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1. About the Centre for Cross Border Studies 
The Centre for Cross Border Studies, based in Armagh, Northern Ireland, has a strong 
reputation as an authoritative advocate for cross-border cooperation and as a valued source 
of research, information and support for collaboration across borders on the island of Ireland, 
Europe and beyond. 

The Centre empowers citizens and builds capacity and capability for cooperation across 
sectors and jurisdictional boundaries on the island of Ireland and further afield. This mission 
is achieved through research, expertise, partnership and experience in a wide range of cross-
border practices and concerns (for more details visit www.crossborder.ie). 
 

2. Summary 
The re-set currently underway between the British and Irish Governments has recommitted 
to “the importance of their responsibilities as co-guarantors of the Good Friday Agreement”.1  
Effectively implementing this commitment will require an investment of sufficient energy, 
effort, and attention to agree and implement an ambitious joint road map to 2030 and 
beyond designed to embed our current shared peace and prosperity. The positive personal 
relationship already in place between the Taoiseach Simon Harris and Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer is a good start. 
 
Four areas have been selected for cooperation that “both governments believe represent the 
breadth and depth of shared values and interests between the UK and Ireland”: security, 
justice and global Issues; climate, energy, technology and innovation; growth, trade and 
investment; culture, education and people to people connections. Delivering tangible results 
will include political choices with long term consequences for these islands. 
 
Both countries are no longer partners in the EU and this is a serious rupture to the central 
pillar of joint EU membership that provided the shared political, institutional and governance 
framework the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement was designed to operate within. In addition, 
Northern Ireland is peaceful but not at peace, and all democracies are facing new challenges 
to the core commitment to “the achievement of reconciliation, tolerance and mutual trust”.2 
Nor has Northern Ireland’s optimum level of prosperity been reached or reconciliation been 
fully achieved. 
 

 
1 For the full Statement see: https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/5abc2-joint-statement-by-taoiseach-
simon-harris-and-prime-minister-keir-starmer/  
2 For the full Agreement see: 
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/good-friday-
agreement.pdf 
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The first step to repairing this rupture was the EU and UK to negotiate a new agreement – the 
Protocol/Windsor Framework – designed to protect the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, 
avoid a ‘hard border’ and sustain the peace and prosperity that has been achieved to date. 
This international agreement operates alongside the previous UK Government’s domestic 
agreement with the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), set out in the ‘Safeguarding the Union’ 
command paper.3   
 
A key next step is that when the Prime Minister and Taoiseach meet for a Summit in March 
they agree on credibly and robustly progressing each of the selected areas for Ireland/UK 
cooperation.  This should include how they propose to successfully navigate the political and 
institutional interplay between the Windsor Framework and its UK/EU arrangements, 
commitments and consultation processes arising from the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement 
across its Strand One in Northern Ireland, Strand Two on North/South and in particular Strand 
Three on East/West matters between the two Governments and these islands’ other 
Administrations (e.g. the British/Irish Intergovernmental Conference and/or British Irish 
Councils roles?). 

Recent history has demonstrated the importance of political agreements that provide policy 
and regulatory certainty to underpin cross border trade and business on and between these 
islands. Therefore the scope of work being jointly undertaken by both governments should 
include relevant research, careful policy design and consultation with key stakeholders. 
Shared overarching issues to be considered in addition to East/West economic and social 
interaction include volatile and threatening externalities, continuing population growth, and 
enhancing the conditions for North/South cooperation and an all-island economy.    

In undertaking this work both governments are also building on the dynamic political 
commitments and productive periods of partnership that delivered inter-governmental 
agreements preceding the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. The spirit and principles of that 
period are now being revived and reenergised, and this should be a helpful precursor to 
reviewing the Agreement and adapting it to the much changed circumstances in which it is 
now operating. 

The positive personal relationships between Taoiseach and Prime Minister Keir Starmer can 
now mobilise their governments to commit to these tasks with scale and ambition. By doing 
so they will underpin peace and prosperity in Northern Ireland, and so also on the island of 
Ireland – a process the UK’s wider re-set of relationships with the European Union will benefit 
from, along with its already improved political interaction with the US.   

This article considers some of the opportunities and challenges for this shared task. 

