern 
Ireland’s politics. Both actors allowed themselves to become advocates for 
opposing sides in Northern Ireland. Their actions affected and influenced 
how people thought on the ground.  

Brexiteers said they were protecting the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement 
while pursuing a Brexit that would put a hard border between north and 
south. It was a slap in the face to border communities, Nationalists and 
Republicans who cared deeply about keeping the border open. They felt that 
the sensitivities around the border were being ignored. Many were enraged 
that the Agreement was being used to impose a hard border.  
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The British government has never been an impartial broker in Northern 
Ireland, and that continued after Brexit. From the day after Brexit, the British 
government was seen to represent leave voters and by virtue of political 
theatre, political Unionism in Northern Ireland. Then, when it was done, they 
threw Unionists under the bus. 

Remainers in Northern Ireland had to look elsewhere to have their concerns 
heard. They did that by looking towards Brussels and, crucially, Dublin. 

Looking at the British press, you could be forgiven for thinking that Brexit 
was a one‐way street, the European Union heckling the British government 
down the street as it planned its withdrawal. The EU has always acted in 
response to the British position and the red lines laid down by Theresa May. 

That said, the EU has made mistakes. Like the British government, it didn’t 
account for the nuances and complexities of Northern Ireland’s politics. Like 
the British government, it has allowed itself to be seen as the vanguard and 
advocate for one side only.  

Unlike Downing Street, the Irish government foresaw the problems ahead 
for Northern Ireland. Its focus was solely on the impact of a hard border if 
one was imposed between north and south. The Republic’s position was 
understandable. The Republic wanted to protect its own border and its own 
interests. It forgot, however, that North‐South relationships are not the only 
dynamic of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement.  

As the DUP and, to a certain extent, the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) aligned 
with the British government’s position, the other parties began to share a 
common position with the EU. The battle lines were drawn. The teams were 
picked.  

The fact that the EU was coming to be regarded as an opponent of Unionism 
was evident in the statements of the DUP and the UUP. Speaking to the BBC’s 
Today programme, Arlene Foster stated, “It really is time that Brussels started 
to listen to not just Nationalism in Northern Ireland but Unionism”.19 The 
perception that the EU was ignoring the views of Unionists continued right 
up until the Protocol was agreed.  

Like the British government, the European Union appeared unconcerned that 
it was viewed as the advocate for one side only. Unionists were enraged as 
the EU agreed a sea border and claimed it was protecting the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement. How, they asked, can the EU support the Agreement but 
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ignore half the community? The EU’s position looked calculated and 
unprincipled. 

The damage is done now. Despite its long history of contributing 
economically to the peace process, the EU is no longer an impartial broker 
in Northern Ireland. It will take a long time for the EU to get its reputation 
back. It may never recover. 

After all that, incredibly, it didn’t really matter what Northern Ireland 
thought.  

After the Withdrawal Agreement was signed, the European Union and the 
British government patted themselves on the back for a job well done. In 
Northern Ireland, the Assembly did not give consent to the Protocol. 
Businesses in Northern Ireland sounded the alarm about its impact months 
before its implementation. Neither the EU nor the British government said 
anything about the irony. 

Like the Government of Ireland Act 1920, the Protocol passed through 
parliament in seven hours without a single vote from a Northern Irish MP.  

The principle of consent in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is important 
to every community in Northern Ireland. It’s a recognition that a united 
Ireland will happen if enough people support it. It prohibits Northern Ireland 
from being dragged into the south against the wishes of its people. For many 
people, the Agreement gave them a sense of control over their destiny and 
the feeling that their voices would matter.  

As the Supreme Court confirmed in the case of Miller, the principle of consent 
applies only to a border poll. That principle has been affirmed again in 
Allister’s application.20 And yet, Brexit has tipped everything on its head. 
Despite the changes it has brought about, they have happened without the 
approval of people in Northern Ireland. This has made people feel powerless 
and angry. 

