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This document has been prepared by the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation in response to the 
call for evidence issued by the House of Lords Northern Ireland Scrutiny Committee on 
strengthening Northern Ireland’s voice in the context of the Windsor Framework.1 

About The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation 
The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation (CCBC), based in Armagh, 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, between the 
island of Ireland and Great Britain, elsewhere in Europe and beyond. The Centre was established 
in September 1999 as the Centre for Cross Border Studies and has been trading under the name 
of Centre for Cross Border Cooperation since celebrating its 25th anniversary in September 2024.2 
 
The submission that follows, therefore, is focused on the Centre’s ongoing efforts in monitoring 
the extent to which the necessary conditions for North-South cooperation are being maintained 
following the UK’s withdrawal from the EU in accordance with Articles 1(3) and 11 of the Protocol 
on Ireland/Northern Ireland and the Windsor Framework,3 as well as the Centre’s role in 
convening the Ad-Hoc Group for North-South and East-West Cooperation.4 Those efforts have 
included engagement with UK, EU and joint UK-EU structures. Additionally, this submission 
focuses on civic society stakeholders, and more specifically on organisations from the 
community and voluntary sector. 

Overall assessment of the structures for Northern Ireland civic society stakeholder 
engagement with the Windsor Framework 
1. There are a number of relevant structures and mechanisms for Northern Ireland civic society 
stakeholders seeking engagement on issues related to Articles 1(3), 2 and 11 of the Windsor 
Framework.5 These include parliamentary committees in Stormont, Westminster, Dublin, the 

 
1 This response was authored by Dr Anthony Soares, Director of the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation 
(Director@crossborder.ie). 
2 For more information see https://crossborder.ie/.  
3 The Centre has responded to a range of relevant parliamentary inquiries and produced a number of 
Briefing Papers, which can be consulted at http://crossborder.ie/category/research-and-
policy/policy/consultation-responses/ and http://crossborder.ie/category/research-and-
policy/policy/briefings/.  
4 The views expressed in this submission are entirely those of the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation 
and should not be seen as representing the opinions of individual organisations supporting the Ad-Hoc 
Group for North-South and East-West Cooperation. For further information on the Ad-Hoc Group, see 
https://crossborder.ie/ad-hoc-group-for-north-south-and-east-west-cooperation/.  
5 The Centre has previously published two Briefing Papers of relevance here: “Civic Engagement in the 
Windsor Framework” (June 2023), available at https://crossborder.ie/reports/civic-engagement-in-the-
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European Parliament, and the European Economic and Social Committee, as well as joint UK-EU 
structures such as the Joint Committee and the Specialised Committee on the Implementation 
of the Windsor Framework. 

2. From the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation’s experience of engaging with the structures 
and mechanisms referred to above, as well as others considered relevant to Articles 1(3), 2 and 
11 of the Windsor Framework, there are five overarching issues that arise: (i) seeking to have 
effective engagement is resource intensive; (ii) a long-term commitment is required; (iii) most of 
the bandwidth is taken up with Articles 5 to 10; (iv) current structures are not readily equipped to 
engage with civic society stakeholders from both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland in 
discussions related to Article 11; and (v) confidence is needed that the current structures are 
responsive to stakeholders’ identification of potential difficulties rather than simply addressing 
the consequences of existing problems. 

To what extent have the measures which pre-date or were announced as part of the Windsor 
Framework been successful in promoting the voice of Northern Ireland a. at a UK level? b. 
at an EU level? c. in UK-EU structures? 
3. Since 2020, efforts were being made both through the Ad-Hoc Group for North-South and East-
West Cooperation, which the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation convenes, and by the Centre 
itself prior to that to ensure civic society stakeholders from Northern Ireland and their 
counterparts in the Republic of Ireland would have structures for engagement with those 
responsible for maintaining the conditions for North-South cooperation as per the 
Protocol/Windsor Framework and, where possible, to also ensure those conditions for 
cooperation within the East-West dimension. Those efforts included various informal 
discussions with UK Government and European Commission officials, as well as submissions to 
relevant parliamentary inquiries. 