 

 

 
3 For the full paper see: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safeguarding-the-union.  
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3. Introduction  
This year’s Centre for Cross Border Studies (CCBS) Annual Conference is marking its 25th 
Anniversary by Celebrating a shared journey and the path ahead, and I’m joining a Panel of 
fellow veterans of this long road to speak about the ‘Beginning of the Adventure’. But when 
did this shared journey to the peace and relative prosperity we have now really begin? And 
what is the path ahead that results in the CCBS’s 30th Anniversary Conference in 2029, 
marking further progress on this shared path of peace, prosperity and security? 
 
The Conference will include knowledgeable views, aspirations and perspectives on this, all 
framed in the context of what the CCBS does: proactively research, consider and progress 
matters related to the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and its Strands Two and Three cross 
border dimensions. A task as important now as when it was founded in 1999.4 
 
My personal and professional engagement with this same task pre-dates the CCBS’s founding 
by close on two decades, and this includes researching the prosperity dimension of peace. I 
am aware of how the tangible outputs of that period, and particularly its inter-governmental 
agreements, such as the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement 5 (significantly enabled by the 1984 New 
Ireland Forum and Report6) and 1993 Downing St Declaration,7 along with the ground 
breaking research done on North/South interaction and cooperation in the 1990s including 
for different institutional arrangements and an island economy. 
 
These are the solid foundations on which the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement has been 
constructed and continues to benefit from. A much needed reenergising of the trusted 
partnership that is kernel to its well-being is underway. Amongst the core guiding principles 
of this work that Taoiseach Simon Harris and UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer have jointly 
agreed to as co-guarantors of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is a close and committed 
intergovernmental partnership to deliver a “shared ambition for greater opportunity, 
economic prosperity and reconciliation across these islands to include and benefit Northern 
Ireland”, as detailed in their Joint Statement.  
 

 
4 For details of the Conference see:  https://crossborder.ie/conferences/ccbs-25th-annual-conference/ 
5 For the full Agreement see: 
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/Anglo-Irish-
Agreement-1985.pdf  
6 For the Report see: https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues/politics/nifr.htm 
7 For the Declaration see: 
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/peace-process-
-joint-declaration-1993.pdf 
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4. The Re-Set has Started Well 
This aim is backed up by a clearly comfortable and positive interaction throughout their 
meeting in Farmleigh House in Dublin, and subsequently at the Republic of Ireland versus 
England soccer game in the Aviva Stadium. The substance of this interaction is detailed in the 
Joint Statement issued afterwards, which confirmed they had agreed “an ambitious reset of 
the UK-Ireland relationship”. There is also a set of specific aims for this joint work programme, 
backed up by them both also meeting with business leaders to discuss strengthening the 
€120b (£100b) annual trade and business between both countries.  

Speaking to reporters ahead of the meeting, the UK Prime Minister said there was a need to 
be “ambitious and bold” when examining reform of regulation and trade barriers, and the 
Taoiseach Mr Harris said a reset in relations had to be embedded in “peace and prosperity, 
mutual respect and friendship”, which the joint statement placed in the context of “their 
shared ambition for greater opportunity, economic prosperity and reconciliation across these 
islands to include and benefit Northern Ireland”. 

Specifically from an economic and business perspective, “cooperation in four key areas, which 
illustrate the breadth and depth of shared values and interests between the UK and Ireland”, 
will be progressed:   

 Security, Justice and Global Issues  
 Climate, energy, technology and innovation 
 Growth, trade and investment 
 Culture, education and people to people connections.  

Irish and UK Ministers will undertake preparations to progress this cooperation before a 
formal Summit meeting between the two leaders next March.  

However, the Joint Statement did not include an indication of how or where the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement and also relevant Windsor Framework institutional processes will be part 
of this preparation, except noting that the Prime Minister and Taoiseach will meet again next 
December at the British Irish Council (BIC), an institution of the Agreement’s Strand Three. 
Given this meeting is taking place ahead of next March’s Summit, the BIC will hopefully 
consider these areas and how they may be relevant to the possible scope of its ongoing work. 

Nevertheless, these Ministerial preparations will be ground breaking as economic policy 
consideration, decision making and implementation by both governments is currently 
undertaken almost entirely separately. That is apart from matters within the scope of the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement along with the Protocol/Windsor Framework and parts of the 
Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA), or through existing bi-lateral engagement (e.g. such 
as for the Ireland/UK Energy Memorandum of Understanding and the International Reporting 
Commission (IRC)).  

