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The position:

Within Ireland, Brexit is regarded as the biggest foreign policy challenge since the
creation of the (Irish) State;

the National Parliament has a key role in responding to this policy challenge;

the Parliamentary Agenda has been and will continue to be dominated by this
policy challenge.

The context:

Why is Brexit dominating the Agenda to this extent? There are any number of
reasons and when viewed through certain lenses the nature and the extent of the
policy challenge becomes clearer.

Politically- in recent years, British- Irish relations have never been better. Brexit
negotiations have placed a strain on these relations not least, because the re-
instatement of a border between Ireland and Northern Ireland is, for many Irish
people, unthinkable and regarded as dismantling much of the progress made in the
last 20 years under the Good Friday Agreement. Peace in Northern Ireland has been
hard won and is regarded by many as paramount.

Economically- the high intensity of trade with the UK makes Ireland uniquely
exposed to Brexit. 15% of Ireland’s goods and services exports are to the UK while
larger member states such as Germany and France only have half this exposure.

Geographically- Ireland is on the periphery of Europe. Ireland shares a land
Border with the UK which is 500 km long with over 200 border crossings. Given that
18,000 workers and 5,200 students are estimated to cross every day, any restriction
on the free movement enjoyed at present is viewed as impractical and, for many,
unacceptable. Additionally, the UK Landbridge is key for Irish trade with the rest of
the EU and, indeed, the rest of the world. By this we mean that a significant level of
Irish exports are transported, as freight, through the UK and onward to their final
destination. While Ireland regards itself as very much at the heart of Europe, it is
physically very much on the periphery and geographically removed from that heart of
Europe.

Societally and culturally- there is intense interest in Brexit across Ireland and
across all age groups. Irish people have a personal and emotional connection with the
UK as everyone in Ireland has family or friends -or both-living in the UK. This also
means that an estimated 6.7 million UK citizens who do not already hold an Irish
passport may well be entitled to one. In context, the population of Ireland is only 4.8
million. More locally, in the Border Regions access to health, education and other
services is determined -not by citizenship- but by personal choice and proximity. By
way of example, it is not at all unusual for children in Ireland to attend school in
Northern Ireland and vice versa. Notwithstanding these strong cultural connections
and in direct contrast to the position in the UK, there is little evidence to suggest that
there is any sign of Eurosceptic sentiment taking hold in Ireland.

Legislative- dismantling existing all-island arrangements may well be unthinkable
and may never come to pass. While a political agreement may well be secured, an
alternative legislative framework will, nevertheless, be required to ensure continuity



of service. Equally, the new relationship with the UK, post-Brexit, will require
legislative underpinning.

It is fair to say that all of these issues have created uncertainty and, among certain
cohorts of citizens, a sense of fear and anxiety. This fear and anxiety has been clearly
communicated to the members of the national parliament who, as parliamentarians
are legislators, scrutineers and public representatives.

The role of the National Parliament and the challenge for the Parliamentary Service
From my own perspective, as Secretary General, a challenge for Parliament is a
challenge for the Parliamentary Service and how the Parliamentary Service responds
to this challenge will be a key measure of success in the coming years.

The legislative role for parliament is clear- making provision for existing
arrangements and future relationships will take time and resources to ensure the
legislative underpinning is complete and robust.

In holding Government to account, the focus has been on preparations for the
commencement of the negotiation process and communicating anticipated policy
issues, through the policy Committees and Plenary debates, to the Government. In
this regard, all policy Committees of the Parliament and not just the Committee on
European Affairs, have taken an active role in considering, in some detail, the policy
issues within their remit.

In reflecting on the impact in Ireland, the national Parliament has also maintained a
strong external focus. Inter-parliamentary activity has increased with bilateral visits
featuring prominently for the Speakers and in the work of all Committees. Moreover,
European Commissioners and key figures such as Michel Barnier and Guy
Verhofstadt, MEP, have taken the time to visit Ireland and to address the Houses and
their Committees. This has certainly been well-received by the members and
engagement has been constructive and outcome orientated.

The challenge for members, the Houses and their Committees have, obviously, a
direct impact on service provision for the Parliamentary Service and I do speak to
you today as a Secretary General. It will not be surprising to hear that our shorter-
term objective is to provide all the necessary services and supports to our members
to allow them move seamlessly between the different spheres of parliamentary
activity required of them including-

e as public representatives (communicating concerns of the people they
represent)

e as scrutineers of the negotiation process (and the role of Government in that
process) and preparations for outcome of the process

e as legislators giving effect to the new reality (whatever shape it takes)

e as influencers and promoters of Ireland recalibrating existing relationships
and strengthening newer relationships.

In anticipation of this increase in demand for services, I have secured additional
resources for key functions such as-



e Communciations

e Legal Services

e Research and

e Inter-parliamentary Services.

There is no doubt that this speaks to the more prosaic dimension of Brexit and its
impact on the Irish Parliament but enabling members to deliver on their mandate
has, in turn, required me to quickly build additional capacity and expertise within the
Parliamentary Service.

Challenges, Risks and Benefits

Setting aside capacity issues and moving to more conceptual issues, we have
observed some interesting developments arising from debate and consideration, in
particular, by parliamentary Committees. As mentioned earlier, all Committees are
actively considering the impact of Brexit and there have been some risks or
disadvantages to this approach. There can be some overlap and inefficiency.
However, on the plus side of the equation, there is greater collaboration and shared
ownership of both the challenges and the potential solutions.

In addition, the Brexit negotiations and preparations for the new reality have been
timely as they have coincided very neatly with the debate on the Future of the
European Union.

As An Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, TD, stated in his address to the European
Parliament in January-

The values of solidarity, partnership, cooperation, which are central to the
European project, have brought Ireland from a position of being one of the least
developed Member States when we joined, to one of the most prosperous today.

For us, Europe enabled our transformation from being a country on the periphery,
to an island at the centre of the world, at the heart of the common European home
that we helped to build.

The promise of Europe unlocked the potential of Ireland. It allowed us to take our
place among the nations of the World.

So, along with other member states who have benefitted so much from the EU, we
have a particular responsibility now to lead on the future of Europe debate. We
have much to offer and much to give and....believe firmly in that responsibility and
relish the opportunity.

Within Parliament, previously, there has been a tendency (in Ireland) to recognise
the debate on the Future of the European Union as the preserve of the Committee on
European Union Affairs. However, on this occasion and with the publication by the
European Commission of the Reflection Papers, there has been debate across the
Committees and, indeed, across Civil Society in Ireland on the Future of the EU and
Ireland’s role in shaping that future.



Brexit has added impetus to the debate and there is some synergy between issues
emerging in the debate on Brexit and the debate on the Future of the European
Union. These largely reflect the political, economic and geographic issues
enumerated earlier. However, in summary, if security issues are central to the agenda
for Member States to the East of the European Union and migration and refugee
crises are central to the agenda for Member States to the South of the European
Union, it is fair to say that debate in the Irish Parliament reflects Ireland’s position as
a very small, very open and neutral Member State on the very western fringe of the
European Union.