4. Since 2023, however, and with the important exception of the crucial role mandated to the 
Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission and the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland 
as the dedicated mechanism under Article 2(1) of the Windsor Framework, it is the Centre’s view 
that there are no obvious structures for Northern Ireland civic society stakeholders to engage 
with the UK Government on non-trade related issues connected to the Windsor Framework, 
including on North-South cooperation.6 There is, perhaps, a reliance on stakeholders to seek 
engagement with officials responsible for the specific issue they wish to address, but it is not 
necessarily the case that stakeholders will have immediate knowledge of who those officials are. 
The Centre believes that there is room for improvement here, and that the UK Government is 
committed to working with civic society to develop clearer and more effective channels of 
communication. 

5. At a Northern Ireland level, there are opportunities for civic society to engage with the Windsor 
Framework Democratic Scrutiny Committee, although within the confines of its legislative remit, 

 
windsor-framework/; and “The Windsor Framework: What could it mean for North-South and East-West 
cooperation and relations?” (April 2023), available at https://crossborder.ie/reports/briefing-paper-the-
windsor-framework-what-could-it-mean-for-north-south-and-east-west-cooperation-and-relations/.  
6 The Independent Review of the Windsor Framework offers opportunities for engagement, but it is time-
bound and its terms of reference may not necessarily lend themselves to addressing issues unrelated to 
the constitutional status of Northern Ireland or the operation of the UK’s single market. 
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and for Members of the Legislative Assembly to engage with civic society stakeholders when 
considering utilising the Stormont Brake process. However, there is little scope here for 
engagement with issues not related to trade, and the impact of the voices of Northern Ireland 
civic society stakeholders at the UK Government level is dependent on the extent to which the 
Government takes account of the views of the Northern Ireland Assembly. 

6. The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation considers that the successful promotion of the voice 
of Northern Ireland civic society stakeholders at an EU level cannot rely solely on the measures 
for stakeholder engagement introduced by the European Commission,7 even if these may 
potentially serve a useful purpose. Bearing in mind that the UK is not an EU Member State, 
engagement can take place with other EU institutions such as the European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC). The EESC’s EU-UK Follow-up Committee has been engaging with Northern 
Ireland civic society stakeholders, including in meetings with the Ad-Hoc Group for North-South 
and East-West Cooperation where counterparts from the Republic of Ireland have also taken part 
to discuss issues related to cross-border cooperation. Moreover, the Northern Ireland Executive 
Office in Brussels has played and can continue to play a crucial role in supporting civic society 
stakeholders to engage with EU institutions and to raise awareness of the particular 
circumstances of Northern Ireland and of the framework of relations encompassed by the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement.8 Of course, although there is the possibility of such wider 
engagement, in practice it is likely that few civic society organisations could resource it or have 
the bandwidth to pursue it. 

7. In regard to the measures introduced by the European Commission, aside from those intended 
for the provision of information by the Commission to stakeholders, they include the possibility 
of Northern Ireland stakeholders’ involvement in public or targeted consultations, and a 
dedicated overview of Northern Ireland stakeholders’ input into impact assessments of new EU 
policy initiatives. While the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation has not been involved in any 
such consultations or contributed to relevant impact assessments, a judgement of how 
successful these measures have been in promoting the voice of Northern Ireland stakeholders 
could only be made with knowledge of the numbers of stakeholders who might have done so.9 

8. The commitments made for joint UK-EU engagement are being met, and Northern Ireland civic 
society stakeholders have been able to make their views known to the Specialised Committee 
on the Implementation of the Windsor Framework.10 These have been valuable engagements in 

 
7 As outlined in the “Commission statement on Enhanced engagement with Northern Ireland 
stakeholders” (27 February 2023), available at https://commission.europa.eu/publications/commission-
statement-enhanced-engagement-northern-ireland-stakeholders_en.  
8 The Centre’s most recent event held in the Northern Ireland Executive Office in Brussels was in June 
2023, which considered the implications of the Windsor Framework for the institutions of government in 
Northern Ireland. See https://crossborder.ie/news/seminar-what-the-windsor-framework-will-mean-in-
practice-for-the-institutions-of-government-in-northern-ireland/.  
9 In response to the Centre’s request for information from the organisations involved in the Ad-Hoc Group 
for North-South and East-West Cooperation, only one civic society network indicated that it was 
preparing to respond to a number of consultations. 
10 Publicly available details of the most recent engagement are available through the European 
Commission’s records at 
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyinitiative/meetings/meeting.do?host=394df231-6f63-43a1-ac2f-
a5c6c2aea0b7&page=2.  
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terms of being able to raise issues in a space where both the UK and EU are present rather than 
raising them unilaterally with one side or the other, but it is important to understand that they are 
not as part of the formal meetings of the Specialised Committee. In order to fully understand the 
extent to which the voice of Northern Ireland has been successfully promoted in this instance, it 
would be necessary for those taking part in the formal meetings of the Specialised Committee to 
provide an assessment, and to reflect on whether what has been communicated by civic society 
stakeholders has been relayed to the Joint Committee and acted upon. 