So while the relationship rebuilding phase of the re-set has advanced rapidly, working out the 
interplay between these existing international agreements for the policy areas being jointly 
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worked on by Ministers merits early attention, stakeholder consultation and careful design. 
This will facilitate the delivery of tangible economic benefits for Ireland and the UK that are 
certain, robust and future orientated. 
 

5. What Happens Next? 
How ‘fit for purpose’ are the current arrangements for both governments to ambitiously 
tackle these challenges? For example, how to renew the spirit of partnership under the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and earlier agreements that was vibrant, energised and 
evident because this work was a ‘must succeed’ priority for both? And to adjust arrangements 
agreed in 1998 and not yet evolved in response to this fundamentally altered political and 
economic environment? 
 
Encouragingly, this UK Labour government has made clear its intention to invest political 
resource and energy in the peace and prosperity of the island of Ireland and hopefully this 
means matching, if not exceeding, the Prime Minister’s Labour predecessor, Tony Blair’s, 
ambition when it came to Northern Ireland. So, for example, as the Agreement’s co-guarantor 
Keir Starmer sees the path ahead during his time in No 10 to prioritise moving Northern 
Ireland on from being peaceful to be at peace, and so prosperous and stable, understanding 
this to be a unique, complex and multidimensional task of deeply interconnected and 
entwined domestic and international decision making. 
 
Achieving such a goal in an increasingly unstable global economic environment is a task of 
politics, policy and governance. But the effort will benefit from the support of business and 
investment, particularly to assist in optimising the institutional and political interplay 
between existing agreements with Ireland and the EU, including in the context of the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement’s many dimensions, totality of relationships and Three 
Strands.  
 
There is joint agency to support this process through its Strand Three British Irish 
Intergovernmental Conference (BIIGC): 
 

 “The Conference will bring together the British and Irish Governments to promote bi-
lateral cooperation at all levels on all matters of mutual interest within the 
competence of both governments” (Emphasis added) 

 
But for the practicalities of policy development in the four key areas of cooperation at all 
levels and within the competence of both governments, it is no longer as it was in 1998 when 
so much of what governs economic, business and other matters in Ireland remained within 
the competence of the EU. So EU institutions, processes and decisions will certainly be an 
evident and influential, but still absent, presence as Irish and UK Ministers prepare plans to 
progress the agreed areas of joint cooperation.   
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Investing time and effort at the outset in addressing this complexity will therefore be mutually 
beneficial. Options for doing so include appropriately connecting the currently parallel 
consultation process agreed in the Windsor Framework for, on the one hand, Strand Two’s 
North/South Ministerial Council (NSMC) and cross border bodies and, on the other, through 
the Northern Ireland Assembly to consult on EU and/or UK Internal Market related issues, 
along with other related matters, and possibly make proposals to the EU/UK Joint Committee 
and/or the UK Government.8 
 
So, as the PM’s partner and co-guarantor, the Taoiseach should urgently prioritise, prepare 
and commit to the scale of input required for this truly ambitious re-set of Ireland/UK 
government relations.  
 

6. The Evident Opportunities 
Although dealing with the unique circumstances on the island of Ireland, this work is also an 
integral part of a wider UK re-set of its international relations, particularly with the EU. 
Indeed, what Prime Minister Keir Starmer said about this at the opening plenary session of 
the European Political Community meeting at Blenheim Palace (July 18th 2024) is wholly 
aligned with the core spirit and principles of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement: 
 

 “We want to work with all of you…To reset relationships…Rediscover our common 
interest…And renew the bonds of trust and friendship……Because I believe that the UK 
and EU…working together as sovereign partners…Are a powerful force for good across 
our continent…For peace, for security, for prosperity…For all our people”9 

 
Practical steps to implement these wider aims when progressing the agreed priorities for the 
UK/Ireland re-set include: 
  

 Political Relationships: In addition to the early meetings between Keir Starmer and 
Simon Harris being positive, so have those between Tánaiste Micheál Martin and 
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Hilary Benn. There is every reason to believe 
that when their government colleagues meet to prepare for next March’s Summit 
these discussions will be conducted on a similarly positive political and personal basis.  
Indeed, when speaking to the British Irish Association in Oxford on September 7th 

 
8 These arrangements were detailed separately by Andrew McCormick and myself at a CCBS Seminar 
held in the Northern Ireland Executive Office in Brussels in June 2013 and our contributions can be found 
here 
https://crossborder.ie/newsite/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Michael-DArcy-Response-The-Windsor-
Framework-and-what-it-means-for-institutions-of-government-in-Northern-Ireland.pdf 
 https://crossborder.ie/news/seminar-what-the-windsor-framework-will-mean-in-practice-for-the-
institutions-of-government-in-northern-ireland/ 
9 For the full Address see: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-remarks-at-the-opening-
plenary-session-of-the-european-political-community-18-july-2024 