Five years have passed since 2016, and for Northern Ireland, the end result 
of Brexit is the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol. Northern Ireland remains 
aligned to the EU’s single market and customs union rules. There is a trade 
border down the Irish Sea. Northern Ireland can vote to get rid of Articles 5 
to 10 of the Protocol in an assembly vote in 2024. 
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Now, within Northern Irish politics, the Protocol is a festering wound at the 
heart of it all. Even though they opposed the Protocol, the Social Democratic 
and Labour Party (SDLP), Alliance, Sinn Féin and the Greens see it as 
necessary to avoid a hard border. They support the reform of the Protocol. 
In contrast, the DUP and the Ulster Unionists want it removed completely.  

We are trapped in a box with the chaos of the past few years. Unionists blame 
the Irish government, in collaboration with Alliance, Sinn Féin and the SDLP, 
for the Protocol. They, in turn, blame the DUP for supporting Brexit and 
bringing about the Protocol in the first place.  

There is no collective approach in Northern Ireland to tackle the Protocol. 
Instead, people want punishment and retribution for the past few years. The 
Protocol is punishment for Brexit. The Protocol should be removed to punish 
the people who opposed Brexit. The cycle goes on and on.  

The Protocol has proved problematic for businesses in Northern Ireland. But, 
for many Unionists, the issue with the Protocol is constitutional. The Alliance 
Leader Naomi Long remarked on a television programme: “Where you buy 
your sausages doesn’t determine your identity”.21 The comment was glib and 
unhelpful.  

The recent court case of James Hugh Allister’s application in the matter of 
the Protocol has confirmed the fears of many Unionists. In his judgment, 
Justice Colton stated that the Protocol had altered the relationship between 
Northern Ireland and Britain. They are no longer on an ‘equal footing’. Even 
more concerning for Unionists, he confirmed that Article 6 of the Act of 
Union had been impliedly repealed.  

When we talk about East‐West relationships in the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement, we talk about the relationship between Britain and Ireland. We 
must also talk about the relationship between Northern Ireland and Britain. 
The Agreement affirmed Northern Ireland’s place in the UK for many 
Unionists. They feel that the Protocol ruptures that from within.  

The Protocol does not take Northern Ireland out of the union. But Justice 
Colton’s comments are not to be taken lightly. They are significant salt in the 
wounds of Unionists during the centenary year. They add to a mood of 
malaise and sadness that many feel. That feeling that Unionists have that 
‘everybody is out to get them’ has been all but confirmed by the Protocol. 
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They have no friends in the EU or America. The British government signed 
the Protocol in the first place. 

Because of the Protocol, there is little desire for cooperation with the south 
within Unionism and Loyalism. Many blame the south for the imposition of 
the Protocol. They see Varadkar’s desire to get a unique solution for Northern 
Ireland as the concession that brought the Protocol into being.  

The EU’s decision to idly trigger Article 16 on a late Friday afternoon without 
much thought has caused long‐term damage to trust as well. The mistake 
was rectified within hours, but the fact that it occurred in the first place was, 
for many, a sign that the EU is not sincere in its commitment to Northern 
Ireland. That its warnings to the UK not to trigger Article 16 lest it damage 
the peace process were soundbites, not firm commitments. It was seen as a 
‘mask off’ moment. The move emboldened anti‐Protocol Unionists to take a 
firmer stance.  

Unionists have boycotted the North‐South Ministerial Council to show their 
anger at the southern government and disengaged from the Taoiseach’s 
Shared Island unit. Worryingly, dangerous voices talk of directing violence 
against the south. Leo Varadkar has received death threats.  

Along with concerns about the constitutional impact of the Protocol, 
Unionists complain that Northern Ireland will be subject to EU rules without 
having any say in them. This is a common critique of the EU that existed prior 
to Brexit. When protesting the Protocol, people carried signs talking about 
‘sovereignty’.  

