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PREFACE
In June 1992 I spoke at a public meeting in Bray, Co. Wicklow, as part of the Maastricht Treaty 
referendum campaign. With colleagues, I strongly advocated a ‘Yes’ vote and engaged in a quite 
intense debate with those arguing against the treaty.  As we finished the Q&A session I was 
confronted by two ladies in a quite evident state of distress.

Why, they demanded – one of them in tears – was I advocating a treaty which, they told me, 
provided for the conscription of their sons into an aggressive, imperialist European army which 
would, almost inevitably, result in their return to Ireland in body bags from one of Jacques 
Delors’ ‘resources wars’.  Here were two decent Irish mothers who had been quite cruelly misled 
in order to frighten them, and their families, into voting ‘No’.  I recalled that occasion almost 
twenty years later when a Labour Party colleague remarked that she had been approached in a 
supermarket queue by a mother with exactly the same fear for her son following an encounter 
with one or other of the groups campaigning against the Lisbon Treaty.  The Irish Times carried 
a letter from me arising from that conversation and I was duly rewarded by being named by 
Anthony Coughlan as the person who brought the subject of conscription into the Lisbon debate!  

Some untruths – like some old soldiers – never die.  I just wish that they would fade away.  

I have long seen it as important to look closely at the components of the ‘No’ Side campaigns to 
identify substantial issues and positions which require analysis and demand responses from the 
political system while, at the same time, highlighting those elements of the ‘No’ campaign which 
represent a direct threat to Ireland’s national interests and to the standards of political discourse.  

It is important to recognise the difference between a rational debate on the political and 
geographical ‘limits’ of Europe and the assertion that an EU police force is poised to imprison 
three-year-old children or seize the assets of people with autism!  It is important to contrast 
arguments about how to address the perceived ‘democratic deficit’ of the EU institutions with 
efforts to persuade voters that ratification of the Maastricht, Amsterdam, Nice or Lisbon Treaty 
would immediately open the door to abortion, euthanasia and, of course, conscription.

As the European Union enters an extended period in which further treaty amendment is unlikely 
it is to be hoped that the European debate in this country can move beyond the mixture of 
absolutist assertions and rebuttals which have characterised the past few years and which have 
distorted political discourse.  There is a need to develop what should be seen as a wide public 
conversation, including all sides of the debate on Ireland’s future in Europe.  The EU, through  
the Brussels institutions, must also engage in this conversation and must accept the need to 
establish the case for the Union, its policies and its future perspectives and limits.  

Issues such as sovereignty, neutrality, neo-liberalism and social norms are entirely appropriate 
for public debate and no one should minimise them.  As an advisor to the Oireachtas delegation 
to the European Convention in 2002-2003 I had the privilege of hearing all of them debated 
and analysed in depth by politicians from across the continent, representing many traditions 
and philosophies, and saw a group of Irish politicians from both Government and Opposition 
contribute constructively to the achievement of consensus on them in the interest of the nation 
and of the wider, and widening, Union.  

The Convention was a genuinely representative political process with the essential elements 
of flexibility, compromise and reality.  The evolution of the Convention’s work was informed by 
debates within the various parties, in the National Forum on Europe and in the Oireachtas where 
the Senate played a useful role.  The Forum offered opportunities for the various Yes and No 
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Side groups to listen and to comment.  The result of this consultation, and of the commitment of 
all Irish participants, was that, in the Convention, Ireland’s voice was clear and effective.  

Much is made of the concept of sovereignty.  As in the case of the initial accession agreement 
and in each succeeding treaty amendment, agreeing, and ratifying, the Lisbon Treaty represented 
a positive exercise of national sovereignty and a positive national commitment to a future of 
partnership within the European Union in pursuit of shared goals and aspirations.  Sovereignty 
does not simply reside in having the ability to say no.  It means being in a position to advance 
and secure essential national interests.  I recall the then Austrian Chancellor, Franz Vranitsky, 
responding to a question at a press conference in Vienna by arguing that, as his country prepared 
to become a Member State of the EU in the early 1990s, sovereignty meant having an effective 
presence at the table where key decisions were under debate and where they were made.  

For many supporters of the European Union project a fundamental truth is found in the insights 
on nationalism of Francois Mitterrand who memorably told the European Parliament, in his 
farewell address as President of the French Republic in 1995, that “nationalism means war!”  As 
a Director of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development I made a road journey from 
Sarajevo to Banja Luka in Bosnia. “Beyond the city lay a once pleasant landscape disfigured 
by the evidence of ethnic cleansing.  Thousands of burnt-out houses, once simple Bosnian 
family homes, reflected the terror which had reigned in this countryside not long before.  And 
thousands of Serbs and Croats had suffered equally along other roads” (Brown, 2002).  I was 
sharply reminded of a childhood memory – my first visit to Britain after the end of the World War, 
to meet my grandparents, when I saw, only just comprehending, the destruction that had been 
visited on vast areas of London and Newcastle-on-Tyne.  

And, again I was able to recall pictures from Ireland’s recent past – armed guards protecting 
the Ministers I served as an advisor in the 1970s from IRA threats; sandbag defences outside 
Belfast’s Europa Hotel where the SDLP was holding an Annual Conference in the 1980s; and 
arriving into Dublin from Brussels to be faced with the terrible aftermath of the Dublin-Monaghan 
bombings just around the corner from my office in the Department of Social Welfare.  Lifetime 
experiences of the horror of war and of the consequences of unbridled nationalism.

The Schuman Declaration began: “World peace cannot be safeguarded without the making 
of creative efforts proportionate to the dangers which threaten it.”  Schuman’s deep Christian 
commitment to peace and peace-making combined with Jean Monnet’s practical genius to 
make it possible for Europe to become “the first major area of the Old World where the age old 
process of war and indirect violence could be translated into something more in tune with the 
20th century citizen’s notion of civilized politics” (Duchene,1994).  Garret FitzGerald has spoken 
of making the European Union “an island of permanent peace in the world from which the 
ideal of peace might gradually spread elsewhere.”  The provisions of the Lisbon Treaty which  
streamline the management of EU external relations enhance the Union’s capacity to play a 
world role commensurate with its economic standing and, above all, to bring its values and its 
commitment to democracy, justice and peace to the world arena.

It was from those personal standpoints that I approached the analysis in this paper.  I have been 
involved in the Irish debate on Europe from the time of the historic initiative of Sean Lemass. 
My first real job after leaving college was in the EEC Division of the Irish Sugar Company, set 
up by the legendary Lt. General M.J. Costello in the early months of 1962 to prepare for what 
he expected to be Ireland’s imminent entry to the European Common Market.  Another, even  
more eminent, General put paid to that prospect but my career continued to have Europe at its 
core, whether representing Ireland in the European Sugar Manufacturers’ Confederation or in 
the European Convention; whether working on the EEC Social Action Programme with Frank 
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Cluskey and Patrick Hillery or on the National Forum on Europe; whether lecturing on Europe in 
the Irish Management Institute or helping to create the Institute of European Affairs.

This has been an interesting and demanding project, involving an amount of documentary 
research.  Literally hundreds of items – posters, pamphlets, statements and manifestos, minutes 
of Oireachtas committees, audio records, website pages and letters – were identified, located,  
brought together and assessed for content and context.  I then set out to reflect on the main 
themes, and on the nature of the various campaigns and to draw some conclusions, and perhaps 
lessons for the future. 

The exercise was facilitated by discussions with many colleagues – from Ireland for Europe, 
the Labour Party, the IIEA, and from places and organisations outside Ireland.  I benefitted in 
particular from consultative sessions with an informal group within the Institute and I am most 
grateful for their insights, criticisms and suggestions.  An initial draft was edited by Caroline 
Erskine and included in ‘Saying Yes’, her study of the Ireland for Europe Campaign on Lisbon. 

I am particularly grateful to Brendan Halligan for his encouragement of the project from the outset 
and for his constructive review and editing of successive drafts.  Owen Rooney, in Brendan’s 
office, came up with timely ideas on structure and content.  In the Institute, Dáithí O'Ceallaigh 
and Jill Donoghue were supportive and insightful as always and the technical input of Brian 
Martin, Dave Walker and Shane Fitzgerald was of their usual high standard.  In line with the 
Institute’s philosophy, I alone am personally responsible for the paper’s content.  
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INTRODUCTION
This paper seeks to describe and analyse the ‘No’ campaign in the second Lisbon Treaty referendum 
and to draw conclusions about the campaign as a whole, the phenomenon of Europhobia and 
Euroscepticism in Ireland, and public understanding of, and attitudes to, the European Union of 
which Ireland has been a member for a generation or more.

It is based on an analysis of the positions taken and promoted by a wide range of political parties, 
quasi-political groups, trade unions, special interest groups and individuals in the months leading 
to the referendum vote in October 2009.  It looks also at the responses of these protagonists to the 
result of the referendum.

The ‘No’ campaign in 2009 was just the latest attempt to reject proposed changes in the treaties 
governing the European Economic Community or European Union since the 1972 vote on Irish 
accession.  In most elements, it was indistinguishable from previous campaigns to reject proposals 
negotiated by successive Irish Governments in collaboration with the other European democracies 
participating in the growing EU family.  The forces which had campaigned vigorously in the early 
1970s to stop Ireland joining the European Economic Community have continued to oppose every 
treaty amendment since then – in no less than seven campaigns (on the Single European Act in 
1987, the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, the Amsterdam Treaty in 1998, the Nice Treaty in 2001 and 
2002 and the Lisbon Treaty in 2008 and 2009).  

An eclectic mixture of nationalism, left-wing socialism, religious fundamentalism and sectional 
interests has created over time a rejectionist camp which commands support among a significant 
part of the Irish electorate.  From the time of the initial Irish application for EEC membership in 
the early 1960s there has been a continuous Europhobic campaign which has twice – in respect 
of both the Nice and Lisbon Treaties – delivered a majority for rejection of the proposed changes.  

As early as 1962, the economist Raymond Crotty expressed concern about the loss of Ireland’s 
national identity within what he termed a ‘European super state’ and argued that it was “remarkable 
that a people renowned for their centuries-long struggle for independence should now be ready 
to surrender a large measure of that independence” (Crotty, 1962).  The 1972 Official IRA Easter 
Statement argued that “[t]he EEC is the central and most important issue facing the Irish people.  
If Ireland joins the EEC it will mean the final devastation of a devastated people” (Swan, 2007).

The ‘No’ campaign challenged the proposed institutional and policy changes in the Lisbon Treaty 
with a mixture of assertions, misrepresentations and distortions which merits attention for its 
own sake – as a manifestation of certain political ideologies and viewpoints – and because of the 
need to find out why so many unfounded and misleading statements or positions, taken up by the 
fifty or so groups or individuals dealt with here, were accepted or taken seriously by considerable 
numbers of Irish voters and by sections of the Irish media.

The paper identifies the main ‘No’ side players, their policy stances and their campaigns.  It looks 
specifically at the public positions of their key spokespersons during the campaign and at their 
reactions to the eventual outcome.  Specific attention is given to the use of posters in the ‘No’ 
campaign which was of exceptional importance.  

The content of the paper is based upon a wide range of sources – reference material on groups 
and individuals, campaign documents, published statements, records of bodies such as Oireachtas 
Committees, previous papers by the author, etc.  These background materials may be consulted 
on the IIEA website.
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THE ‘NO’ SIDE CAMPAIGNERS
The 2009 ‘No’ campaign featured almost fifty political parties, organisations, publications and 
individuals – Irish and non-Irish – listed below in alphabetical order.  The organisations ranged 
from an all-island political party – Sinn Féin – to ad-hoc, and often shadowy, groups from the 
nationalist or fundamentalist fringes of Irish society.  The individual campaigners – less numerous 
in 2009 than in the previous referendum after some significant changes of opinion – had a track 
record of opposing previous European treaty amendments.  

The non-Irish players included UK Europhobes seeking to use the Irish situation to advance their 
agenda of undermining the European Union and advancing the project of UK withdrawal.  Voices 
from continental Europe were heard yet again repeating longstanding anti-EU positions.

Parties and Organisations
         
Action From Ireland (AFRI)
Alive!
Alliance of Councillors against Lisbon
Campaign Against the EU Constitution
CÓIR / Youth Defence / Fatima Rosary Group
Comhar Criostai / Christian Solidarity Party 
Communist Party of Ireland
Community and Workers Action Group
Democratic Alliance 
Éire go Brach
Éirigí
Farmers for ‘No’
Ireland for Life 
Infowars Ireland
Irish Anti-War Movement
Irish Fishermen’s Organisation
Irish Friends of Palestine Against Lisbon
Irish Republican Socialist Party
Irish Socialist Network
Irish Society for Christian Civilisation
Libertas / Declan Ganley
Mothers Alliance Ireland
National Platform /Anthony Coughlan
Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA)
People Before Profit Alliance
People’s Movement
Republican Sinn Féin
Sinn Féin
Socialist Party / Joe Higgins MEP
Socialist Workers Party
The Sovereign Independent 
Trade Unions: Technical Engineering and Electrical Union (TEEU) / Unite
VoteNo.ie 
Women Say ‘No’ to Lisbon
Workers Party
Workers Solidarity Movement

Individuals
  

Bruce Arnold
Vincent Browne
Jim Corr
Tom McGurk
Dana Rosemary Scallon         
      

   
Non-Irish Participants

British-based and foreign newspapers
Campaign to Defend the Right to a Secret Ballot (UK)
Open Europe (UK)
TEAM / Jens Peter Bonde         
Transnational Institute / Susan George (France)  
United Kingdom Independence Party / Nigel Farage 
MEP (UK)
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THE ‘NO’ SIDE IN THE 2009 
LISBON TREATY REFERENDUM
The ‘No’ side in Irish European referenda represents a ‘troika’ of policy positions – nationalist, 
left-wing socialist and Catholic fundamentalist.  Essentially they reject the concept and reality of 
the European Union on grounds – loss of sovereignty, neo-liberal economics and threats to moral 
values – which have certain resonance in society and which can be exploited and translated into 
a significant No vote.  