Briefing Note on re-setting Ireland/UK relations to enhance prosperity and embed peace 
 

 

8 
 

Hilary Benn could hardly have been more positive and supportive of North/South 
cooperation and the All-island Economy.10  

 
In the long historical timeline of Ireland/UK relations, the starting point ‘co-
guarantors’ for the preparatory work they are undertaking to adapt and renew their 
inter-governmental partnership for a new, altered and more challenging ‘totality of 
relationships’ is primarily Strand Three. In additions there will be interaction with 
Strands One and Two alongside on-going bi-lateral discussions such as on justice and 
security matters. That Strand Three task now includes a very different and separate 
interaction for both with the EU, along with the US as a key supportive ally.   

 
Navigating these presents an opportunity to reset the tone for doing so by re-
energising the optimism, spirit and principles woven by design into the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement’s text. This would help in moving on from the necessarily relentless 
focus since 2016 on differences and defensiveness to protecting and sustaining the 
success acknowledged and celebrated by all during its 25th Anniversary, because once 
again there is, as the opening paragraph of its ‘Declaration of Support’ puts it: “a truly 
historic opportunity for a new beginning”. 
 

 Institutional Relationships: There are multiple parts to this complex and demanding 
task, but the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement’s positive and inclusive spirit will 
certainly be needed for the Windsor Framework’s on-going and novel institutional 
interplay of shared governance responsibilities on the island of Ireland between the 
EU, UK and Ireland. This is being jointly engaged in at a time of global polycrises that 
continue to influence and re-shape the influential backdrop of international 
relationships and global economics.  

 
Nevertheless, how this process and its new complex and overarching mix of 
institutional processes is jointly approached and further developed by the UK and 
Ireland along with the EU is crucial to its success in delivering a successful reset. So at 
the outset a deep dive into these complexities is needed in addition to the practical 
day to day operational modalities of organising agendas, informing considerations and 
involving stakeholders. 

 
 Stakeholder Consultation: A key aspect of this process will be to broaden the scope 

and re-organise what is understood by ‘stakeholders’. At the very highest level it is 
everyone across these islands for whom peace, prosperity and stability is a shared 
expectation. And while that representation is agreed in the text of the Belfast/Good 

 
10 For the full Address see: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/secretary-of-state-a-new-chapter-in-
the-uk-ireland-relationship 
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Friday Agreement and the Windsor Framework, the re-set presents the opportunity 
to commence the Strand Two, island of Ireland dimension (i.e. the 
Belfast/Dublin/Brussels consultation route).  

 
As a practical matter, these engagements with organisations that encompass cross 
border economic, social, civic, cultural and sporting interaction will strengthen the 
democratic legitimacy that is the ‘beating heart’, giving life energy and vibrancy to the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement’s task to embed peace and enhance prosperity, 
especially at a time when democracy is under threat.  

 
 Responding to shared threats: The determined efforts of agitators on both sides of 

the border to oppose the legal arrival and subsequent integration of migrants as well 
as refugees include racist abuse and the use of political violence. This is manifested in 
the Republic by the riots, multiple arson attacks on property that may or may not be 
used to accommodate refugees and attacks on individuals. Similarly, in Northern 
Ireland there has been street violence and attacks on individual immigrants, their 
homes, property and businesses, visibly encouraged by loyalist paramilitary 
organisations. 
 
All this has a damaging impact on the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement’s spirit of non-
discrimination, putting it under threat and somewhat in retreat. The Agreement has 
the democratic mandate of being adopted by referenda North and South, and its core 
principles are tolerance, respect and inclusion, along with mutual respect and 
acceptance of dual citizenships. To implement these principles it was agreed to jointly 
consult, cooperate and take action on the island of Ireland, yet to date this capacity 
remains largely unused, such as to vigorously refute the imported, widely 
disseminated and damaging slogan ‘close the border’ – despite the enormous effort 
during the Brexit negotiations to ‘avoid a hard border’ on this island!  