Back to Brexit being, in part, about globalisation. The interweaving of 
economies and global market forces makes people feel they have less control 
over their economies. Some feel that the nation‐state has been eroded and 
that the ability of the state to safeguard employment and labour has been 
taken away. The European Union is a part of this system. As inequality 
increases worldwide, as wealth goes to the top instead of the bottom, 
objections to globalisation are well‐founded and legitimate.  

Are the DUP and the Ulster Unionists protesting the lack of accountability 
within the EU from a Socialist position? I highly doubt it. Are the people 
driving Brexit concerned about people left behind by globalisation? 
Absolutely not.  
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However, concerns that Northern Ireland will have little say over customs 
and single market rules are legitimate. People are rightly concerned that 
Northern Ireland will be subject to economic rules over which we have little 
control. At least, when we were in the EU, Northern Ireland had its own 
MEPs. 

The Specialised Committee on the Protocol connects with the North‐South 
Ministerial Council and bodies like the Human Rights Commission. However, 
at a time when people feel more disconnected, disillusioned and angry with 
Northern Ireland’s institutions, this is little comfort to people on the ground.  

For non‐Unionists in Northern Ireland, the furore around the Protocol has 
been frustrating and exhausting. The argument coming from Unionism that 
the Protocol should have been implemented with consent rankles with 
Remainers. Consent was not sought for Brexit. They were derided and 
mocked for supporting a soft Brexit, told to shut up and pipe down.  

While Unionists rage against the Protocol and its consequences, little 
understanding is shown to those who fear a hard border, who see the 
Protocol as necessary to avoid it. In July, Jeffrey Donaldson issued a list of 
seven ‘tests’ the DUP would use to determine whether amendments to the 
Protocol were acceptable or not. There was no mention of preventing a hard 
border between north and south. The omission looks deliberate and callous.  

Sensing they’ve made a mistake, the British government is now trying to 
cover its tracks. In 2020, the government announced that it would pass an 
Internal Market Bill to mitigate against the worst elements of the Protocol. 
At the time of writing, the British government is now talking about 
disapplying parts of the Protocol. It believes the conditions for invoking 
Article 16 have been met.  

The government’s flip‐flopping on the Protocol is damaging relations 
between Ireland and Britain. Speaking of the EU, Simon Coveney said in 
March 2021 that the EU was negotiating with a partner it “simply can’t 
trust”.22 There is little good faith left. Perhaps Johnson didn’t really 
understand what the Protocol was when he signed up to it. 

Perhaps the British government is lying. As Sam McBride wrote, “The 
problem is that Mr Johnson lied about this issue so casually, so clearly and 
without a hint of embarrassment that it is now genuinely difficult to tell if he 
is telling the truth”.23  
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How to fix this tangled mess? 

I’m not arrogant enough to think I have the answer. There’s no doubt, 
however, that pragmatism, understanding and empathy are required. It 
requires leadership from within Northern Ireland, the British government 
and the European Union. People need to be prepared to listen to hard truths 
instead of comfortable lies.  

Within Northern Ireland, the Brexit vote’s outcome and implications need to 
be recognised and understood. Those who voted leave need to understand 
that, while the UK national vote affirmed their position, the majority of 
people in Northern Ireland did not want Brexit to happen. Their concerns are 
reasonable and legitimate. 

Remainers need to recognise that while Northern Ireland voted remain, the 
rest of the country did not. A Leave vote of 44 per cent within Northern 
Ireland is not insignificant. Remainers need to acknowledge that many people 
had legitimate, valid reasons for voting leave. Northern Ireland’s Remain vote 
must be recognised, but the Leave vote must be as well.  

For many, Brexit is the original sin, the centre of all Northern Ireland’s current 
problems. It has happened; it is done, and there is nothing anybody can do 
to change that. Even if it had not happened, there would still be division. 
People would still feel angry, alienated and unhappy with the European Union 
because they have not seen the benefit of it in their own lives. Reversing 
Brexit does not fix the wound that was always there.  