Background

In his autobiography, Roy Johnston, the Trinity College Dublin (TCD) scientist and left-republican 
activist, gives a fascinating insight into the roots of the Irish movement against European 
integration (Johnston, 2006).  In 1967, he wrote “…the EEC was beginning to assume the status 
of a threatening ‘Greater Act of Union’”.  This expression continues to be used, not least by PANA 
whose leading spokesperson, Roger Cole, regularly describes opponents supportive of the EU as 
latter day ‘Redmondites’ or imperialists.  1967 also saw the first of many publications on European 
themes by TCD social scientist and republican intellectual, Anthony Coughlan, ‘The Case Against 
the Common Market’, which was adopted as a policy statement by the Wolfe Tone Society.  This 
pamphlet argued that “it is, unfortunately, no lurid propagandist fantasy to see striking analogies 
between the Ireland that would accede to the Treaty of Rome and the Ireland that saw the passage 
of the Act of Union of 1800”  (Wolfe Tone Society, 1967) (see Endnote A).

Dealing with the situation in the run-up to the 1972 referendum on Irish accession to the EEC, 
Johnston quoted the socialist historian, Desmond Greaves, who introduced another persistent theme 
in a comment on a speech by the then British Prime Minister: “... today the devil Heath announced 
his EEC plan.  The shadow of a West European Fascist Empire hovers over us …”  Johnston 
further commented on moves in London on Northern Ireland and argued that “Westminster wants 
Ireland at peace and with a satellite government in Dublin who will vote under her control in the 
EEC Council … an Irish puppet vote in the EEC Council.”

Johnston made reference to the views of his father, TCD Professor and Free State Senator Joseph 
Johnston, who, in 1970, commented on the position of the major political parties on the EEC: 
“The greatest betrayal of our national interests and freedom since the Act of Union is being 
openly planned by the major parties … The Labour Party should consciously adopt the cause of 
an all-Ireland radical party that is determined to keep Ireland out of the Eurocrat Empire by every 
legitimate means.”

The Labour Party made some effort to satisfy Professor Johnston in its 1971 statement on ‘Irish 
Entry into the EEC’ which opposed full membership on grounds of sovereignty, neutrality and 
economic underdevelopment: “The Labour Party is not prepared to acquiesce in the abandonment 
of a sovereignty most solemnly declared and set out in the fundamental law of the state.  To do 
so would constitute an admission of national defeat and would involve a lowering of national 
self-respect” (Labour Party, 1971).  This position changed after the 1972 referendum when the 
Labour Party took the position that the people had decided and that the party should work for the 
national interest within the EEC institutions.  The Party Leader, Brendan Corish, in his response 
to the result argued that “the decision has now been made by the people.  As a democratic party, 
working within the context of the parliamentary system, the Labour Party accepts the decision 
...”  (Brown, 1980).  His reference to the parliamentary system was clearly directed towards Sinn 
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Féin, which then operated a policy of abstention from the democratic structures of the state.  The 
Labour Party has participated positively and consistently ever since and most recently played a 
significant part in the European Convention whose draft Constitutional Treaty formed the basis 
of the Lisbon Treaty through the contribution of Proinsias de Rossa MEP, as a member of the 
Oireachtas delegation.

From the time of the 1972 referendum the ‘No’ camp has remained in being, not in a formal 
organisation but as a movement with several distinct philosophical strands but with the single goal 
of defeating each and every effort to reform or update the institutions and working methods of the 
European Union.  It strenuously opposed Irish entry into the EEC and, when that failed, turned to 
the strategy of attempting to oppose and undermine the enterprise as a whole.

In more recent times there has been a shift of emphasis in the movement’s rhetoric from outright 
rejection of Irish membership – which is unlikely to have resonance with Irish voters who recognise 
the many benefits brought by EU membership – to formulae such as ‘critical engagement’, 
accompanied by phrases such as ‘I am a proud Irish person and a proud European’ as a prelude to 
a frontal attack on the Union and its works.  Slogans such as ‘Ireland Deserves Better’ have been 
used to promote blanket opposition to successive EU treaties and to project a range of negative 
assertions which has remained almost identical in tone and content since 1972.  

That tone and content was summed up in the closing passage of a presentation to the National 
Forum on Europe in February 2008 by the Labour Party Leader, Eamon Gilmore TD, who pointed 
out a number of things that the EU had not done over thirty-five years:

•	 It did not reduce Ireland to a province of a European empire
•	 It did not enforce the conscription of young Irish men and women
•	 It did not force Ireland into aggressive imperialist wars
•	 It did not bring about a disastrous fall in the nation’s population
•	 It did not destroy the Irish economy
•	 It did not make Irish culture a thing of the past
•	 It did not end trade union rights
•	 It did not introduce abortion and euthanasia
•	 It did not suppress religious freedom

All of these firm fear-inducing predictions were made again and again and every one was 
proved to be groundless and inaccurate.  They are being made again today, by the same   
individuals and they are just as unfounded and misleading (Gilmore, 2008). 

These nine points encompass the main components of Irish Europhobia or Euroscepticism – a 
potent mix of nationalism, fundamentalism and radical left-wing economics.
 
Nationalism

Irish Europhobia or Euroscepticism – whether concerned with sovereignty or neutrality – is 
predominantly an expression of nationalism.  In the build-up to the 1972 referendum, Anthony 
Coughlan, then Chairman of the Common Market Study Group, argued that the question of 
sovereignty was “so crucially important and why Irish people, whether left or right in politics, 
should unite to oppose Common Market membership for this country” (CMSG,1970).
In a formal submission to the National Forum on Europe in 2006 (See Endnote B), another anti-
EU organisation established by Anthony Coughlan, the National Platform, argued  that: 
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European integration is therefore not just a process of depriving Europe’s nation states 
and their peoples of their national democracy and independence.  Within each member 
state it represents a gradual coup by government against legislature and by politicians 
against the citizens who elect them … it turns the state itself into an enemy of its own 
people.. it undoubtedly represents the most profound crisis of democracy in Europe since 
the days of Nazism and fascism” (National Platform, 2006).

It is an extraordinary fact that statements of this kind regularly resort to attempts to link the 
European Union with Nazism.  This contempt for the origins of the Union and for its founders – 
many of whom had suffered under Hitler and his puppets – is particularly troubling.  It is difficult, 
in this connection, to avoid memories of the emergence during the Nice debates of evidence of 
direct links between a leading figure in the anti-EU group, Youth Defence, and an extreme-right 
German party.  This line of discourse finds much of its inspiration in the xenophobic British 
tabloid press.

For example, on 22 April 2004 the Daily Express editorial proclaimed that “Europe has become 
a monster swallowing up sovereign nations under the tyranny of a vast and heartless bureaucracy 
in a way that Hitler could only dream of.”  It is, of course, the fact that the modest bureaucracy 
of the European Commission in Brussels is approximately the same size as the Irish civil service 
and is headed by one of this country’s finest public servants, Catherine Day, whose immediate 
predecessor as Secretary General of the Commission, David O’Sullivan, was also Irish.  

In an earlier submission to the National Forum on Europe, Anthony Coughlan, representing the 
National Platform, had attacked the basic EU concept of shared sovereignty, arguing that ideas 
such as “pooling sovereignty, shared sovereignty or limited sovereignty are but rationalisations 
for subordination to rule by others” (National Platform, 2001).  Gerry Adams has argued that 
“the EU member states are no longer really sovereign or independent” and that Sinn Féin does 
not delude itself that in Ireland we can enjoy full democracy or national independence within 
the European Union, despite now stating that the country’s future lies within the Union (Adams, 
2007). Elsewhere, Republican Sinn Féin asserts that “for small nations like Ireland … the EU 
merely represents another form of imperialism” (RSF, 2005).

The Europhobic input to the neutrality debate has been based on the twin concepts of nationalism 
and pacifism and expressed in propositions such as those on conscription, for example, which are 
designed to play on sentiment, misunderstanding and fear. 

In a mock version of the 1916 Proclamation of the Republic (Endnote E) circulated during the 
Nice campaigns, the Afri group used the following extraordinary language:

ASSERTION

Afri Pamphlet

The Irish Provincial Government of the US-European Empire to the People of Ireland

We declare the right of the US-European Empire to the ownership of Ireland and to 
the unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible.  Standing 
on that fundamental right and asserting it in arms in the face of the Developing World, 
we hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a fully-owned subsidiary of the US-European 
Empire, and we pledge everyone else’s lives and the dividends of our trades in arms to 
the cause of the Empire, and the exploitation of poorer nations.
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In this supreme hour of the Nice Treaty Referendum the Irish nation must, by its gullible 
servility, and by the presumed readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves and others 
for the good of NATO, the European Army and the International Arms Trade prove itself 
worthy of the slavish destiny to which it is lured.

FACT

Proclamation of the Irish Republic, Easter 1916

The Provisional Government of the Irish Republic to the People of Ireland.

We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland, and to the 
unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible. The long usurpation 
of that right by a foreign people and government has not extinguished the right, nor can 
it ever be extinguished except by the destruction of the Irish people. In every generation 
the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom and sovereignty: six times 
during the past three hundred years they have asserted it in arms. Standing on that 
fundamental right and again asserting it in arms in the face of the world, we hereby 
proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State, and we pledge our lives 
and the lives of our comrades-in-arms to the cause of its freedom, of its welfare, and its 
exaltation among the nations.

We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High God, 
Whose blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who serves that 
cause will dishonour it by cowardice, inhumanity, or rapine. In this supreme hour the 
Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline and by the readiness of its children to 
sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august destiny to 
which it is called.

This document was published by a group which stated that “… there has been very limited public 
debate in Ireland around these matters.  The stimulation of such a debate is one of the main 
objectives of Afri ...”.  Another cerebral contribution to ‘debate’ was the Afri poster during the 
Nice referendum campaigns with the slogan ‘Goodbye UN, Hello NATO’ (Afri, 2002-2009).
Opponents of the Lisbon Treaty replayed the ‘militarisation’ argument that had been deployed in 
every referendum since 1972.  Had those arguments been true a whole generation of Irish men and 
women would have been conscripted into a European army and many would lie in military graves 
across the EU Empire.  They were not true and they are not true today.

The sovereignty argument has been accompanied by a proposition designed to make sense of the 
slogan ‘Ireland Deserves Better’.  It was summed up by Gerry Adams who claimed that Sinn Féin 
wanted “to co-operate with democrats across our continent in building a Europe of equals where 
all states … respect one another’s sovereignty and national democracy and cooperate together 
in tackling the common problems of Europe and the wider world” (Adams, 2007).  This stated 
aim may be contrasted with a half century of opposition to every proposal for development of 
European cooperation agreed by democratically elected governments across the continent.

It may be noted that Anthony Coughlan’s ‘Why Ireland Should Not Join’ called on the State 
to follow the policies of seven named European countries which he claimed were successfully 
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resisting what the EEC sought to destroy – national sovereignty.  Today, five of the seven- Spain, 
Sweden, Austria, Finland and Portugal – are EU Member States while Iceland has commenced 
negotiations for membership, which would leave only Switzerland outside the Union.  

The clearest statement of this objective may be found in the Minority Report of the European 
Convention – signed by five members and four alternate members, including the Danish MEP, 
Jens-Peter Bonde and Irish Green Party Leader, John Gormley – which set out a plan to transform 
the EU into a ‘Europe of Democracies’ described as “ a treaty association of free and self-governing 
European states and an open economic area.”  This alternative Europe would be organised on an 
inter-parliamentary basis with its rules being valid only if passed by all national parliaments so that 
each parliament would have a veto on any issue it deemed important.  The national parliaments 
would elect the Commissioners and the President of the Commission and would draw up the EU’s 
annual legislative programme with the Commission as no more than a secretariat. The availability 
of this alternative, in practical political terms, would appear questionable (Convention, 2003).

The nationalist theme in the ‘No’ Side is in sharp contrast to the view expressed by Francois Mitterrand 
in his farewell address to the European Parliament in Strasbourg in  January 1995 before leaving office 
as President of the French Republic.  His closing words, delivered at a time when the Balkans crisis was 
still far from peaceful resolution were widely praised and discussed: “What I am asking you to do is 
almost impossible, because it means overcoming our past.  And yet, if we fail to overcome our 
past let there be no mistake about what will follow: ladies and gentlemen, nationalism means 
war!” (Mitterrand, 1995).

Fundamentalism

The fundamentalist, right wing of the Irish ‘No’ side has been active from the outset in the 1970s.  
As the debate on the Lisbon Treaty got under way the claims of ‘Godless Europe’ and imminent 
threats to individual and societal morals were heard again.

“Do we want a Godless Empire which dictates our values?” asked a Fr John Brady in the freesheet 
Alive! which, with a notable reliance on UK tabloid sources, conducts an unremitting campaign 
against every aspect of European integration.  According to this cleric, the Lisbon Treaty would 
allow the Irish Constitution to be overruled by the terms of Article 48.  The fact is that Article 48 
(TEU) contains two separate references to the ratification of treaty changes “in accordance with 
their respective constitutional requirements”.

He went on to assert that “we will no longer have the right to decide on issues such as abortion, 
euthanasia, same-sex marriages and the teaching of faith and morals.”  In fact, the position on 
abortion in Ireland has been covered since the Maastricht Treaty by a binding treaty Protocol 
though the EU has no competence in this or in the other areas listed by the reverend gentleman. 

Referring to the EU as “an oppressive, Godless superstate”, Alive! in July 2002 quoted Dana 
Rosemary Scallon MEP as exploring “how the EU’s radical agenda is undermining the role 
of parents in caring for their children” and alleging a “chilling move” by which the European 
Parliament was calling for “the unrestricted killing of unborn babies”.  The editorial asserted that 
“globally the EU is now seen as one of the most forceful promoters of today’s Godless culture of 
death.”  