 
Coincidentally, the 40th Anniversary next year of the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement and its joint 
commitments are a timely reminder of the extent to which in depth consideration, 
negotiation and implementation delivers long term peace, prosperity and stability. Take, for 
example, this Agreement’s opening commitments, which remain relevant, apart from one 
core pillar of the institutional architecture: 
 

The Government of Ireland and the Government of the United Kingdom: 
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 Wishing further to develop the unique relationship between their peoples and close 
cooperation between their countries as friendly neighbours and as partners in the 
European Community.11   

 
Finally, there is the need to further strengthen collective stability and security with other  
European neighbours in response to evident external threats, including to economic security, 
social stability and democratic legitimacy.  
 

7. Pathways to Progress 
The ambitious, positive and progressive economic research, thought and discussion that 
preceded, but especially followed, the 1994 paramilitary ceasefires is a proven precedent to 
support this re-set.12 This charted a road map of possibility for North/South cooperation and 
collaboration, including mutually supportive economic growth on the island of Ireland that 
could follow from the permanent ending of ‘the Troubles’.13 The resulting projections and 
proposals for economic growth, development and job creation encouraged the multi-party 
negotiators to believe the Agreement would deliver a better economic future for most. 
 
Since then, the delivery of those ambitious projections has been central to helping embed the 
relative peace enjoyed on both islands; albeit where more of the benefits have flowed to the 
Republic. The challenge of how best to now enhance this prosperity, along with tackling its 
uneven spread on this island both regionally and between the two jurisdictions, requires 
thoughtful adaptation to today’s 21st century challenges. 
 
The following are three of the shared strategic challenges with both East/West and 
North/South dimensions, and so merit inclusion in the preparations Ministers are jointly 
undertaking: 
 
Significant population growth, or its absence, is the most evident overarching strategic 
challenge that impacts every aspect of both governments’ policy planning and provision – and 
a phenomena the island of Ireland has not seen since the first half of the 19th Century.  
 

 
11 For this agreement see: 
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/Anglo-Irish-Agreement-
1985.pdf  
12 For more on this see: Pre 1998 Agreement: Laying Foundations for Economic Achievements in North‐South 
Businesses: The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland: CCBS (Volume 18 2023) (P 62)  
https://crossborder.ie/newsite/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Journal-Cross-Border-Studies-2023-web.pdf   Also the 
author participated in, and contributed to, that economic research and discussion, such as the seminal book ‘Border 
Crossings: Developing Ireland’s Island Economy (1995) and reports for the Esri.  
13 The ‘Troubles’ is the term used to describe a 30-year period of large scale political violence in these islands during 
which over 3,700 people died and 47,541 were injured. See: 
https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/victims/docs/group/htr/day_of_reflection/htr_0607c.pdf   
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In 2017 the Ibec/CBI Joint Business Council Connected report, predicting the island’s 
population would exceed 8m people by 2040, was deemed overly optimistic by many. Yet 
based on the latest population estimates of the Central Statistics Office (CSO) and the 
Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) the island already has a population 
of approximately 7.1m. So it may be that the totemic pre-famine figure of over 8m will be 
reached by 2030 or soon after?  
 
However, population growth in Northern Ireland lags both the Republic and the rest of the 
UK, having increased by 6,000 or 0.3% between mid-2021 and mid-2022 according to NISRA, 
resulting in the North’s population being in relative decline compared to both the South and 
Britain.14 The Office for National Statistics (ONS) estimates that by the mid-2030s the overall 
UK population is projected to grow by 6.6 million people, or 9.9% from “an estimated 67m to 
73.7m, with 541,000 more births than deaths and net international migration of 6.1m 
people”.15   
 
The implications of both population growth, along with demographic change for both states 
and their peoples is profound. So considering the shared consequences on the island of 
Ireland should be included at the outset of this re-set.    
 
Climate action: is an agreed priority and one where population along with economic growth 
now and into the future is a key driver in shaping and determining the scale of investment 
needed. The UK and Ireland have set world leading Net Zero targets whose delivery includes 
having a joined up and/or aligned formal institutional backing, regulatory support and policy 
directions. Reports detailing the vital role of strategies, investment and connectivity for the 
generation, transmission and use of renewable energy have been produced, including this 
year by the ESRI on behalf of the Shared Island Unit (SIU)16 and jointly by Ibec and CBI NI.17  
 
As Minsters jointly consider how to take their cooperation forward in this area, some of the 
key questions that business and investors will seek answers to range from securing the Single 
Electricity Market’s future and the role of GB Energy on the island of Ireland, to if their joint 
plan to supply renewable energy will lead to a more productive and sustainable island of 
Ireland population of 8m by 2035.  