Within Northern Ireland, there needs to be a recognition that most people 
do not want trade barriers between north and south or between Northern 
Ireland and Britain. In a recent Queen’s University Tracker Survey, 44% of 
people opposed barriers to goods flowing East‐West. 48.9% oppose trade 
barriers between north and south.24 As pointed out by Shirlow et al., when 
‘don’t know’ was removed from the same survey, two‐thirds of respondents 
to the poll were opposed to trade barriers across these islands.25  

Some would ditch the Protocol and put the customs border between north 
and south. If that happens, the alternative must keep the border as open and 
seamless as possible. When the House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs 
Committee looked at the issue, it concluded that “technological solutions” 
to the border were possible if all sides adopted a position of “trust and 
goodwill”. It noted, however, that any tech solutions to the Irish border would 
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be a “substantial achievement” and a “world first”.26 A previous report from 
the committee concluded that “we have had no visibility of any technical 
solutions, anywhere in the world, beyond the aspirational, that would 
remove the need for physical infrastructure at the border”.27 

The past few years have shown that there is little trust or goodwill between 
the EU and the British government. Brexiteers who advocate ‘tech solutions’ 
to the border have made them less likely by treating the EU with disdain. 

A hard border would be a disaster. That would only replace one problem with 
another. It would antagonise Nationalists, Republicans and harm border 
communities. It would not promote cooperation between communities 
North‐South and hamper East‐West relations between the Republic and the 
UK. 

Rather than bolster Northern Ireland’s place in the union, a hard border 
between north and south would do the opposite. It would drive people in 
the middle ground, Nationalists and Republicans, towards voting for a united 
Ireland.  

The Protocol is having a negative impact on some businesses in Northern 
Ireland.  

We need to be realistic. For all its pathetic attempts to wiggle out of the deal 
it signed, the British government isn’t proposing to ditch the Protocol. It is 
here to stay for the foreseeable future.  

In short, we are where we are. And where we are is difficult, messy and 
complicated.  

We have a team mentality in Northern Ireland. The British government and 
the EU are seen as advocates for different ‘sides’ in the Brexit debate; by 
virtue of that, they are orange and green. People assume good faith in their 
own ‘team’ and rarely critique it when necessary. Politicians look like 
cheerleaders in a de facto culture war instead of principled advocates for 
people in Northern Ireland. 

Instead of viewing the British government and the EU with rose‐tinted 
glasses, we should see them for what they are: actors only concerned with 
their strategic, economic interests. Northern Ireland is a piece on their chess 
board. Holding both to account would go some way to build trust and show 
understanding. 
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So much of the past few years has been about punishment and retribution. 
A united front that recognises the sensitivities and complexities in respect of 
the Protocol would be helpful. Even if a common position can’t be found on 
everything, politicians should work together when there is agreement. This 
could build commonality and provide formidable opposition to the EU and 
the UK government.  

The discourse around the Protocol tends to frame the debate around two 
positions: rigid implementation or complete removal. The reality lies 
somewhere in between.  

As reported in the Belfast Telegraph, a recent Lucid Talk poll for a research 
team at Queen’s University Belfast found that 43% of people in Northern 
Ireland think the Protocol is good for Northern Ireland. In contrast, 48% think 
it isn’t. However, 56% think the Protocol provides opportunities for Northern 
Ireland. 69% are concerned about price rises. 61% are concerned about 
consumer choice.28 Significantly, around 57% of people want the UK to align 
more with EU rules to alleviate the worst effects of the Protocol.  

The Irish Sea border is nobody’s first choice. Nobody is enthusiastic about it. 
Parts of the Protocol are impractical and have a negative impact on local 
businesses. People are prepared to get on with it and make it work. Solutions 
are available if people want to take them. They include:  

• The whole United Kingdom rejoining the single market and customs 
union. The UK would still be out of the European Union, the border 
between north and south would remain open, and the Protocol could 
be ditched. Given the strength of the Brexit vote, the position of the 
UK government and the British Labour Party, this option looks 
unlikely. 