It is relevant to note that the Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Community 
(COMECE), of which the Archbishop of Dublin, Diarmuid Martin, was Vice-Chairman, described 
the Lisbon Treaty as representing a satisfying institutional solution to the enlarged EU and as 
introducing necessary reforms that should allow the European construction to continue in an 
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efficient and just way (COMECE, 2007).

The COMECE statement recalled the words of Pope Benedict XVI, who told an Austrian audience 
that “if ... on some points justified criticisms can be raised about certain European institutions 
the process of unification remains a most significant achievement which has brought a period 
of peace, heretofore unknown, to this continent formerly consumed by constant conflicts and 
fratricidal wars ...”  The Pope went on to express his view that “Europe is moving towards a unity 
capable of ensuring a lasting order of peace and just development” (Benedict XVI, 2007).

The longstanding right wing assault on the EU was complemented in the Lisbon Treaty debates by 
the arrival of Libertas. This organisation campaigned for a ‘No’ vote for several purported reasons 
including an alleged threat to business interests from EU regulations and wider moral concerns 
arising from the incorporation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights.  

An American fundamentalist, Dr Franklin Logsdon, writing in 1973 as Ireland was entering the 
EEC, gave us an insight which merits quotation:

The biblical significance of these momentous developments in Europe has been widely 
recognized by students of Bible prophecy and they are among the signs of the times that 
point to the Lord's coming.  The present statehood of Israel is a powerful indication of 
the ending of the age.  The Ecumenical Movement is another.  Perhaps equal to either of 
these is the European Common Market with its many implications ... it is an economic 
community, a breaking down of national barriers, a getting together on certain common 
bases. 

The whole idea is to reshape the face of Europe. This was attempted by Caesar, by Napoleon, 
and by Hitler, but their means to this end were not subtle or as workable as those proposed 
by the Common Market. They used ammunition; today's promoters use bread. And let it be 
said that the reshaping of the face of Europe approximates the kingdom to arise out of the 
old Roman Empire — the last Gentile power. (Logsdon, 1973)

Left-Wing Socialists

The left-wing critique of the neo-liberal basis of the European Union goes back to the earliest days 
in the 1960s.  At the time of the 1961 application and again in 1967, the Labour Party criticised 
the Government’s approach on grounds of the threat to Irish industry, investment and jobs.  This 
critique was centred on the argument that “the EEC ... is slavishly based on the principle of free 
trade.  Its rules are designed to achieve the allocation of labour and capital through the operation 
of market forces” (Labour, 1971).

Sinn Féin attempted to create a broad-based anti-EEC action group with Seamus Costello, later 
to lead the Irish Republican Socialist Party, arguing passionately in 1972 that “if we lose this 
... we can pack up as revolutionaries and that applies whether we are socialists, Trotskyites, 
Communist Party or anything else” (Hanley, 2009).  Party President, Tomas Mac Giolla, told the 
1971 Ard Fhéis that “the government in Dublin cannot be regarded as pro-Irish; it is an anti-Irish 
government ... pre-occupied with an attempt to sell out to another Empire – the New Empire of 
Monopoly Capitalism, the Common Market” (Hanley, 2009).

The concept of ‘the rich man’s club’ was given new emphasis in the debates on Nice and on the draft 
Constitutional Treaty by arguments about the common commercial policy and the consolidated 
text which reiterated many elements of the Treaty of Rome such as the reference, in Article 3, to 
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‘an internal market where competition is free and undistorted.’  This phrase was removed from the 
formal statement of Objectives of the Union in the final negotiations of the Lisbon Treaty on the 
demand of the French government, following the referendum debate in 2005.  It was, however, 
restated in a Protocol attached to the Treaty.

The Nice Treaty debates featured slogans predicting losses of jobs and income following a ‘yes’ 
vote and arguing that all public services would be subject to privatisation.  The ‘No to Nice’ 
campaign made the baseless assertion that “Nice removes our veto on harmonizing taxes in the 
EU”.  It also stated, in connection with EU assistance to the developing world, that “if Nice is 
passed, Ireland will simply be told by the bigger states how much money to give and when.”  This 
assertion was equally untrue in respect of Lisbon.

It is important to recall the long history of the ‘No’ side in Ireland’s debate on its role and future 
in the European Union.  This is a movement which has carried on the original 1972 campaign for 
almost forty years with, fundamentally, the same political aim.  Many of those involved, if they 
could, would take Ireland out of the European Union.  As they cannot do so they seek to inflict as 
much damage as possible on the EU and to marginalise Ireland within the Union.

In analysing the various aspects of the ‘No’ campaign it is necessary to establish the significance 
of the Legal Guarantees given by the European Council in response to the Irish Government’s 
explanation of concerns identified in research carried out following the June 2008 referendum. 

At the December 2008 European Council it was agreed that, provided the Treaty of Lisbon entered 
into force, a decision would be taken, under its terms, to the effect that the Commission shall 
continue to include one national of each Member State.  It was further agreed that Ireland would 
be given legal guarantees on three points:

nothing in the Treaty of Lisbon makes any change of any kind, for any Member State, to the 
extent or operation of the Union’s competences in relation to taxation; the Treaty of Lisbon 
does not prejudice the security and defence policy of Member States, including Ireland’s 
traditional policy of neutrality, and the obligations of most other Member States; the 
provisions of the Irish Constitution in relation to the right of life, education and the family 
are not in any way affected by the fact that the Treaty of Lisbon attributes legal status to 
the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights or by the justice and home affairs provisions of the 
said Treaty.

The European Council further confirmed the importance attached to a range of issues raised by 
the Irish Government: 

social progress and the protection of workers’ rights; public services, as an indispensable 
instrument of social and regional cohesion; the responsibility of Member States for 
the delivery of education and health services; the essential role and wide discretion of 
national, regional and local governments in providing, commissioning and organising 
non-economic services of general interest which is not affected by any provision of the 
Treaty of Lisbon, including those relating to the common commercial policy.

At the June 2009 European Council those commitments were translated into a binding Decision 
covering the three key points while a Solemn Declaration was agreed on workers’ rights, social 
policy and related issues.  It was further decided that the Legal Guarantees would be given the 
status of a Treaty Protocol at the earliest opportunity, probably in connection with the Accession 
Treaty for Croatia.  The full text of the Guarantees is in the Appendices to this report, which can 
be found on the IIEA website.  http://www.iiea.com/documents/appendices-saying-no
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THE CATEGORIES OF ‘NO’ 
CAMPAIGNERS IN LISBON 2009 
Overall, the ‘No’ side was made up of almost fifty parties, groups and individuals.  In the 2009 
referendum campaign the three traditional strands of opposition to Europe were at the heart of the 
action.  They were joined by a range of EU opponents from outside the country, mainly seeking 
to further their own domestic agendas at the expense of Irish interests.  Each of the categories 
contained a number of organisations – large and small.

In his book, Celtic Tiger in Collapse, Prof. Peadar Kirby wrote of: 

the emergence of various civil society groups, both on the left and the right of the political 
spectrum to lead the campaign for a ‘No’ vote in the first Irish referendum on the Lisbon 
Treaty in June 2008.  These included the Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA), the 
conservative Catholic group CÓIR, the left-wing People’s Movement and People Before 
Profit Alliance and the neoliberal Libertas with its shadowy links to the US military-
industrial complex … these civil society groups managed to persuade the electorate that 
the Treaty was to be rejected on grounds that it might lead to the introduction of abortion, 
that it might erode workers’ rights, that it might draw Ireland into military alliances or 
that it might result in EU tax harmonisation.  However, though they emerge as strong 
voices at moments like the Lisbon referendum, most of these groups have little regular or 
visible presence on the stage of Irish civil society ...  (Kirby, 2010).

I will now address each of these categories in turn.

Republicans / Nationalists

Éire go Brach; Éirigí; Irish Anti-War Movement; Irish Republican Socialist Party; National 
Platform / Anthony Coughlan; Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA); People’s Movement; 
Republican Sinn Féin; Sinn Féin.

These groups share a general philosophy based on traditional Irish nationalism.  Their opposition 
to the EU and its structures and policies is based on a rejection of the concept of shared sovereignty.  
They are all associated with a narrow interpretation of Irish neutrality.

Anthony Coughlan set out the case against Irish membership of the then EEC in a number of 
pamphlets in the early 1970s under the banners of the Common Market Study Group and the Irish 
Sovereignty Movement.  He wrote that “as Britain pressurises Ireland to join her in the Common 
Market we need to rise to the challenge of asserting our independence and maintaining the Irish 
State.  This, and not the spurious ‘challenge of Europe’ is what could really rouse the energies and 
efforts of Irish people” (CMSG, 1970). 

Using the National Platform label, Coughlan continued his insistent line of rejection of the basic 
concept of shared sovereignty within the European Union.  In a new twist, however, he looked 
across the Irish Sea to Britain – in the guise of David Cameron’s Conservative Party – as allies 
of Irish nationalist concerns.  In the 1960s, Anthony Coughlan had been a leading member of the 
Wolfe Tone Society which had the objective of showing “how our divided nation is kept wholly 
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subject to British imperialism ... ” (Wolfe Tone Society, 1964).

ASSERTION

Anthony Coughlan / The European Journal, December 2009

Lisbon provides an alternative source of democratic legitimacy which challenges the right 
of national governments to be the representatives of their electorates in the EU.  The 
amended Treaty provides: “The functioning of the Union shall be founded on representative 
democracy.  Citizens are directly represented at Union level in the European Parliament.  
Member States are represented in the European Council by their Heads of State or 
Government and in the Council by their governments ... ” (Article 10, TEU).  Contrast this 
with what is stated to be the foundation of the present Maastricht Treaty-based EU (Article 
6 TEU): “The Union is founded on the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law, principles which are common to the 
Member States.

FACT

The amended Treaty provides, in Article 2, TEU, that “The Union is founded on the values of 
respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human 
rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities.  These values are common to the 
Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity 
and equality between women and men prevail.”  

Sinn Féin, Republican Sinn Féin and the Irish Republican Socialist Party all come from the 
same hard line republican camp – all, at one time, have had links with terrorist groups.  While 
Sinn Féin, in 1972, was campaigning against Irish accession to the EEC, its military wing was 
escalating its violent campaign in Ireland, North and South and in Britain and the party maintained 
an abstentionist policy in respect of parliamentary politics.  Sinn Féin has moved away from that 
position on the island of Ireland and – with its party leadership in the Northern Ireland Executive 
having learned the importance of working closely with the Brussels institutions – has moderated 
its rhetoric on European integration.  This did not alter its insistence on rejection of the Lisbon 
Treaty.  Republican Sinn Féin and the Irish Republican Socialist Party remain abstentionist and 
deeply opposed to the EU.

Smaller groups within the republican movement – Éirigí and Éire go Brach – have emerged in the 
recent past and pursue a particularly hard line opposition to the European Union.  Éire go Brach, 
in particular, specialise in grossly exaggerated threats and grotesque misrepresentations – such as 
their assertion that an EU Directive based on the Charter of Fundamental Rights existed providing 
for the seizure of the homes, money and children of persons with autism or depression! Éirigí is 
emerging as a hardline campaigning group on a range of issues. 

PANA, whose single issue stance relates to neutrality and the perceived ‘militarisation’ of the 
EU, holds a basic republican philosophy with much reference to the writings of Wolfe Tone and 
to the role of Fenian and early Sinn Féin leaders while describing all supporters of the EU as 
Redmondites (Endnote A).  It emphasises the alleged imperialist designs of the EU, arguing that 
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the EU represents the reappearance of the imperialism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  The 
Irish Anti-War Movement is an associated grouping very much focused on the controversial issue 
of transit rights for US troops through Shannon Airport.  

The People’s Movement, publicly associated with the former Green Party MEP, Patricia McKenna, 
opposes any measures seen to further develop a European federal super-state and works “to defend 
and enhance popular sovereignty, democracy and social justice in Ireland”.  It favours a loose form 
of European cooperation based on national sovereignty and rejecting strong EU institutions.  It 
sees the UN as the focus for security policy.  The patrons of the Peoples’ Movement  include well-
known campaigners such as the artist Robert Ballagh, the clergyman Rev. Terence McCaughey, 
UCC academic Prof. John Maguire, former Labour Party TD Declan Bree and travel writer Dervla 
Murphy, all longstanding critics of European integration on grounds of Irish sovereignty.  

The Left / Socialists

Afri; Alliance of Councillors against Lisbon; Campaign Against the EU Constitution; Communist 
Party of Ireland; Community and Workers Action Group; Democratic Alliance; Irish Friends 
of Palestine Against Lisbon; Irish Socialist Network; People Before Profit Alliance; Socialist 
Party / Joe Higgins MEP; Socialist Workers Party; Trade Unions: Technical Engineering and 
Electrical Union / Unite; VoteNo.ie; Women Say ‘No’ to Lisbon; Workers Party; Workers Solidarity 
Movement.

The Left / Socialist group includes a number of small but well established political parties such as 
the Socialist Party of Joe Higgins, the Socialist Workers Party of Kieran Allen, and Richard Boyd 
Barrett’s People Before Profit Alliance.  The Communist Party and the Workers Party represent 
clearly defined traditions within leftwing politics in Ireland.  

Afri (Action from Ireland) is a Dublin-based campaigning group of leftwing academics and 
activists with a strong focus on international issues.  The Workers Solidarity Movement describes 
itself, interestingly, as an ‘anarchist organisation’.  Certain trade unions, including UNITE –
whose website identifies it as a Regional Branch of a major UK-based union – have traditionally 
followed a line of criticism of EU policies and of Irish Government policies in areas seen to have 
an EU perspective.  Several other groups have emerged in recent years to campaign on specific 
issues but, in all cases, to pursue opposition to the European Union.  

All of these groups reject the European Union’s adoption of the social market economy model with 
its emphasis on the freedom of movement of capital, labour and enterprise.  They attack what they 
term neo-liberalism and highlight alleged threats to public services and workers’ rights.  In the 
words of Joe Higgins “the laissez-faire neo-liberal economic agenda that has driven the Union’s 
economic policy, which has involved the privatisation of public services, attacks on pension rights 
and attacks on workers’ rights, is discredited on an international basis by virtue of the crash that is 
happening in the financial institutions and the world’s economy” (Higgins, 2009). 