 
14 For more on this see: https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/statistics/Statistical%20Bulletin%20-
%202022%20Mid-year%20Population%20Estimates%20for%20Northern%20Ireland.pdf 
15 For more on this see: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationprojectio
ns/bulletins/nationalpopulationprojections/2021basedinterim 
16 For more on this see: https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS155.pdf 
17 For more on this see: https://www.ibec.ie/influencing-for-business/ibec-campaigns/shared-energy-
futures#:~:text=This%20report%2C%20produced%20in%20collaboration,to%20transition%20to%20net
%20zero. 
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Infrastructure investment: to both adapt to climate change and enhance existing levels of 
prosperity and well-being extends well beyond energy and includes a significant upgrade 
and adaption of a wide range of social and economic fundamentals such as health and 
education along with, as noted in the previous section, transport and treated waste water. 
Ambitious joint  planning is required to meet these challenges in both the public and private 
sector based on a projected all-island population of 8 million by 2035 (i.e. the same ten 
years it takes for most large scale utility infrastructure to get from origination to 
commencement). So being ambitious starts now. 
 
Jointly planning and evidently delivering capital investment that improves citizens lived 
experience and supports growth trade and investment is fundamentally how this re-set can 
optimally help to enhance prosperity and embed peace. In an all-island context the Irish 
Government’s Shared Island Unit and its Shared Island Fund is providing much needed 
funding for North/South projects that have been planned for some time, while the UK 
including Northern Ireland in programmes such as City Deals and Levelling Up is also 
positive, pressure on UK public funding and the government’s response is generating 
uncertainty about its initiatives.   
 
However, in general, both governments’ planning and capital investment in upgrading 
essential infrastructure is being progressed separately, though there is a stark contrast 
between the availability of funding which is increasing in the South but comparatively 
restricted in the North. In addition, there is an all-island dimension to Ireland’s National 
Development Plan (NDP), but it does not yet include ambitious new strategies for joined up 
all-island planning, investment and development and delivery.  
 

8. Choices to be Made 
The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is the core pillar of complex commitments and arrange-
ments to be adapted because, as argued by Professor Frances Ruane and I in a 2018 paper 
for the Royal Irish Academy and the British Academy, the essence of this challenge to com-
bine peace and prosperity is: 

“the question of how the economic growth, on the island of Ireland, which is fundamental 
to protecting and sustaining the 1998 Agreement and its institutions should be 
strategically supported [due to) the important combination of prosperity (supported by 
the Single European Market) and peace (supported by the 1998 Agreement) to the 
wellbeing of the island.”18 
 

This adaption inextricably includes the Agreement’s parallel and inter-connected Strand One 
on the formation of an Executive and Northern Ireland’s internal governance, Strand Two 

 
18 For the full paper see:  https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/310/belfast-good-friday-
agreement-island-ireland-economy-and-brexit.pdf  
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relations to North/South and Strand Three which de jure is an inter-governmental agreement 
between Ireland and the UK on their own interaction through the BIIGC and relationships 
between all the administrations of these islands through the BIC, along with agreements on 
human rights, security, etc. and encouraging inter-parliamentary interaction. 
 
The following are shared strategic challenges with both East/West and North/South 
dimensions and so also merit inclusion in the preparations Ministers are jointly undertaking: 
 
An All-Island Economy along with a Belfast/Dublin Economic Corridor was first proposed in 
1992 by Sir George Quigley in response to the creation of the (EEC) Single Market and 
anticipating paramilitary ceasefires, and as a foundational contribution to the conversation 
on ‘what can be’. The value of cross-border trade and business then was possibly around €3 
billion per annum. Today the official data shows that: 
 

 North/South cross border trade averaged €11 billion for the past 12-months 
 This is slightly down from its peak of €11.4 billion  
 But still up versus €5.1 billion in the same period in 2018/2019 
 And €3.1 billion in 2001 soon after the Agreement’s institutions and cross border 

bodies were first put in place  
 
The breakdown as to the flow of these goods shows it is relatively even North to South and 
South to North and this is not the full picture – these are the figures for goods only and they 
do not include services (both public and private), which are the fastest growth area in all 
advanced economies.  For a perspective on the relative value of this trade and business for 
Northern Ireland the following data is illuminating: 
 