To what extent do the Windsor Framework’s engagement structures enable the relevant 
stakeholders in Northern Ireland to engage with EU legislation at an appropriate stage of the 
legislative process? 
9. Effective and timely engagement with EU legislation from Northern Ireland civic society 
stakeholders presumes appropriate knowledge of the EU’s legislative process, and the 
resources and active intent to monitor the development of legislation in Brussels. For those 
wishing to monitor and engage with EU legislation not related to trade or business, this task may 
be daunting. 

10. It is the view of the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation that currently there is a reliance on 
communication and sharing of information within networks, such as the Ad-Hoc Group for North-
South and East-West Cooperation, to alert relevant civic society organisations to EU legislation 
that may have an impact on their area of interest. In the Centre’s case and that of the Ad-Hoc 
Group, this means legislation relevant to a range of areas in which organisations engage in cross-
border cooperation. 

11. The European Commission’s 2023 statement on enhanced engagement with Northern 
Ireland stakeholders noted that ‘A list of new, upcoming EU initiatives of relevance to Northern 
Ireland will be published on the Protocol webpage’,11 which offers the ability to search for 
documents on EUR-Lex related to the Protocol/Windsor Framework.12 As of 17 April 2025, this 
search function lists 11,435 documents considered relevant to Northern Ireland, with the 
majority of them related to trade and business. Although the search function offers the ability to 
filter the documents according to various categories, the volume and apparent nature of the 
documents may deter civic society stakeholders from engaging further, particularly if they do not 
have the resources to dedicate to this task. 

12. The European Commission’s endeavours to provide a means for stakeholders to be aware of 
EU legislation relevant to Northern Ireland must be welcomed. However, it should be borne in 
mind that the consideration of relevance is made by the European Commission. In this regard, 
the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation notes that the proposed “Defence of Democracy” 
directive is not listed among the documents considered relevant for Northern Ireland, although 

 
11 The Protocol webpage is located at https://eur-lex.europa.eu/content/news/index.html.  
12 The search function is available at https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/search.html?CT_1_CODED=IENI&SUBDOM_INIT=IENI&scope=IENI&DTS_SUBDOM=IENI&
DTS_DOM=EU_LAW&lang=en&type=advanced&qid=1744874798299.  
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the Centre has repeatedly raised concerns that it could undermine the necessary conditions for 
North-South cooperation.13 

How would you assess the effectiveness of the existing structures for engagement with 
business and civil society stakeholders? Could they be improved in future? If so, how? 
13. The development of structures for joint UK-EU engagement with civic society stakeholders, 
which the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation and the Ad-Hoc Group for North-South and East-
West Cooperation had long been calling for, has been a positive step. However, the Centre’s 
belief is that engagement with the mechanisms under the Windsor Framework is a process and 
not a one-off task. It requires a long-term commitment and a desire for continual improvement, 
and the Centre believes that both the UK Government and the European Commission have 
shown that commitment and desire.14 

14. There is a responsibility for civic society organisations engaged in the structures to ensure 
their effectiveness, and it is one the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation takes seriously. It 
entails canvassing the views of others (which in the case of the Centre means the Ad-Hoc Group 
for North-South and East-West Cooperation) prior to any engagements and agreeing on priorities, 
presenting those views at the relevant meetings, and reporting back to others and discussing with 
them the responses given to the issues raised and agreeing on any follow-up actions. 

15. For stakeholders to properly prepare to make their participation in engagement with the 
structures effective there is a need for adequate advance notice of any meetings. This was an 
area that required improvement, and it appears that this has been enacted. Another area the 
Centre considered in need of improvement was in recording follow-up actions and reporting 
progress at subsequent meetings. This is particularly important given that issues raised may 
require unilateral action by either the UK or the European Commission, and either party will need 
to engage with the relevant stakeholders in between meetings. Again, the Centre hopes that 
improvement is being made here. 