The Left / Socialist groups oppose the alleged ‘militarisation’ of the European Union, and in 
particular its perceived linkages with the international arms industry.  They are also critical of the 
direction of EU policies on international trade and development, arguing that they are damaging 
to the long term interests of developing countries.  
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They propose, as an alternative to the present EU policies and institutions, the model of a socialist, 
workers’ Union with nationalisation and democratic control of key economic and financial 
structures.  Much emphasis is placed on campaigning by workers and trade unions on issues such 
as protection of public services.

Catholic and other Fundamentalists

Alive!; CÓIR / Youth Defence / Fatima Rosary Group; Comhar Críostaí / Christian Solidarity 
Party; Infowars Ireland; Ireland for Life; Irish Society for Christian Civilisation; Libertas / 
Declan Ganley; Mothers Alliance Ireland; The Sovereign Independent.  

Strong opposition to the European Union has always come from fundamentalist Christians.  They 
see the Union as ‘Godless’, especially since the European Convention decided not to make specific 
reference to the Deity in the Preamble to the Constitutional Treaty.  These organisations all arise 
from, or are connected to, the Pro-Life Movement and highlight concerns about the perceived 
threat from the EU, the European Court of Justice and the Charter of Fundamental Rights to 
Ireland’s legal provisions on abortion.  There is a clear link between the traditional activists of 
the Pro-Life movement – whose objective was to ensure the insertion into Bunreacht na hEireann 
of the deeply flawed wording of the Pro-Life Amendment – and the Youth Defence organisation 
which campaigned along lines developed in the US Deep South.  Youth Defence’s picketing of the 
home of the mother of a TD whose views it found unacceptable is a memorable example of the 
group’s principled approach.  In due course Youth Defence spawned CÓIR which played a major 
role in the Lisbon campaigns.

The CÓIR / Youth Defence website asserted that it was a fact that the Irish people would lose 
the right to decide on abortion and other social issues if the Lisbon Treaty were passed.  It also 
claimed that the assurances offered by the European Council were not legally binding in European 
Law and, as such, were worthless.  It was also asserted that any existing or future protocols on 
abortion would be challenged before the European Court of Justice in a bid to have abortion 
legalised here – and that the Lisbon Treaty would give the Court the power to find that a right to 
abortion exists for all EU citizens.  

CÓIR / Youth Defence also asserted that ratification of Lisbon would lead inexorably to the 
legalisation of euthanasia and it used the pseudonym of the ‘Fatima Rosary Group’ to circulate a 
leaflet to churchgoers which highlighted the threat of euthanasia.  COIR / Youth Defence posters 
which appeared in the later part of the second Lisbon campaign contained images of a foetus and 
an elderly hospital patient with a slogan calling into question the Legal Guarantees obtained by the 
Government and implying that ratification of the Treaty would introduce abortion and euthanasia.  

The Irish Society for Christian Civilisation set out reasons why a Catholic must vote ‘No’ to 
Lisbon which are shared by the various fundamentalist groups. These included the claims that the 
Treaty ignores God and the Christian roots of Europe and imposes a relativist vision of human 
rights contrary to Catholic understanding.  The Treaty, it asserted, restricts the protection of 
human life, authorises abortion and euthanasia, and recognises sexual orientation as a basis for 
non-discrimination.  The Treaty, it went on, “imposes the parity between men and women in all 
areas” and undermines the concept of the family.  

The Charter of Fundamental Rights has been a particular target for all the fundamentalist 
groups, among whom it is appropriate to list Libertas. Libertas activist, and European Parliament 
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candidate, Caroline Simons, told the Oireachtas Sub-Committee that “with regard to the Charter, 
let us be absolutely clear what the Lisbon Treaty proposed to do.  Under the Lisbon Treaty … the 
rights in the Charter would be recognised and the Charter would be given the same legal weight 
as the treaties. What that means in plain English is that the Charter would have primacy over our 
Constitution” (Simons, 2008).

A critical element in this part of the ‘No’ campaign was the monthly freesheet Alive! which has 
conducted a systematic anti-EU policy for several years and has carried messages and what are 
classified as ‘advertisements’ from groups such as Éire go Brach together with material drawn 
largely from the Europhobic UK press and from fundamentalist US sources.  Distribution of 
Alive! in Catholic churches has proved highly controversial and increasingly resisted by some  
clergy.  Protests concerning distribution of Alive! in the Dublin Pro-Cathedral produced the 
response that, while staff were under instructions to remove all copies of the freesheet from the 
cathedral premises they were replaced within minutes – perhaps, it has been suggested, by an old 
lady with a ‘wheelie’ shopping basket!  In response to representations from concerned Catholics, 
the Provincial of the Dominican Order clarified that, while its editor is a Dominican priest, Alive! 
does not speak for the Order.  The editor, Fr McKevitt, was instructed to indicate this fact on the 
cover page and has complied, using a miniscule typeface.
 
British and other Foreign Interests

British-based Newspapers; Campaign to Defend the Right to a Secret Ballot (UK); Open Europe 
(UK); Transnational Institute / Susan George (France); United Kingdom Independence Party / 
Nigel Farage MEP (UK).

There was a high degree of involvement in the referendum campaign by foreign groups opposed 
to the Lisbon Treaty.  These included an array of British-based newspapers and their Irish editions, 
such as the Irish Daily Mail, Irish Mail on Sunday and the Irish edition of the Sunday Times.  
These papers contributed to the debate with a reduced intensity and greater tendencies to balance 
compared to 2008, possibly reflecting a recognition of changing attitudes in the Irish  public.  The 
Rupert Murdoch-owned Wall Street Journal carried several pieces in support of the campaign of 
Declan Ganley and Libertas which, in turn, were quoted as giving substance to his policy stance.  

A number of  British and continental organisations and think tanks entered the campaign on the 
‘No’ side, including the Paris-based Transnational Institute whose Chairperson, Susan George, 
gave a number of media interviews.  The London-based Open Europe organised a seminar in 
Dublin featuring Bruce Arnold and Gisela Stuart MP.  Jens-Peter Bonde, the Danish former MEP, 
toured the country in support of the campaign of Anthony Coughlan and the National Platform 
and representing the views of TEAM, a network linking Eurosceptic or EU-critical organisations 
from 18 countries across Europe. 

The intervention of UKIP and its then Leader, Nigel Farage MEP, was significant insofar as it 
fitted with the arguments of Anthony Coughlan, Bruce Arnold and others that Ireland’s best course 
was to wait for the forthcoming UK general election which was expected to deliver an outcome 
likely to ensure rejection of Lisbon if it had not been ratified by that time.  UKIP, with its European 
Parliament allies, delivered to every home in the country a seriously misleading, and implicitly 
racist, pamphlet calling for a ‘No’ vote.
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Special Interest Groups and Individuals

Famers for No; The Irish Fishermen’s Organisation; Various individuals.

The particular concerns of some groups or individuals within the farming and fishing communities 
were reflected through the campaigns of Farmers for No and the Irish Fishermen’s Organisation.

The Farmers for No group argued that voting 'Yes' in the second Lisbon referendum would fast-
track Turkey’s entry to the EU, doubling the number of farmers overnight and causing Common 
Agriculture Policy payments to collapse.  The Group chairman, James Reynolds, former chairman 
of the Longford branch of the Irish Farmers Association (IFA), claimed Lisbon was a "proxy 
referendum" on Turkish entry as no EU enlargement could go ahead unless it was endorsed, 
but if it did, the French and German governments would press for Turkey's rapid accession 
(Irish Independent, Aug 21 2009).  Mr Reynolds, a former supporter of Declan Ganley, leader 
of Libertas, also accused the EU of pushing for harmonised inheritance laws that would require 
people to share property between all their children, requiring family farms to be broken up.

The Irish Fisherman’s Organisation advocated rejection of the Treaty because it said it copper-
fastened a two-tier approach to regulation across the union’s fishing communities.  It also argued 
that Ireland should have secured guarantees on fishing rights and a new quota system when it 
sought assurances after the 2008  vote.  The Chairman of the IFO, Ebbie Sheehan, said fishermen 
felt they had no influence on decision-making either in Ireland or Europe and wanted that to 
change.  On the other hand, leading organisations in the fishing industry in Ireland backed a ‘Yes’ 
vote, including both the Killybegs Fishermens Organisation (KFO) and the Irish Fish Producers 
Organisation (IFPO).

In 2008, two major sectoral organisations used the first Lisbon referendum to put pressure on the 
Irish Government to take policy positions in line with their demands.

Just two days before polling day, the national executive of the IFA unanimously voted to recommend 
a ‘Yes’ vote to its members.  This move came after the Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, issued a statement 
confirming that Ireland would reserve the right to veto a proposed World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) agreement if necessary.  The Taoiseach assured the IFA that he was prepared to use the 
veto if a deal that is unacceptable to Ireland is put to a vote.  The IFA had previously declined 
to recommend a ‘Yes’ vote in the absence of a Government commitment to veto the WTO deal, 
which it claimed would be damaging to Irish agriculture.

SIPTU, the largest trade union in Ireland, stated that it would not support the Lisbon Treaty 
unless the Irish Government gave a commitment to legislate for collective bargaining for workers.  
The Union argued that it “would very much like to be able to recommend to our members that 
they should support the Treaty. We will do so if the Government confirms that entitlement to the 
benefits of collective bargaining (and the prohibition against discrimination for those seeking to 
avail of it), which is enshrined as a fundamental right in the Treaty, will actually apply to workers 
in Ireland.”  The Government did not give the undertaking but both the IFA and SIPTU supported 
a ‘Yes’ vote well before polling day in 2009.

A number of high profile individuals played a significant part in the ‘No’ campaign.  Their 
positions on European issues fall within the categories identified above.  They included the 
journalists and broadcasters Bruce Arnold, Vincent Browne, Gay Byrne and Tom McGurk;  Dana 
Rosemary Scallon, a singing star, Eurovision Song Contest winner, MEP (1999-2004) and pro-life 
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campaigner; and Jim Corr, musician and opponent of the European Union as precursor of a New 
World Order.  

“And our veto?  We’ll be none too politely told to stick it you know where and whistle Dixie to 
it”  – Gay Byrne, Sunday Independent, 18 May 2008.

“The Lisbon Treaty referendum decision would have engaged the energies and skills of Jonathan 
Swift at his most cynical.  Here we have campaigners from the main political parties who are 
proposing we should enter a European federation stripped of all the weapons of democracy by 
which the same people have lived their lives.” – Bruce Arnold, Irish Independent, 31 May 2008. 

“Come to think of it, if we defeat this referendum, it won’t be the first time that the Irish rescued 
Europe from the Dark Ages.”  – Tom McGurk, Sunday Business Post, 8 June 2008.
“… the Lisbon Treaty seeks to accord status to a project that, in part, is about boosting the 
manufacture of arms for sales around the world and seeks to further plans for wars for resources 
and for the containment of migrants.”  – Vincent Browne, Irish Times, 23 September 2009.
“'Lisbon is not about tidying up the democratic process – it is about tying up the democratic 
process.” – Dana Rosemary Scallon, Statement, 29 September 2009.

“Where is this progressing towards?  The agenda is World Government for the many of us who 
are aware to see what is clearly outlined in the books written by the elite …” – Jim Corr, JimCorr.
com, 2009.

It should be noted that between the first and second Lisbon polls several individuals who had 
initially spoken or written against ratification publicly changed their position and supported 
the ‘Yes’ side – these included independent Senator Shane Ross, broadcaster Eamon Dunphy, 
prominent businessman Ben Dunne and journalist David Quinn. 
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FUNDAMENTAL EUROPHOBIA

 
The following sections look at the main elements of the opposition campaign, highlighting their 
fundamental Europhobia and its consistent misinterpretation not only of the Treaty but also of the 
European Union itself and of Ireland’s forty year experience of membership and partnership with 
other European democracies.

In general, the positions taken by the ‘No’ side reflect fundamental opposition to the European 
Union and to Irish membership of the Union.  With few exceptions, the organisations and 
individuals involved have campaigned against every one of the referenda on Europe and have 
made it clear that they will continue to oppose the EU integration project.  

While several representatives claimed to be ‘Good Europeans’ and rejected the description of 
‘Eurosceptic’ they actively pursued the rejection of successive treaties. 

Anthony Coughlan made his position clear in addressing the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on 
Ireland’s Future in the EU:

I have been a long-standing opponent of European integration on political grounds.  I 
opposed the European treaties during the years because I read the memoirs of Monnet 
thirty years ago.  I have been opposed from the beginning to the attempts to turn it into 
apolitical union, a quasi-superfederal superstate.

 The Treaty of Lisbon … is the culmination of the constitutional side of this federal project.  
It established for the first time a legally new European Union with its own legal personality, 
separate from and superior to its Member States.  We would all be made real citizens of 
this for the first time, which is a profoundly important development. I have been opposed 
to the project because that is what it is about (Coughlan, 2008).

While Anthony Coughlan has pursued his opposition relentlessly since the late 1960s – through 
the Common Market Study Group, the Irish Sovereignty Movement and latterly the National 
Platform – many other ‘No’ side actors evidently share his basic position for a number of reasons.

Sinn Féin and the Peoples’ Movement – together with a number of avowedly republican or 
nationalist groups or individuals – base their opposition on grounds of perceived threats to 
national sovereignty.  The Peoples’ Movement exists “to defend and enhance popular sovereignty, 
democracy and social justice in Ireland” and its patrons include Robert Ballagh, painter of Mise 
Éire, an iconic picture of a female head, representing Ireland, shrouded in a blue EU flag.

The Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA) is a nationalist group whose chairman, Roger Cole, 
argued in the run-up to Lisbon II that:

For generations some Irish people have fought for Irish independence, democracy and 
neutrality, while others have fought for imperialism.  The second referendum on the Lisbon 
Treaty is just another battle in this conflict and, whatever the outcome, the struggle will 
continue  (Cole, 2008).
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PANA provides a bridge between the defence of nationalism and the promotion of neutrality, which 
has been a key policy issue for the ‘No’ side since the introduction of Political Cooperation in the 
Single European Act of 1987.  Arguments about ‘militarisation’, ‘battlegroups’, ‘Partnership for 
Peace’ and so on remain critical in discourse and have led to specific constitutional amendments 
and to the detailed Guarantees provided by the European Council in June 2009.  

The baseless rumours about the introduction of conscription by the EU which were spread by 
canvassers – though not contained in formal campaign literature – in both Lisbon campaigns were 
designed to produce fear and distrust among specific target groups and to play on nationalist or 
anti-imperialist sentiments.  

The conscription rumours were matched by equally unfounded references to the introduction of 
abortion and euthanasia under the alleged terms of the Lisbon Treaty.  The pro-life, anti-abortion 
stance of a number of fundamentalist Catholic organisations, notably CÓIR / Youth Defence, 
and the monthly free-sheet Alive!, has been central to the Nice and Lisbon campaigns.  These 
groups share profound objections to what they describe as a ‘Godless’ European Union.  The 
EU is attacked for its perceived underwriting of secularist philosophies and programmes and for 
the threats it supposedly poses to Irish social and moral values.  In the Lisbon context particular 
emphasis has been placed on the alleged threats arising from the incorporation of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights into the treaty framework. 

The Lisbon campaigns were notable for two significant developments.

The ‘national identity’ issue specified by a growing number as a reason for voting ‘No’ has been 
recognised as obscuring the beginnings of racism as an issue in this discourse in the context 
of high levels of immigration in recent years and increasing unemployment.  Immigration was 
overtly raised by  UKIP and by the Farmers for No group during the campaign, having been a 
Libertas policy plank in the earlier European Parliament election.  Particular emphasis was placed 
on the candidacy of Turkey for future EU membership.  UKIP’s pamphlet featured a cartoon 
turkey with a medallion round its neck proclaiming ‘free movement for 75 million people’. The 
very high level of ‘other’ or unexplained reasons for voting ‘No’ – indicated in post-referendum 
Eurobarometer research – requires further analysis in this connection.
  
The significance of the UK-based and foreign print media, which had been a feature of the 2008 
campaign, proved somewhat less in 2009 – with the exception of the Wall Street Journal’s backing 
of Declan Ganley – but there was much activity by foreign Europhobes, led by the leader of the 
United Kingdom Independence Party, Nigel Farage MEP, whose expensive pamphlet contained 
some of the most blatant inaccuracies and distortions.  

 
UKIP AND THE IRISH LABOUR COURT

ASSERTION

A UKIP leaflet, circulated to all homes in Ireland, asserted that the Lisbon Treaty would threaten 
Irish wage rates.  To substantiate the argument the leaflet purported to quote a Ruling of the Irish 
Labour Court on the Electrical Contracting Industry: “ … contractors from other Member States 
could … provide services ... at the same rates and conditions of employment ... as in their  countries 
of origin.  Depending on the country of origin this could seriously undermine the competitive 
position of Irish contractors.”
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FACT

The actual text of the Ruling stated that : “Conversely it seems reasonably if not absolutely clear 
to the Labour Court that, in the absence of a Registered Employment Agreement, contractors from 
other Member States could exercise their freedom to provide services in this jurisdiction under 
the EC Treaty at the same rates and conditions of employment as apply in their country of origin.  
Depending on the country of origin this could seriously undermine the competitive position of 
Irish contractors” (emphasis added).  

The Registered Employment Agreement for the Electrical Contracting Industry sets a statutory 
minimum pay rate, protecting pay levels for all workers in the industry in Ireland, regardless of 
their nationality.

The veteran Danish campaigner, Jens Peter Bonde, appeared on the hustings yet again, while 
Susan George of the Transnational Institute made a return visit from Paris.  The London-based 
Open Europe lobby group, the very strange Infowars group – notable for its conspiracy theories 
on issues such as 9/11, swine flu vaccines and water treatment – and the mysterious single edition 
Sovereign Independent newspaper all promoted outright opposition to Lisbon and to European 
integration.

TEAM, which describes itself as a network of democratic organisations from eighteen European 
countries – including the National Platform and the Peoples’ Movement from Ireland – responded 
to the entering into force of Lisbon by stating that “with information, cooperation among our 
popular organisations and with vision, TEAM will … expose the shortcomings of the EU. We shall 
continue to fight for the survival of democracy in Europe in spite of the set-back that it suffer[ed] 
on December 1st 2009.”  TEAM had commented on the outcome of the second Lisbon poll that 
“with yet another display of their arrogant contempt for Democracy, the EU-leaders forced the 
Irish to vote again, and only after a scare-mongering of unheard-of dimensions succeeded in 
obtaining a yes-majority. But the fact remains that the Lisbon Treaty has no democratic legitimacy 
whatsoever” (TEAM, 2009).
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MISINTERPRETATION IN THE 
‘NO’ CAMPAIGN 
This project has unearthed as many as a hundred specific objections to the Lisbon Treaty, ranging 
from the portrayal of the text as the Constitution of a Federal Superstate to the assertion that an 
EU Police Force was waiting to imprison three-year-old children for unspecified reasons.  Were 
even a small proportion of these claims accurate, major questions would arise about the capacity, 
and even the sanity, of the hundreds of politicians, civil servants, lawyers and civil society 
representatives who were engaged over several years in the drafting of the Treaty.

Many of the arguments and objections of the ‘No’ side amount to misrepresentation, either 
deliberate or misguided.  It is difficult to understand how a literate commentator on the provisions 
of the Lisbon Treaty could, for instance, misread Article 113 as a reference to direct taxation since 
it deals explicitly with “turnover taxes, excise duties and other forms of indirect taxation”.  Yet 
this Article was referred to in literature, and in individual presentations, by many of the ‘No’ side 
organisations.  For example, Libertas pamphlets omitted the word ‘indirect’ in quoting Article 113 
(see box below).  CÓIR also misrepresented this Article in their briefing documentation.

ASSERTION

Libertas Pamphlet  VOTE ‘NO’ TO LISBON (www.libertas.org  Tel: 093 43900)

“Article 113 of the Treaty says that the Council of Ministers “shall” act unanimously to achieve 
the harmonisation of turnover and other taxes and prevent “distortion of competition”.

 
 
FACT 

Article 113 of the Treaty says that “The Council shall, acting unanimously in accordance with a 
special legislative procedure ... adopt provisions for the harmonisation of legislation concerning 
turnover taxes, excise duties and other forms of indirect taxation to the extent that such 
harmonisation is necessary to ensure the establishment and the functioning of the internal market 
and to avoid distortion of competition” (emphasis added).

Religious fundamentalist organisations have consistently misrepresented the position on abortion 
which, legally, is a matter entirely within the sovereign competence of the Member States.  CÓIR 
leaflets advertising their public meetings asserted that “the Lisbon Treaty gives the EU Court the 
right to change our laws on abortion and other issues” (CÓIR, 2009).

Insofar as the misrepresentation may have been based on a genuine but misguided interpretation 
of the facts, the question arises of  the  responsibility of the political system and the media to 
ensure the wide availability of appropriate information and explanation on European matters, 
including the treaties.  In the second Lisbon referendum, recognising the critical significance of 
a lack of understanding of the text in the first campaign, there was a better attempt to provide 
explanations, for example through the work of the Referendum Commission.  
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The Lisbon Treaty is a complex document, amending the existing treaties which, in turn, 
represent the complexities of intergovernmental negotiations over many years.  The attempt, by 
the European Convention, in 2002-2003, to produce a single text replacing the previous treaties 
proved unattractive to voters in France and the Netherlands and it was decided to go back to 
the traditional form of amending treaty.  This produced a text which contained such ‘accessible’ 
passages as:

An Article 270b shall be inserted, with the wording of Article 272(1).  Article 271 shall 
become the new Article 273a; it shall be amended as set out below on point 267.  Article 
272(1) shall become article 270b and paragraphs 2 to 10 of article 272 shall be replaced 
by the following: … (Treaty of Lisbon, p. 123)

This approach to treaty amendment lacked clarity and, even where explanatory material was made 
available, there was an obvious danger of misunderstanding and misinterpretation in some areas.  
The production of consolidated and annotated/consolidated versions of the treaties, for example 
by the Institute of International and European Affairs, offered a solution to those prepared to 
peruse such a massive tome.  The question then arose of the degree of credibility attached by the 
electorate to the interpretations advanced by various official bodies, including the political parties, 
and the civil society protagonists.    

Misinterpretation of the Treaty

The history of the drafting of the Lisbon Treaty is for another place but it covers almost a 
decade from the InterGovernmental Conference in 2000 preparing the Nice Treaty to the Laeken 
Declaration; from the European Convention to the French, Dutch, Spanish and Luxembourgian 
referenda; from the ‘period of reflection’ to Lisbon in 2007.  The purpose of this extended exercise 
was always to bring about institutional changes deemed necessary for the efficient and effective 
working of the enlarged European Union, making it fit for purpose in a rapidly changing world.  
It also sought to tackle the perceived ‘democratic deficit’ at Brussels and national levels with 
particular provisions for an enhanced role for the 27 national parliaments.  By clearly defining 
values and objectives – and by clarifying the Union Competences – the Treaty established the 
fundamental nature of the EU.

The use of the title ‘Constitution’ for the text emerging from the European Convention has proved 
to be a mistake and a costly distraction.  The title became the target of opponents of European 
integration as it could be represented as changing the nature of the Union to that of ‘federal 
superstate’.  Added to the title, the concepts of ‘President’, ‘Foreign Minister’ and ‘External 
Action Service’ have been characterised as pertaining to a state.  In fact, these elements of the final 
Convention text represented a misguided part of the overall compromise and consensus which 
saw the so-called ‘federalist’ camp losing the overall argument to the pragmatists in the context of 
the imminent enlargement of the Union.      

ASSERTION

Former French President Valery Giscard d’Estaing, Chairman of the 2002-2003 European 
Convention which drafted the Constitutional Treaty, was widely quoted and vilified in ‘No’ side 
literature as advocating an approach to dealing with its rejection in the French and Netherlands 
referenda in 2005 by which “public opinion will be led to adopt, without knowing it, the proposals 
we dare not present to them directly.”
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FACT

Giscard d’Estaing did use the words quoted – in an article in Le Monde on 15 June 2007 – but 
those quoting them did not reproduce the next sentence in which he argued that “This approach 
of ‘divide and ratify’ is clearly inappropriate.  Perhaps it is a good exercise in presentation.  But it 
would confirm to European citizens the notion that European construction is a procedure organised 
behind their backs by lawyers and diplomats.”

The provision for the creation of a single entity – the European Union – to replace the previous 
Communities and Union has been interpreted, in the words of Anthony Coughlan, as “giving 
the post-Lisbon EU the constitutional form of a Federation and turning 500 million people into 
real EU citizens for the first time without their being asked … [making] the question of national 
independence and democracy the main issue of European politics for years and possibly decades 
to come …” (Coughlan, 2009). In fact, the European Union as defined in the treaties following 
ratification of Lisbon is an association of sovereign states which confer competences on the Union 
“to attain objectives they have in common” (TEU).  This interpretation has been clearly underwritten 
by the June 2009 Decision of the German Federal Constitutional Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht) 
on the compatibility of the Lisbon Treaty with the German Constitution.

There has been a failure to recognise the day-to-day reality of the working of the EU.  The 
posters and slogans about voting weights in the Council claiming that Ireland’s strength would be 
halved were based on a misreading – deliberate or not – of the Double Majority system and on a 
misrepresentation of the reality of Council decision-making.  The extension of Qualified Majority 
Voting and Co-Decision between Council and Parliament was agreed as essential for efficient and 
accountable decision-making in a Union of 27-30 Member States.  It is important to note that the 
leading figures on the ‘No’ side do not include anyone who has ever taken part in the work of the 
Council of Ministers.

Another important issue in the ‘No’ side campaign related to the Competences of the Union with 
much noise about the threats to Irish interests in areas such as Abortion, Family Law, Taxation 
and provision of Public Services.  There was a failure to accept the basic fact that the European 
Union derives its power to act from the decisions of its Member States as set out in the treaties.  It 
can act only within the limits of the competences conferred on it by the Member States and these 
competences are subject to the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality.  The Member States 
are the masters of the treaties.  All of the issues mentioned are matters of national competence 
– Ireland cannot have abortion ‘imposed by Europe’.  For this country, they were also made 
the subject of Legal Guarantees or solemn Political Declarations from the European Council 
and, in the case of abortion, of a binding Treaty Protocol.  The Legal Guarantees represented an 
acceptance of the difficulties arising from sustained misrepresentation of some key issues and, in 
effect, a statement that the EU undertook not to do to Ireland what it had never intended to do in 
the first place – and what it had no power to do in most cases.  

The Lisbon Treaty was characterised as ‘self amending’ and as removing the right of the Irish 
people to be consulted on future treaty amendment.  In fact, the Treaty provides for a simplified 
method of amendment in strictly limited circumstances – and with the clear proviso that the 
competences of the Union cannot be increased – but with the strictest conditions in terms of decision 
by unanimity in the European Council and ratification by each Member State in accordance with 
normal constitutional requirements, which could include a referendum in Ireland.  Provisions 
for moving Council decisions from unanimity to Qualified Majority Voting were made subject 
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to approval by unanimity by the European Council and requiring the consent of the European 
Parliament and of the National Parliaments of the Member States.

The Treaty provisions on the European Security and Defence Policy were said to create a European 
Army and to create a ‘militarised’ Union.  In fact, the European Security and Defence Policy is 
founded on clear principles based on the UN Charter and dedicated to peace-keeping and crisis 
prevention and management, with an increasing emphasis on civilian and rule of law operations.  
The military capacity of the EU remains limited with deployment only by unanimous decision of 
the Council. 