 NISRA data shows total export sales to GB in 2021 were worth £12.8 billion  
 While NI exported £2.2 billion of goods to rest of the EU in 2022 and three sectors 

accounted for £1.4 billion (machinery/transport equipment, food/live animals, 
miscellaneous manufacturing) 

 Meanwhile exports to its top three Rest of World partners were worth £1.4 billion 
(those being the US £1.1 billion, Canada £403 million and Australia £194 million. China 
is fourth at £127 million)  

 
This cross border trade is particularly important for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises 
(SMEs), especially in regions such as the Newry, Mourne and Down Local Government District, 
which has the highest number of exporting businesses outside Belfast, and this is surely 
helped by the pivotal location it shares with Dundalk in the Belfast/Dublin Economic Corridor. 
 
This mutually beneficial economic activity is concrete evidence the island is functioning as a 
‘natural economic zone’, enhancing competitiveness by creating integrated investment, 
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recruitment, production, marketing, service provision and supply chains. But protecting this 
important economic asset and supporting its continuing growth and further development 
needs the optimum degree of North/South policy collaborative actions and/or alignment, 
supported by this Ireland/UK reset. 
 
Climate, energy, technology and innovation is a good example, as effective implementation 
of both jurisdictions’ core aims in these areas needs more collaboration. Encouragingly, this 
fact is recognised and supported in the Farmleigh Joint Statement that committed both 
governments “to build on existing cooperation and promote further joint initiatives as both 
sides recognise the imperative to act and opportunities of the green and digital transitions”. 
 
The institutional interplay of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and the Windsor 
Framework along with the political interaction needed to underpin that necessary certainty 
with long term political agreements and, where appropriate, the necessary legislation, is 
how these challenges will be successfully tackled. Consultations with relevant stakeholders 
and agreed estimates of just how many households, businesses, individuals, activities and 
movements to plan on taking optimal all-island climate actions for are key ingredients for 
this aspect of the re-set to succeed. The estimated energy demand given population, 
workforce and productivity growth in a scenario where Net Zero targets are being met is 
required to inform energy and climate policy. 
 
A Prudent Approach: This is not to suggest that every project and every investment must 
have a North/South dimension. This choice only applies where the possibility exists that there 
may be mutual benefits to be secured from as the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement puts it:  
 
“…consultation, cooperation and action within the island of Ireland – including through 
implementation on an all-island cross-border basis – on matters of mutual interest within the 
competence of the Administrations North and South”. 
 
There is considerable evidence of where these areas of mutual interest exist across a wide 
range of economic, social, cultural and sporting sectors along with many different shared 
cross border needs interests and activities.19 
 
The path of North/South and East/West interaction has always included setbacks, 
disappointments and delays. The announcement by the British Government to not 
immediately fund the current plans to upgrade Casement Park is just the latest example. 
However, the opportunity remains to jointly progress this project as part of the re-set. For 
example the British and Irish Governments could agree the funding amount they are both 

 
19 See one example here: https://www.nesc.ie/news-events/press-releases/council-report-no-
157_shared-island-shared-opportunity-nesc-comprehensive-report/ 
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committing along with developing a model to then incorporate the Executive’s contribution 
along with the private finance the GAA has already committed.  
 
This approach could provide the core certainty needed to finalise a design and 
commissioning project for tendering. Then there would be the possibility for the two 
governments to build on such a ‘demonstration model’ for joined up East/West and/or 
North/South public/private infrastructure investment by undertaking a strategic overview 
on other similar opportunities with potential to deliver mutual benefit. 
 
A Design Challenge: The learned experience of conducting politics and governance between 
our jurisdictions is that making this scale of investment is always necessary to repair a deep 
rupture. But there is a complex, deeply interconnected series of Ireland/UK and UK/EU 
agreements to manage, implement and/or evolve, and alongside them there is the separate 
UK/DUP agreement which exclusively encompasses political unionism’s differing aims and 
aspirations. In addition, there will not always be an alignment of shared interests between 
Ireland and the UK. Nevertheless, the international agreements already in place provide a 
governance framework for developing an ambitious, joined up and mutually beneficial inter-
governmental re-set. 
 
For this current and next Irish government, irrespective of its composition, protecting peace, 
maintaining stability and enhancing prosperity must remain a top priority. The scale of the 
new UK Government majority is such that they are expected to complete at least one full five 
year term. So both should prioritise the undertaking of this task by devoting the necessary 
political and bureaucratic capacity, energy and effort while using and coordinating all 
available channels of institutional communication and interaction to secure additional 
agreements on ambitious and substantive economic policies. 
 