16. In terms of engagement with the Specialised Committee, the Centre would again urge that 
civic society stakeholders from the Republic of Ireland should be invited to attend where their 
attendance would add value to discussions on specific issues relating to North-South 
cooperation. 

When the Windsor Framework was announced, the European Commission committed to an 
annual presentation on upcoming policy initiatives and legislative proposals for Northern 
Ireland stakeholders, including engagement on the Commission Work Programme. Is this 
engagement taking place and, if so, how effective has it been for businesses and civil 
society? 

 
13 See the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation’s “Briefing Note on the proposed Defence of Democracy 
Directive and the Windsor Framework” (March 2025), available at https://crossborder.ie/reports/briefing-
note-on-the-proposed-defence-of-democracy-directive-and-the-windsor-framework/.  
14 The Centre has previously submitted evidence that included its views on areas for improvement for the 
structures of engagement, such as its June 2021 submission to the House of Lords European Affairs Sub-
Committee on the Protocol (https://crossborder.ie/reports/ccbs-submission-to-the-house-of-lords-
european-affairs-sub-committee-on-the-protocol-on-ireland-northern-ireland/), while the Ad-Hoc Group 
for North-South and East-West Cooperation submitted supplementary evidence in November 2021 
(https://crossborder.ie/reports/house-of-lords-sub-committee-on-the-protocol-publishes-evidence-
from-ad-hoc-group/).  
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16. The Centre can confirm that the European Commission has engaged with stakeholders on its 
Work Programme, highlighting initiatives considered to be relevant to Northern Ireland. The 
Centre considers these engagements to be valuable and informative, although it was noted that 
just as the proposed “Defence of Democracy” directive is not listed among the documents 
considered relevant for Northern Ireland on EUR-Lex, it was not identified as relevant to Northern 
Ireland during the engagement on the Commission Work Programme for 2025.15 It is listed as a 
pending proposal in the Work Programme (number 106), and as noted earlier in this submission, 
the Centre is concerned that it will undermine the necessary conditions for North-South 
cooperation (of particular relevance to Article 11 of the Windsor Framework), as well as 
cooperation between organisations in Great Britain and the Republic of Ireland. 

How would you assess the potential of the new measures announced in ‘Safeguarding the 
Union’, such as Intertrade UK, the new working group with the NI Executive and the UK East-
West Council to enhance Northern Ireland’s voice? How do these bodies fit within the 
existing structures establishing under the Withdrawal Agreement, the Windsor Framework 
and the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement? 
17. When the “Safeguarding the Union” Command Paper was published, the Centre for Cross 
Border Cooperation welcomed in principle the establishment of the East-West Council, but 
noted a lack of clarity in terms of its membership, and particularly whether civic society 
organisations would be represented.16 The Centre also stated: 

it is imperative that every care is taken to avoid any unnecessary and ultimately self-
defeating prioritising of this new body over the existing institutions under Strands 2 and 3 
of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. All of them merit the full commitment of all parties 
(p.6). 

18. The Centre remains of the view that the East-West Council has the potential to provide a 
useful platform for Northern Ireland civic society stakeholders to discuss and take forward 
issues that are not trade-related. However, the Centre has more recently noted that the inaugural 
and only meeting to date of the Council on 26 March 2024 privileged discussions on trade and 
economic matters, which was also the case at the inaugural meeting of the new Council of the 
Nations and Regions on 11 October 2024.17 There is a real opportunity here for engagement with 
Northern Ireland civic society stakeholders, and to learn from and support their role in building 
and supporting relations and cooperation on both an East-West and North-South basis, as 
expressed in the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between these Islands,18 but 
that opportunity needs to be grasped and the space made for these stakeholders. 

 
15 The 2025 Work Programme can be accessed at 
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/7617998c-86e6-4a74-b33c-
249e8a7938cd_en?filename=COM_2025_45_1_annexes_EN.pdf.  
16 See “Briefing Note on UK Command Paper: ‘Safeguarding the Union’” (February 2024), available at 
https://crossborder.ie/briefing-note-on-uk-command-paper-safeguarding-the-union-2/.  
17 See “Written evidence submitted by the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation, relating to the operation 
of the Windsor Framework” [OWF0021], accessible at 
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/139510/pdf/.  
18 For details of the New Common Charter, see https://crossborder.ie/what-we-do/projects/new-
common-charter/.  
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