The treaties have always fully respected the position of neutral and non-aligned Member States.  
The use of a reference to “the specific character of the security and defence policy of certain Member 
States” to cover the concerns of the neutral and non-aligned Member States – Austria, Cyprus, 
Finland, Ireland, Malta and Sweden – was first drafted by Irish diplomats and is understood and 
accepted by all.  Irish interests and concerns are fully covered by the Legal Guarantees obtained 
by the Government. 

Misrepresentation of Charter of Fundamental Rights

The Charter of Fundamental Rights became a major point of controversy in the referendum with 
strongly held views and opinions on both sides.

There was a general claim by the ‘No’ side that in the case of conflict between the rights contained 
in the Charter and those contained in the Irish Constitution the final say would be given to the 
European Court of Justice.  Through the Charter – it was argued by CÓIR / Youth Defence – the 
protection of human life would be restricted and abortion, euthanasia and embryo experimentation 
would be facilitated.  Sexual orientation would be recognised as a basis for non-discrimination, 
opening the way for homosexual marriage and adoption of children by homosexuals.

Sinn Féin and the Socialist Party highlighted references in the Charter to the condition that rights 
apply under ‘Union law’ and ‘in accordance with national laws and practices’ as evidence that 
the Charter did not adequately protect workers’ rights.  The Democratic Alliance and COIR / 
Youth Defence stated that the much quoted Laval Case was based on Article 52 of Charter and 
that Lisbon would copperfasten the position.  The Socialist Workers Party advanced the same 
argument.

Other alleged threats from the Charter included the imprisonment by EU police of young children 
for unspecified reasons, the seizure of property from persons with disabilities and the reintroduction 
of the death penalty.  In fact, it was clear that these assertions were based on a simplistic reading, or 
deliberate misreading, of background material from the European Convention on Human Rights.  
A leading academic lawyer, Gerard Hogan, told the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future 
in the European Union that “many of the propositions advanced about the Charter … were far-
fetched and verged on the legal equivalent of ‘flat earthery’ … I do not believe there is a lawyer of 
standing in this jurisdiction who would be prepared to stand over some of the more absurd claims 
made about the Charter” (Hogan, 2008).

The fact is that the Charter of Fundamental Rights is applicable to the actions of the Union and 
of Member States, when implementing Union law.  Its purpose is to ensure that the same high 
standards of rights protection apply to the Union’s institutions as are currently applicable in the 
Member States, with better opportunities for citizens to vindicate their rights when affected by the 
Union.  The Charter does not create new competences for the Union, nor does it directly impact 
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upon national legal systems.  The scope and application of the Charter is qualified and limited by 
its own terms and by other provisions of the Treaties.  Fundamental rights in national constitutions 
are not supplanted, but complemented by the Charter. 

It is appropriate to point out that the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), in a statement 
on possible solutions to the deadlock following the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty in France 
and the Netherlands:

Opposed attempts to remove the Charter of Fundamental Rights.  For the European Trade 
Union movement it is absolutely essential to have a strong social Europe and to retain the 
whole Charter as a key element of the Constitution.  The ETUC continues to support the 
Constitution and in particular the core elements:

• the reinforcement of social values and principles (such as solidarity, equality and 
gender equality, non-discrimination, etc.) 

• the social and employment objectives (full employment; social market economy)

• the recognition of the role of the social partners

• the incorporation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights

• the right of initiative for citizens

• the legal base for services of general interest

• the social clause  (ETUC, 2006) 

However, it was the case that concerns were raised about ‘moral and ethical questions’ allegedly 
connected to the Charter.  Misgivings about the Treaty’s influence on sensitive issues such as 
abortion were voiced by Catholic clergy and by church-related organisations, often with a significant 
degree of ignorance of European institutions – even after several decades many spokespersons 
and commentators failed to differentiate between the European Council and the Council of Europe 
and between the European Court of Justice and the European Court of Human Rights.  

A speech by Cardinal Sean Brady at the Humbert Summer School in 2008 made reference to 
“successive decisions which have undermined the family based on marriage, the right to life from 
the moment of conception to natural death, the sacredness of the Sabbath, the right of Christian 
institutions to maintain and promote their ethos, including schools, these and other decisions 
have made it more difficult for committed Christians to maintain their instinctive commitment 
to the European project” (Brady, 2008).  The Cardinal was later asked, at a meeting of the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee on European Affairs, to specify the decisions referred to and the EU 
institutions which had made them.  He was unable to do so and an aide intervened to explain that 
there had been a misunderstanding – it had never been the intention to imply that the European 
Union was responsible for any of the matters raised in the speech. 

Speaking at the Institute of International and European Affairs in March 2009, Archbishop 
Diarmuid Martin addressed these matters:

Certainly in the debates around the second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty certain 
moral and ethical questions will emerge once again as significant in the formation of 
the judgement of the Irish electorate.  The Irish Government is hopeful that a number of 
binding protocols can be negotiated which will guarantee respect for some specific ethical 
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values as enshrined in the Irish Constitution (Martin, 2009).

In the light of the Millward Brown research findings, which identified some of these issues as 
causing concern among a section of voters, the Government made reference to the Charter in 
its Statement of the Concerns of the Irish People.  Accordingly, the Legal Guarantees to Ireland 
agreed in June 2009 include a section on the ‘Right to Life, Family and Education’ which states 
that:

Nothing in the Treaty of Lisbon attributing legal status to the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union, or in the provisions of that Treaty in  the area of Freedom, 
Security and Justice affects in any way the scope and applicability of the protection of the 
right to life in Article 40.3.1, 40.3.2 and 40.3.3, the protection of the family in Article 41 
and the protection of the rights in respect of education in Articles 42 and 44.2.4 and 44.2.5 
provided by the Constitution of Ireland (European Council, 2009).

The Charter was drafted and negotiated to bring the philosophy and culture of Human Rights into 
the heart of EU decision-making.  Speaking in Dublin on the Lisbon Treaty, the Bishop of Down 
and Connor, Dr Noel Treanor, made reference to “those who knowingly misled and misguided the 
friends and citizenry we respect” by misrepresentation of the EU and the Lisbon Treaty (Treanor, 
2009).

Misinterpretation of the True Nature of the European Union

Reading the campaign material and speeches of the ‘No’ side certain words or phrases occur 
again and again – ‘They’ / ‘Them’ / ‘The EU will impose’ / ‘The EU will ...’ – all of which convey 
the impression that the European Union is a foreign body with which Ireland has a marginal 
relationship subject to the imposition of objectionable laws and decisions contrary to Irish national 
interests.  The use of such language clearly reflects the fundamental stance of the main ‘No’ side 
protagonists who have never accepted that this country has become part of a living, working 
association of European democracies.  It is also intended to convey the idea that the European 
Union is a threatening presence rather than, in reality, a source of solidarity and strength.  

It cannot be ignored that some ‘No’ side groups have themselves, in the period since Ireland’s first 
application to join the EEC, posed real threats to this country through the activities of terrorist 
organisations closely associated with them.  Groups which seek to demonise the work of the 
Defence Forces – the real Óglaigh na hEireann – in Chad or Congo regarded the same forces as 
‘legitimate targets’ not too long ago!

Particular attention was given to the role of two EU institutions.

The European Commission was systematically attacked as an unelected bureaucracy setting the 
policy framework for the Union and specifically criticised for its alleged right-wing bias.  Declan 
Ganley made the Commission a particular target: “Over eighty percent of the laws that govern 
us … govern you ... are now dreamt up by bureaucrats in Brussels.  We’ve got twenty seven 
Commissioners dreaming up endless laws we don’t need …” (Ganley, 2009).

The European Court of Justice was pictured as a somewhat sinister body, interpreting the treaties 
in a manner which would threaten Ireland’s family values and workers’ rights.  COIR / Youth 
Defence and the other fundamentalists called for a ‘No’ vote on the ground that Ireland’s right to 
decide on moral issues would be taken away and handed to the EU Courts. 
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The Democratic Alliance and Mothers Alliance Ireland argued that, under the Charter, the EU 
could decide to suspend fundamental rights and that the ECJ could override the rights enshrined 
in the Irish Constitution in vital areas.  UKIP asserted that Lisbon would give the ECJ powers over 
areas such as Trial by Jury, Habeas Corpus and Euthanasia.  

That there are issues surrounding the European Court of Justice and its role, which has been 
extended in certain respects by the Lisbon Treaty, is not at question.  The issue is one of finding 
balance in the approach to sensitive issues and lessening the opportunities for damaging conflicts 
between the ECJ and national courts and between the ECJ and important interests at national and 
EU levels.  The Legal Guarantees decided upon at the June 2009 European Council were drafted 
to deal with concerns in these areas which were identified in research commissioned by the Irish  
Government.  

The fact is that the European Union is an association of twenty seven independent, democratic, 
sovereign states.  The Lisbon Treaty, far from creating a federal superstate, defines the European 
Union as an entity “on which the Member States confer competences to attain objectives they 
have in common.”  On the basis of the Values and Objectives set out clearly in the Treaty it is 
provided that “the Union shall pursue its objectives by appropriate means commensurate with the 
competences which are conferred upon it in the Treaties” (TEU).

The structure of the treaties as amended by Lisbon provides for a logical ‘chain’ from Values to 
Objectives, through conferred Competences, to Laws, Policies and Programmes agreed by the 
democratic representatives of the Member States in the Council and European Parliament, and 
to implementation at national level with the close involvement of the national parliaments.  The 
amended treaties enshrine the principles of  Subsidiarity and Proportionality as central to the 
working of the Union. 

The Lisbon Treaty was also attacked in respect of its provisions for decision-making.  The proposed 
reduction in the size of the European Commission was a matter of genuine political debate and the 
decision of the European Council to retain the existing size of the college was appropriate. The 
debate on this issue in the European Convention, and in the ensuing Intergovernmental Conference 
was lengthy and robust and the decision to opt for a smaller Commission was marginal with the 
‘efficiency’ argument carrying the day over the ‘legitimacy’ case.  Speaking at the  National 
Forum on Europe, Commission Vice-President Wallstrom summed up the situation:

… I belonged to those that said I think you maybe might win in efficiency in having a 
smaller Commission but I am afraid you lose in legitimacy by having fewer Commissioners, 
because I think it is important for the small countries to have their own Commissioner and 
I think it is about putting a face also on the Commission (Wallstrom, 2008).

  
In response to the Irish Government’s statement on the concerns of the electorate the European 
Council on 11-12 December 2008 agreed that “provided the Lisbon Treaty enters into force, a 
decision would be taken, in accordance with the necessary legal procedures, to the effect that the  
Commission shall continue to include one national from each Member State”  (IIEA, 2009).

The introduction of a Double Majority voting system within the Council was systematically 
misrepresented by the ‘No’ side with posters asserting that Ireland’s position vis-a-vis Germany 
had been dramatically diminished.  The fact is that the new voting system involves one vote per 
Member State in one part and population weighting in the other.  This is simpler than the present 
arrangement and protects the interests of large and small states.
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It was also argued that the extension of Qualified Majority Voting to more policy areas represented 
a major reduction of democratic control with a loss of the national veto.  The concept of the veto 
was raised to iconic status despite the fact that Ireland had only once threatened to use a veto – on 
milk quotas in the early 1980s – and had somehow survived and prospered. 

As pointed out above, the factual situation is that, in the interests of effective decision-making in 
an enlarged Union, Qualified Majority Voting, with co-decision for the European Parliament, was 
extended to more areas but with unanimity retained in areas of sensitivity such as taxation and 
defence.  Ireland has always had a small voting weight but this has not created difficulties because 
the vast majority of Council decisions are made by consensus.  This is the only way to proceed in 
a Union which is an association of sovereign states none of which – large or small – can be forced 
to accept decisions with which they are seriously unhappy.

In the debate about QMV, research shows that there is a continuing reliance on consensus in 
Council decisions, even where QMV is possible.  At most, only one in four decisions in areas 
covered by QMV are contested; only one in seven attract negative votes as distinct from only 
abstentions; only one in 16 attract more than marginal opposition and the topics are mostly 
esoterically technical.  As many as 90% of all Council decisions, under both unanimity and QMV, 
are by consensus.

In respect of EU Social Policy, decisions on several key policy areas are subject to unanimity. 
This reflects the importance attached by Member States to retaining control over national welfare 
systems, which are seen to be closely linked to the key area of national fiscal policy.  There is 
a broad agreement that social policy is an area in which the opportunity for the Union’s central 
institutions to direct matters – as opposed to influencing them – is, and should remain, limited. 

It is of interest that part of the Sinn Féin critique of the EU was a denunciation of the Union’s failure 
to deal with poverty, inequality and social injustice.  When, in a debate in the National Forum on 
Europe, it was pointed out that the key components of any strategy to combat poverty  - economic 
policy, taxation, social security, housing, health, education – are in the main the prerogative of 
EU Member States and not of the Union itself and that changes in this situation would involve a 
transfer of powers to the Union, the Sinn Féin response was most interesting.  Having reiterated 
the broad ‘party line’ the Sinn Féin representative commented – in an aside to this author – that 
the facts were fully recognised but that there was no question of Sinn Féin agreeing to any transfer 
of powers or any change in areas requiring unanimity.  A concept sometimes described as “the 
postulation of moral standards to which one’s own behaviour does not conform” comes to mind 
in this respect  (Oxford, 1991).  

Misinterpretation of the Reality of Ireland’s Membership Experience

The ‘No’ side, conscious of public opinion, gave lip service in the 2009 campaign to the benefits of 
Irish membership of the EEC and EU.  It then went on to accuse the Union of ‘robbing’ Ireland’s 
fish, destroying Irish agriculture, flooding the country with immigrant workers and attacking 
workers’ rights.  