• Alternatively, the UK could sign a Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
(SPS)/Veterinary Agreement with the EU. As proposed by the 
Northern Ireland Business Brexit Working Group, a trusted trader 
scheme could be incorporated into the current framework. Under 
this option, the whole UK would remain aligned with some EU rules 
but there would not be wholesale alignment. Most of the checks on 
the Protocol would be reduced. The border between north and south 
would remain open.



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2024   |   239

I believe an SPS/Veterinary deal with the EU would best address the 
complexities and concerns around the Protocol and Brexit. It would remove 
most of the protocol checks and align the UK with some EU rules, but it would 
not be a precursor to rejoining the EU and joining the single market/customs 
union.  

Shirlow et al. pointed out that “each potential solution remains conditioned 
by political rigidities outside Northern Ireland”.29 At the time of writing, the 
British government says an SPS deal is a non‐starter. We could see progress 
if political parties in Northern Ireland could move away from Brexit purity 
and push the government to change its red lines.  

The Protocol offers many benefits to Northern Ireland. We have access to 
two economic markets, which sets us apart from the rest of Europe.  

While there are many structural issues within Northern Ireland’s economy, 
parts of it, such as the tech sector, are growing and becoming world‐leading. 
Northern Ireland has a highly skilled workforce. Northern Ireland’s unique 
position within the EU and UK markets has given it a competitive advantage. 
This has already been recognised by companies such as Invest NI and 
Manufacturing NI.30  

One can’t help but be wary, however. Every time one reads about the benefit 
of the Protocol, it’s because it’s being promoted by ‘wealth managers’ and 
multi‐million‐pound businesses.31 Since the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, 
disaster capitalists have circled Northern Ireland like hawks. The ‘peace 
dividend’ has found life in a neo‐liberal peace project that has mainly 
benefited Northern Ireland’s middle class. As Loyalist working‐class 
communities protest the Protocol while rich, powerful men talk about the 
‘benefits’, you have to ask: who will get the best of both worlds here? Who 
is going to benefit? Are we being presented with an opportunity, or are we 
being offered up on a platter?  

The Protocol must work for the people on the ground to forge greater 
cooperation within Northern Ireland. It must benefit ordinary people, not 
international finance and wealth managers, with one eye on their bank 
balance.  

As Shirlow et al. pointed out, an under‐reported aspect of the Protocol is 
Article 2, which promotes the rights of individuals. It states that the UK “shall 
ensure … no diminution of rights, safeguards or equality of opportunity” as 
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set out in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. It also has a commitment to 
facilitate the work of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission and 
Equality Commission. This should be promoted more to enable more people 
to connect with the Protocol. It is more than just an economic arrangement.  

The disconnect that people feel from the Protocol could be alleviated within 
its structures. The current structures link with the North‐South Ministerial 
Council and organisations like the Human Rights Commission, but there 
should be greater opportunities for civil society. Within the joint committee, 
another strand could be created to provide a forum for ordinary people, trade 
unions and civic groups.  

The Loyalist Communities Council (LCC) was set up to address the perceived 
neglect of working‐class communities in Northern Ireland. When launching 
in 2015, it stated it “will play a full and meaningful role in connecting Loyalism 
to civic society” and “work to grow confidence within detached Loyalist 
communities in Protestant areas”.32 These are admirable goals and ones that 
people within Northern Ireland should support. In respect of the Protocol, 
however, the LCC has increasingly issued dangerous and worrying statements 
that are unhelpful to the current political landscape. Some have drifted into 
incitement.  

It’s important, when listening to voices within Northern Ireland that those 
agitating and itching for violence are not given prominence. While 
representative of some branches of Loyalism, the LCC does not represent 
everyone. There are other constructive, conciliatory voices within Loyalism 
that should be listened to as well.  