That too is a complex interplay of overlapping and interconnected political, institutional and 
stakeholder interaction that are often de jure or de facto simultaneously bi-lateral and multi-
lateral. They exist in a spectrum of separate, combined, and parallel formations, fora and 
processes. This is difficult for business or indeed many others to navigate. 
 
Therefore, the day-to-day coordination, management and oversight is a considerable 
challenge. Not to mention mobilising the resource and capacity.  
 
Adapting all three Strands of the Belfast Good Friday Agreement’s institutional processes:  
Although currently in ‘catch up’ mode following the restoration of the Northern 
Ireland Executive last February, this adaption also needs the re-set regaining the bilateral 
momentum the Irish and British Governments had developed from the 1960s. This ultimately 
resulted in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, and the establishment within it by 
intergovernmental agreement of the British Irish Intergovernmental Conference (BIIGC). It 
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also needs renewed political investment by parliamentarians, official bodies and other 
administrations across these islands such as through the British Irish Council (BIC).  
 
A starting point for progressing this adaption has been provided by the House of Commons 
Northern Ireland Committee and the Oireachtas Joint Committee on the Implementation of 
the Good Friday Agreement, who have compiled and published reports providing evidence as 
to why this is necessary and what should be considered. For example, the Commons 
Committee concluded in its review of ‘The Effectiveness of the Institutions of the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement’ that this is needed because:  
 

 the weight of evidence which suggests that the potential for the Strand Two 
institutions to deliver meaningful cooperation on the island of Ireland for the benefit 
of all its citizens, North and South, has not been realised… 

 [so notwithstanding]… pragmatic cooperation outside of the formal structures of the 
institutions, with the benefits that have resulted... nonetheless, we conclude that 
cooperation is best achieved through regular, formal, substantive participation in 
structures dedicated purely to the purpose of cooperation for mutual benefit.20 
 

As to what is needed for this task, the Oireachtas Committee concluded in its compiling of 
‘Lessons from the Architects of the Agreement’: 
  

 It is evident that a strong partnership between the British and Irish Governments,  
underpinned by trust, was essential to the Good Friday Agreement. 

 Given reduced opportunities for contact at political and official level following the 
United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union, efforts should be made to 
maximise the institutions of the Good Friday Agreement 21. 

 
Combined, these reports are a substantive, constructive and inclusive starting point as they 
include evidence from a wide range of stakeholders, experts and representative voices.  
 

9. Conclusion  
The renewed commitment of the Taoiseach and Prime Minister to being ‘co-guarantors’ of 
the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is a compelling and shared self-interest for the Irish and 
UK Governments to commit the necessary political and bureaucratic capacity, energy and 

 
20 For the full Report see: 
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/42405/documents/210752/default/ 
21 For the full Report see: 
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_the_implementation_of
_the_good_friday_agreement/reports/2023/2023-03-28_lessons-from-the-architects-of-the-good-friday-
agreement_en.pdf 
 



Briefing Note on re-setting Ireland/UK relations to enhance prosperity and embed peace 
 

 

17 
 

effort for an ambitious Ireland/UK re-set to embed peace, maintain stability and enhance 
prosperity.  
 
So we are at another planning ‘what next’ moment, with positive economic possibilities and 
business opportunities on this island and between these islands. Helpfully, there is policy 
attention, time, and effort being given to that task that will need to be undertaken within a 
spectrum of separate, combined, and parallel formations, fora and processes, including to 
optimise the resulting regulatory and policy certainty for investment and business. 
 
Day-to-day coordination, management and oversight of this process is a considerable 
challenge, not to mention mobilising the level of resource and capacity needed. Our shared 
experience is that to succeed the support work being done to prepare for next March’s 
Summit needs to be seriously resourced and supported so as to carefully design and develop 
ambitious joint actions and/or aligned policy decisions in the four priority areas of 
cooperation, and then set out in detail how they are to be implemented.  
 
Michael D’Arcy is a CCBS Senior Research Associate, supports Ibec/CBI Joint Business Council’s 
work, is a member of the PEACEPLUS Programme Monitoring Committee and an early pioneer 
of N/S cooperation along with being a researcher, speaker and interlocutor who continues to 
play a central role in the evolution of an all-island economy. The views expressed in this article 
are personal.  
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