In factual terms, Ireland’s fifty year relationship with the EEC / EU has been almost entirely 
beneficial.  The economy has developed and diversified; the population has grown and prospered; 
society has matured and the state has emerged from a history of dependence to play a positive 
and respected role in international affairs.  Ireland has gained from the positive experience of 
cooperation with EU partners to deal with common problems and issues.  
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Ireland has experienced a profound transformation in political, economic and social terms over the 
past fifty years.  Arguably, the most significant event over those decades was the decision of the 
Lemass government in the 1960s to pursue full membership of the then EEC.  That proved to be a 
seminal moment in Irish history.  Entry to the EEC offered the prospect of economic development 
in an open market, financial support for development of human and physical infrastructure, and 
an opportunity to break the historic ties with Britain and emerge as a mature, liberal, European 
democracy.  

The ‘No’ side in general ignored the importance of being at the heart of the European project, 
which for the first time in history has created a true community of sovereign nations founded, not 
on conquest or force of arms, but on voluntary adherence to common values and shared goals.  
This has enhanced Ireland’s international identity, enabling a small peripheral island state to play 
a positive role in Europe’s progress, promoting peace, prosperity and social progress.  The Dublin 
European Institute (DEI), in its report for the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in 
the EU commented that:

EU membership has also a powerful impact on the official identity of the Irish state and 
on how it is perceived internationally.  For example, the number of states that established 
embassies in Ireland increased significantly after membership and internationally Irish 
embassies are embedded in important networks of EU Member States.  Non-EU states now 
view Ireland not only as a dynamic small state in its own right, but also and significantly 
as a potential shaper of the EU’s collective presence on the world stage (DEI, 2008).

     
By working together and establishing common laws and programmes EU countries can achieve 
what is simply not possible through national action alone.  In clearly defined circumstances it is 
very much in Ireland’s best interests to go beyond mere co-operation and to pool sovereignty with 
EU partners, with our domestic laws and regulations reflecting decisions agreed at EU level – and 
with open acknowledgment of that agreement and no recourse to the frequent dishonesty and 
cowardice of blaming Brussels whenever a policy causes concern.

The founding fathers of the Union gave high priority to attaining balance between the larger and 
smaller Member States and this was at the heart of the institutional structure.  The Lisbon Treaty 
continued this important tradition in its clear affirmation of the equality of the Member States and 
in the decision-making arrangements in the Council.

Misinterpretation in the Campaign Posters

Poster campaigns played a major part in both Lisbon referenda.  The Libertas posters which 
launched Declan Ganley on the Irish political scene must be acknowledged as brilliant in 
conception and execution – establishing the basic elements of the campaign and forcing the ‘Yes’ 
side on to the defensive.  In the second round there was a much more evenly balanced poster battle 
as the ‘Yes’ side sought to shift the balance of the debate away from the ‘No’ side agenda.

The actual impact of posters in a referendum campaign is a matter of contention among political 
commentators but it is widely accepted that posters are important in establishing that a party or 
group is a serious player and in copper-fastening the views of its supporters.  Both Libertas and 
CÓIR / Youth Defence gave major priority to posters and this led the Ireland for Europe group, 
campaigning on the ‘Yes’ side, to invest heavily in two phases of postering.

‘No’ side posters were notable for their misrepresentation of key campaign issues.  

The CÓIR / Youth Defence poster implying – despite the question mark – that a vote for Lisbon 
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would lead to the national Minimum Wage being reduced from €8.65 an hour to €1.84 became 
a headline matter of debate, with Ireland for Europe countering with its poster ‘ €1.84 – The Lie 
/ €8.65 – The Law’.  While CÓIR / Youth Defence contended that their posters were designed 
to stimulate debate about the facts of the Lisbon Treaty, the Minimum Wage poster was entirely 
misleading since the EU has no competence in respect of wage rates in Member States.

CÓIR / Youth Defence produced another poster claiming that Lisbon changed the voting system 
in the Council of Ministers to Ireland’s disadvantage: ‘Germany 17% - Ireland 0.8% - We Lose 
Under Lisbon’.  This entirely misrepresented the factual position.  Its final poster phase called on 
voters to save Ireland’s Constitution: ‘Love our Constitution: Don’t Kiss it Goodbye’. This ignored 
the obvious fact that the holding of the referendum was in itself an exercise of the sovereign 
provisions of the Constitution.

In the closing days of the campaign, CÓIR / Youth Defence produced a poster which clearly 
reflected their desperation as the ‘Yes’ side were heading for success.  A representation of a foetus 
and a photograph of an old lady in a hospital bed were accompanied by the slogan ‘Trust EU 
Assurances – Not on Their Lives.’ These posters played on the abortion and euthanasia themes of 
some of their representatives’ door-to-door canvassing.  The fact that the EU has no competence 
in these areas of social policy was completely ignored in what was justified as a presentation of 
the content of the Treaty.

Examples could be given of misrepresentations in posters by other ‘No’ side protagonists, not 
least those implying that Lisbon would involve this country in EU ‘militarisation’.  The bizarre 
posters with pictures of tanks and other weaponry from republican organisations with recent, or in 
some cases continuing, links with terrorist armies were designed to mislead.  

The ‘No’ side posters were cleverly designed to convey a fundamental message – that Ireland 
was under threat from foreigners in Brussels, Berlin and Paris – and from treacherous Irish 
politicians who had betrayed the nation in negotiation of the treaty – in respect of its constitution, 
its sovereignty and its basic human rights.  The CÓIR / Youth Defence posters with the pictures 
of Pearse, Connolly and Clarke conveyed this misleading message – their explanatory material 
claimed that the Lisbon Treaty provided that Irish citizens would owe loyalty to the European 
Union “over and above our loyalty to Ireland”.  No such provision exists. 
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THE INFORMATION DEFICIT 

 
The main reason given for voting ‘No’ in the 2008 referendum was lack of information about, or 
familiarity with, the treaty – at 22%.  This had been paralleled in 2005 in the Netherlands (32%) 
and Luxembourg (17%) though not in France.  

In 2009 the situation was significantly different with only 4% of ‘No’ voters claiming lack of 
information as the reason for their decision.  The proportion of people giving lack of information 
as a reason for abstention also fell, from 52% to 39%.  Among the main reasons advanced for 
switching from ‘No’ to ‘Yes’ were ‘increased communication’ and feeling ‘more engaged in 
public debate’.

Eurobarometer 2009 research indicated that the most important channels of communication 
were TV (65%); Newspapers (48%); Radio (39%) and the Internet (13%).  The most important 
sources of information were the Irish Government (37%); Political Parties (29%); Referendum 
Commission (24%) and, notably, Family and Friends (34%).  In 2009, voters were much more 
convinced by the ‘Yes’ campaign – a dramatic increase from 15% to 67% while those finding the 
‘No’ side more convincing fell equally remarkably from 67% to 15% (Eurobarometer, 2009).

The evidence from canvassers and from general observation of the debate points to a major failure 
to explain the history of the European Union and Ireland’s historical relationship with it since the 
original membership application in the early 1960s.  Even among committed Europhiles it is not 
unusual to find complete ignorance of the roles of Sean Lemass and Patrick Hillery.  

In preparing its paper on ‘Ireland’s Future After Lisbon: Issues, Options, Implications’, which was 
submitted to the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in the European Union, the IIEA 
considered it necessary to direct attention to the text of Sean Lemass’ statement, as Taoiseach, to 
the EEC Council of Ministers in 1962 and to the 1972 White Paper on ‘The Accession of Ireland to 
the European Communities’ which set out the understanding of successive Irish Governments on 
the nature of the EEC / EU and of the state’s fundamental commitment to the political objectives 
originally set out in the Treaty of Rome.  That White Paper concluded that Ireland’s application 
for EEC membership was made:

in full awareness of the political ideals and aims of the Treaty which inspired the founding 
members of the Community.  We have declared our willingness to join with the other 
Member States of the enlarged Community in working towards the achievement of the ever 
closer union between the European peoples which is the first aim of Treaty of Rome.  The 
Europe envisaged by the Member States is one composed of democratic States which, in 
spite of their different national characteristics, are united in their essential interests.  The 
Government is convinced that these are ideals and aims which will find a ready response 
in the Irish people.  As a member of the Community, we shall participate fully in the work 
of shaping its future political development.  Outside the Community we would be isolated 
from the movement for closer economic and political cooperation in Europe (Government 
of Ireland, 1972).
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Rounding up the 1972 Dail debate immediately prior to the referendum on entry to the EEC, the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Dr Patrick Hillery, made the apt point that “if I could say one further 
word about the Community – we have all been thinking of the price of butter – I have tried to get 
back to matters which motivated the founding fathers and for which we now have responsibility 
to make sure that it continues” (Hillery, 1972).

It proved important to have this historical perspective as the campaign evolved since, as Pat Cox, 
Campaign Director for Ireland for Europe, remarked on more than one occasion what mattered 
was not alone the ‘text’ of the Lisbon Treaty but the ‘context’.  The failings of our education 
system – at both second and third level – in respect of history teaching were never more clearly 
demonstrated.  What was then the Institute of European Affairs (IEA), commenting on the outcome 
of the first Nice referendum, argued that “one lesson to be learned … is that the systematic failure 
over 30 years to inform the electorate about the real nature and purpose of the European Union 
finally came home to roost during the referendum campaigns.  This comprehension deficit should 
be addressed long-term through the educational system where European studies should be an 
integral part of the second level curriculum.  Otherwise, the consequences are predictable” (IEA, 
2002).

 Young men and women, formally well educated, exist who know nothing of the Europe of the 
1950s and 1960s and little or nothing of the Ireland of those decades.  

The IEA in its 1993 analysis, ‘Maastricht Crisis of Confidence’, had observed that “One very 
obvious conclusion to be drawn is that the political issues raised in the referendums must be 
addressed.  European integration cannot proceed unless people understand how it works and who 
takes decisions” (IEA, 1993).  Fifteen years later, the Institute’s Chairman, Brendan Halligan, 
told the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in the European Union that “the Institute 
distinguishes between information and comprehension. It is often said there is an information 
deficit in the European Union. I do not accept this, as there is as much information as anybody 
wants.  Instead, there is a comprehension deficit as to what the Union is about. This may be 
understandable in that it is a unique experiment which is sometimes difficult to get across” 
(Halligan, 2008). 

This failure of comprehension extended to crucial issues such as the basic Values, Objectives and 
Purposes of the European Union.  The reality beyond the statistics of receipts from the European 
Structural Funds has been lost or distorted.  There has been a failure to drive home the lesson 
of Ireland’s effective liberation from its history of dependence and marginalisation.  Frequent 
comments dismissing the concept of being at ‘The Heart of Europe’ reflect a total failure to 
grasp the degree to which Ireland was viewed from continental Europe as a peripheral island, 
beyond another, bigger island, until its arrival at the Council table in Brussels and in the European 
Parliament in Strasbourg.  

It must never be forgotten that the new relationship with the United Kingdom within the European 
Economic Community provided much of the essential basis for progress in the Northern Ireland 
situation which had reached crisis point at the time of both countries’ entry to the Community.  
Where meetings between the Governments of Ireland and the UK had been specific and formal 
up to the early 1970s the regular contact between both Ministers and senior officials in the course 
of the business of the European Council and the sectoral Councils provided a basis for personal 
relationships and the creation of trust and mutual understanding.  In due course the seminal 
Downing Street Declaration had its origins in the personal relationship developed between Albert 
Reynolds and John Major, as Minister for Finance and Chancellor of the Exchequer respectively, 
in the Ecofin Council. 
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All of this highlights the importance of the argument of academics such as Brigid Laffan about the 
lack of a compelling narrative about Europe, the European Union and Ireland as a European nation 
as we move beyond the decade-long debate on EU institutions and face the practical challenges of 
the first half of the 21st century.

Role of the Media

The role of the media was of critical importance in the referendum campaign.  Almost two thirds 
(65%) of respondents to the Eurobarometer Post-Referendum Survey said they received most of 
their information from television, while 48% mentioned newspapers and 9% radio.  The Internet 
was mentioned by only 13%, though this rose to 26% of the youngest age group in contrast to only 
4% of the over 54 age group.  

Coverage of the referendum campaign by both television and radio is subject to the Supreme 
Court Coughlan Judgement on strict balance between protagonists on the YES and ‘No’ sides. 
Coupled with the impact of the McKenna Judgement restricting campaign expenditure by the 
Government on promoting a treaty which it had negotiated on behalf of the nation and which had 
been approved by the Oireachtas, these legal provisions – designed to create a level playing field 
– had come under increasing criticism for perceived constraints on the work of broadcasters.  

In the first Lisbon campaign there were strenuous complaints from the ’Yes’ side for two reasons 
in particular.  The need to achieve balance between participants in each programme or feature was 
seen to produce situations in which spokespersons for fringe groups were accorded equal status 
with senior Government Ministers.  The almost universal practice of giving the first word to the 
representative of the ‘No’ side meant that ‘Yes’ side speakers were regularly forced into rebuttal 
rather than positive exposition of their viewpoint as presenters insisted on replies to ‘No’ side 
statements.

Prior to the second Lisbon vote, Peter Sutherland addressed these issues in a wide ranging address 
at the Law Library in Dublin.  In particular he argued that a particular problem existed because RTE 
treated the arguments of Lisbon protagonists as if equal credibility attached to each side “whereas 
virtually no respected and knowledgeable academic or political analyst would have recognised as 
real the threats that were so stridently proclaimed during the campaign” (Sutherland, 2009).

In addition, he argued, during the first Lisbon referendum the majority of the political parties in the 
State were allocated 50% of the air time with the remaining 50% of the time going to Sinn Féin, 
Libertas and others.  This was because of RTE interpretation of judgments of the Supreme Court 
on the Broadcasting Act 1960.  As amended, the Act required all news broadcasts by RTE to be 
“reported and presented in an objective and impartial manner”.  While nobody could question this 
requirement, which also applies to current affairs broadcasts, it demands equity in the treatment 
of arguments, not equality.  In current affairs programmes all that is required surely was to be fair 
having regard to the merits of the case.  This might dictate that each side be given the chance to 
have its say or that its position not be misrepresented.  This should not mean however that every 
time one side expresses a view the other must be given an opportunity to respond. 