Discussion around the Protocol should not only focus on the voices of men. 
The views of women and marginalised communities in Northern Ireland are 
important, too. The recent appearance of women’s groups at the Northern 
Ireland Affairs Committee and the backlash they received shows the 
importance of moving past gatekeepers and talking to people on the ground. 
The women’s sector in Northern Ireland has always worked across cross‐
community lines. Cooperation is not something that should be done but a 
part of day‐to‐day life.  

While the Protocol addresses the North‐South dimension of Northern 
Ireland’s relationship with the south, it has upset the balance between east 
and west and strand three. Incorporating the East‐West institutions, including 
the British‐Irish Council and the Intergovernmental Conference, could assist 
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Ireland and the United Kingdom in addressing concerns and strengthening 
relationships. 

As suggested by Shirlow et al.:  

Rather than apportioning blame, it is critical that each government 
recognises the delicate factors that can aggravate such tensions and, 
with sensitivity to each other’s context, commit to a diplomatic 
agenda that once again embeds mutual dialogue, continuous 
engagement, greater understanding and effective problem‐solving.33 

*** 

At the time of writing, a heatwave is rolling across Northern Ireland. We’ve 
recorded our highest temperature in somewhere called Ballywatticock. On 
Twitter, former Councillor Paul Butler pointed out that Ballywatticock is 
“anglicised from the original name in Irish ‘Baile Uaiteacoc’ in the parish of 
Newtownards which was also anglicised from ‘Baile Nua na hArda’”. The knot 
again. The strange interweaving relationships on these islands.  

Political tempers are boiling beneath the surface as well. In recent days, the 
UK government has released a command paper which proposes to rewrite 
certain parts of the Protocol.34 It even proposes to remove a role for EU 
institutions, including the European Court of Justice (ECJ). Some Unionists 
have welcomed the proposals. They have angered others. Northern Ireland 
braces itself for another round of political Punch and Judy.  

In the command paper, the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is mentioned 
several times. The government restates repeatedly that it is committed to 
the Agreement and that the Protocol was meant to protect the Agreement 
in all its parts. And yet, the government believes that the Protocol it 
negotiated, agreed upon and hailed as an “oven ready deal” should be looked 
at again.  

Insincere is too polite a word to use for this charade. The command paper 
was published a few days after the government announced that it was to 
backtrack on the 2014 Stormont House Agreement and implement a statute 
of limitations for soldiers, security services, Irish Republican Army (IRA) and 
Loyalist paramilitaries that committed offences during the Troubles. 

The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement was forged and agreed upon by people 
in Northern Ireland sitting down, coming together, and working through 
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difficult, intractable problems. It took many, many years of negotiating, 
talking and compromise to get the 1998 multi‐party Agreement.  

Since 1998, violence has, for the most part, disappeared. Northern Ireland’s 
political crisis still seems never‐ending. Since that hopeful day in April, we’ve 
had the 2006 St Andrews Agreement, the 2014 Stormont House Agreement, 
the 2015 Fresh Start Agreement, and New Decade, New Approach in 2020. 
Peace is a process. It requires hard work. It takes time.  

The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement should not be used as a weapon when 
discussing Brexit or the Protocol. It can’t be understood by listening to one 
community or one demographic. It shouldn’t be used as a stick to beat one 
another with.  

With the Protocol and Brexit, Northern Ireland finds itself in its most difficult, 
dangerous place yet. The Agreement doesn’t provide all the answers, but it 
does offer some solutions.  

People in Northern Ireland have always done the heavy lifting. Not the British 
government. Not the European Union. Not the person who sits in the White 
House. The peace process, the hard work that’s been done over the past few 
decades, belong to us and no one else.  

Partnership. Equality. Mutual respect. In the spirit of concord. To make our 
way through the current impasse, we should return to the basic, core 
principles of the Agreement. The three strands and what they represent solve 
the current deadlock. We must restore the knot and what it represents.
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