In a particularly important passage of his address, he argued that:

in the event that one side (or part of one side) of a referendum campaign is making claims 
that cannot be substantiated in fact or in law, it is not unfair to that side, nor is it partial, to 
conclude that the claim in question is unsubstantiated and to act accordingly by not giving 
it equal air time.  That is what editorial responsibility is all about.  The fact is that by 
adopting a policy of deference to unjustified arguments just because they were made in a 
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referendum campaign there would necessarily be a failure to be fair to the side not making 
unsubstantiated claims.  [The Coughlan Judgement] was concerned with a particularly 
blatant case of lack of balance.  Nothing in the judgment requires what happened during 
the last referendum campaign in the provision of uncritical coverage to arguments that in 
some cases were without any substance (Sutherland, 2009).

Subsequent to this statement there was a discernable shift in policy in the public broadcasting 
sector during the second referendum.  While ensuring equitable coverage of both ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ 
campaigns there was less recourse to ‘rebuttal’ situations and greater use of balanced debate.  
Most significantly, presenters adopted a more robust approach to arguments advanced by both 
sides, questioning and challenging assertions and requiring specific references to treaty text or 
other evidence in support of issues raised in debate.  Issues of broadcasting staff knowledge and 
information arose in this connection.  Ignorance of the difference between the European Court of 
Justice and the European Court of Human Rights was only one of the inexcusable failings on the 
part of RTE presenters.  

Peter Sutherland further commented on another significant judgement – that by the Supreme 
Court in McKenna vs An Taoiseach which ruled that expenditure of public funds on one side 
of a referendum campaign breached the constitutional right to equality and balance.  The 
judgement has been interpreted as actually precluding the Government from spending any state 
funds in advocating a ‘Yes’ vote on a proposal initiated, or in European matters, negotiated by 
the democratically elected administration.  To many people this seems to be an unwarranted 
interference with the government of the country.  Sutherland quoted Mr Justice Barrington as 
saying, in another judgement, that “the Government is (not) merely the Chairman of the debating 
society” and concluded that a government in a democratic state should not be as restricted as 
it is in Ireland and that an opportunity should be found to review this situation in the future 
(Sutherland, 2009).
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THE OIREACHTAS SUB-COMMITTEE 
ON IRELAND’S FUTURE IN THE EU 
The Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in the European Union was established on 2 
October 2008 in response to the rejection of the Lisbon Treaty in the June referendum.  The Sub-
Committee was composed of seven TDs and five Senators (Fianna Fail 4 / Fine Gael 3 / Labour 
Party 2 / Green Party 1 / Sinn Féin 1 / Independent 1).  The Sub-Committee’s Chairman was 
Senator Paschal Donoghue (FG).

The Terms of Reference of the Sub-Committee, as agreed by the Houses of the Oireachtas, were:

to analyse the challenges facing Ireland in the European Union (EU) following the Lisbon 
Treaty Referendum result;

to consider Ireland’s future in the EU including in relation to economic and financial 
matters, social policy, defence and foreign policy and our influence within the European 
Institutions;

to make recommendations to enhance the role of the Houses of the Oireachtas in EU 
affairs;

to consider measures to improve public understanding of the EU and its  fundamental
importance for Ireland’s future (Oireachtas, 2008). 

The Sub-Committee presented its Report on 27 November 2008, setting out its conclusions on 
the implications of rejection of the Lisbon Treaty and making important recommendations on 
the role of the Oireachtas in EU Affairs and on enhancing Public Understanding of the EU and 
Irish Membership.  The Sinn Féin member, Pearse Doherty, and an Independent Senator, Ronan 
Mullen, dissented from the findings of the report.
  
The Sub-Committee concluded that:

Irish sovereignty has flourished in the European Union and Ireland’s role as a fully 
committed and engaged Member State has been vital to the advancement of the country’s  
national interests. It is imperative that Ireland’s position at the heart of Europe be 
maintained (Oireachtas, 2008).

The Sub-Committee noted “the paradox that the current proposals for reform of the EU institutions 
may not affect Irish influence within the EU but by rejecting the Lisbon Treaty this influence 
could potentially be undermined” (Oireachtas, 2008).  It recommended the implementation of a 
series of reforms to address the accountability deficit in EU decision making by enhancing the 
role of the national parliament by introducing a formal scrutiny reserve mechanism.  It called for 
urgent consideration of the creation of an independent body to assist public understanding of the 
European Union and act as an authoritative and impartial source of information about the Union’s 
work and Ireland’s place within it. 

In the course of the Sub-Committee’s work it was assisted by a report – ‘Ireland’s Future in 
Europe: Scenarios and Implications’ – commissioned from University College Dublin’s Dublin 
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European Institute.  This paper made the important point that “it is therefore in Ireland’s interest 
that any domestic discussion of European options (including but not limited to the Lisbon Treaty) 
take into account both Irish interests and preferences and those of other Member States” (DEI, 
2008).

It also received the IIEA report ‘Ireland’s Future After Lisbon: Issues, Options, Implications’ 
which concluded that: 

The imperative for all – or nearly all – the other Member States to find some way forward 
on the basis of the institutional and decision-making arrangements enshrined in the Treaty 
is pressing.  It is likely that the other Member States will consider that  the easiest and 
most straightforward way to do so, and the one which would be least damaging to Ireland’s 
interests in Europe and in the world, would be ratification of the Treaty (IIEA, 2008).

The Sub-Committee heard evidence from as many as 110 witnesses, both individuals and 
representatives of more than 40 organisations from across Europe.  These included a number of 
leading ‘No’ side protagonists and the main lines of their presentations are set out in the body of 
this paper.  

The issues raised covered a broad spectrum, from Anthony Coughlan’s total rejection of the 
European Union as such to the specific legislative demands of the Unite trade union for action by 
the Irish Government.  

The legitimacy of holding a second referendum was raised by Anthony Coughlan, Libertas leader 
Declan Ganley, Patricia McKenna and most dramatically by the representatives of COIR / Youth 
Defence prior to their choreographed walk-out from the Sub-Committee meeting room.  Both 
Ganley and McKenna raised more general points on the democratic credentials of the European 
Union with Libertas reiterating a demand for a 25-page constitution for the Union but continuing 
to refuse to make any suggestion as to its content.

Issues related to neutrality and alleged ‘militarisation’ of the EU were raised by PANA, Afri, 
Patricia McKenna and Joe Higgins.  The perceived neo-liberal economic and social policies of the 
EU were highlighted by Afri and Joe Higgins.  

Specific issues raised included Unite’s demand for rights listed in the Charter of Fundamental Rights 
to be legislated immediately by the Irish Government, concerns on the status and interpretation of 
the Charter itself and Eamon Dunphy’s argument that he could not vote for a document he could 
not understand.  Mr Dunphy was later to express support for the Treaty. 

Members of the Sub-Committee pursued the witnesses on the available alternatives following the 
‘No’ vote in the June 2008 referendum.  The responses were varied and, in many cases, vague in 
terms of practicality and delivery.  

Afri wanted a period of reflection putting the focus on development rather than liberalisation.  
Unite wanted the Government to legislate for certain workers’ rights and called for a range of 
enhanced social policies.  Libertas demanded a constitutional filter to protect Irish approaches to 
social and human rights from the threat allegedly posed by the Charter of Fundamental Rights.  
Eamon Dunphy wanted accessible explanation of the treaty text.  Patricia McKenna called for the 
citizens of Europe to have a say in the process of where Europe is going in the future.

Four witnesses put forward specific proposals.

Anthony Coughlan stated that the best thing for Ireland would be for the Government not to rush 
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ahead with this matter but to wait until the next British general election when the likely emergence 
of a Conservative Government would see the rejection of the Lisbon Treaty. 

PANA’s Roger Cole made the basic, minimum demand that Ireland be excluded from the process 
of ‘militarisation’ in Europe through a special protocol, arguing that Denmark’s protocol designed 
to underpin its strong commitment to NATO provided a workable model.

Joe Higgins called for an alternative Europe where economic, social and political power would be 
transferred democratically to working people in a real sense, with financial institutions nationalised 
and run democratically – “a socialist, democratic, workers’ Union”. 

Declan Ganley demanded a better deal.  It would be possible to go back to basics.  A constitution 
or fundamental treaty was required which should be up front and honest in what it set out to 
achieve.  All Europe’s citizens must be given a vote on it.

Key Points From Presentations

The following quotations are taken from the transcripts of the public sessions of the Sub- 
Committee.

Andy Storey, Afri (4 November 2008):

We raise questions in the submission on whether it opens the door to greater Irish 
participation in missions which could be to do with the interests of western powers rather 
than genuine humanitarian or development needs of people in poorer countries.

We have very serious concerns about how the Chad intervention, well-intentioned though 
it undoubtedly is by many of the participants, could reinforce the foreign policy goals of 
the French Government.  Our concerns regarding the militarisation-development nexus 
are about the likely uses of enhanced EU military capability both in co-operation with 
NATO and acting separately.

The EU’s attempt to strengthen its commitment to trade liberalisation and the other 
components of a neoliberal external agenda has to be questioned at this point in time. I 
argue that it is not the best way of promoting development in poorer countries, or indeed 
in Ireland.

Perhaps the post-Lisbon treaty period of reflection, in which we consider Ireland’s future in 
Europe in the context of the financial crisis we are enduring, represents a good opportunity 
for us to rethink that agenda and put the focus on development, rather than liberalisation, 
once more.

Jimmy Kelly, UNITE (4 November 2008):

The demand that the Irish people should act like good Europeans and vote ‘yes’ in the 
referendum does not make sense when one considers the poor European policies that are 
being pursued by the Government.  We highlighted the following areas: a comprehensive 
and free health care system; the failure to provide a free education system; and a failure to 
provide the social protection measures on a par with European neighbours.

We do not accept that the Charter of Fundamental Rights should draw up a document 
that has no place in legislation here.  If the Government and employers wish to convince 
workers in the Republic of Ireland they must move towards the preconditions we have 
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outlined.

It would be helpful if they understood why we voted against it and began to address the 
reasons we voted against it.  It was not an anti-Europe vote, it was a vote for the rights we 
should have.  

We could move forward if the Government was serious and stated clearly that it would 
legislate for the rights in the Charter. 

We need a Government which states it has listened to what has been said, that it understands 
what has been said and is now addressing what has been said in a concrete fashion.

Declan Ganley, Libertas  (18 November 2008):

The problem is with the rejection of the ideals of Jean Monnet, of Schuman, of De Gasperi 
who would not subscribe to this project.  This is not the Europe those founders set out to 
build.  This is a rejection of it.  It twists what Europe should be.

On 12 June we handed back Europe to the almost half a billion people to whom it belongs.  
Resolving this anti-democratic formula is not Ireland’s problem.  

We are being bullied by people outside our country over the sovereign decision we made.

Ireland’s tax advantages can be undermined.  The EU has jurisdiction in matters 
of competition.  The ECJ could rule on the issue by by-passing our veto on taxation.  
Veto-proof destination taxes could also be applied via Lisbon’s enhanced co-operation 
provision, neutralising our tax advantages.  Furthermore, changes could be made to our 
tax status without the need for a further referendum.

We go back to basics.  We say Europe needs a constitution or a fundamental treaty.  It 
should be no more than 25 pages. It should be up front and honest in what it sets out to 
achieve.  All of Europe’s citizens must be given a vote on it.

I said during our campaign that we could get a better deal and we can.  The better deal is 
not in this document.  It requires us to go back to the drawing board and start again.

I beg members not to make the mistake of recommending a re-run of the referendum.  
Why? Because it would be lost.

Caroline Simons, Libertas (18 November 2008):

Under the Lisbon treaty – with reference to Article 6 of the Treaty on European Union – 
the rights in the Charter would be recognised and the Charter would be given the same 
legal weight as the treaties.  What that means in plain English is that the Charter would 
have primacy over our Constitution.

We need to make sure a constitutional filter is active here to ensure that our Constitution 
and the Irish people are the final arbiters with regard to social and human rights issues.  

Richard Greene, COIR/Youth Defence (20 November 2008):

Some 862,415 people voted ‘no’ to Lisbon.  On behalf of each of these people we ask the 
committee today if it will show its respect for the Irish ‘no’ vote by declaring the treaty 
dead and calling on EU leaders to end the treaty ratification process immediately.
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Suppressing the sovereign will of the people in such a fashion would be an act of treason 
the likes of which has not been seen since the Act of Union.

Chairman: You have come in here you have made an allegation that this sub-committee is 
participating in an act of treason

Richard Greene: It is not an allegation – it is the truth. 

Niamh Ui Bhriain, COIR / Youth Defence (20 November 2008):

This is a meaningless farce. It is an insult to the Irish people and we are leaving this 
meeting.

Eamon Dunphy  (20 November 2008):

I certainly would not sign a contract or a piece of paper I did not understand – it is bad 
practice.  That was the reason I voted ‘no’.

I am so pro-European I would like to see elections directly to the Parliament, the Presidency 
and a cabinet that I could vote for but I will not give my consent to something I do not 
understand and effectively to a Commission over which I have no control …

Anthony Coughlan, National Platform (21 November 2008): 

I have been a long-standing opponent of European integration on political grounds.  

I opposed the European treaties during the years because I read the memoirs of Monnet 
30 years ago.  I have been opposed from the beginning to the attempts to turn it into a 
political union, a quasi-superfederal superstate.

The Treaty of Lisbon … is the culmination of the constitutional side of this federal project.  
It established for the first time a legally new European Union with its own legal personality, 
separate from and superior to its Member States.  We would all be made real citizens of 
this for the first time, which is a profoundly important development.

I have been opposed to the project because that is what it is about.  

The Irish Government has been conniving in this to impose upon the Irish people and 
European people generally – the constitution of a profoundly undemocratic European 
Union …

We have given our result and the Government has shown total disrespect to it.  Any attempt 
to re-run the Lisbon referendum on the same treaty would be constitutionally improper.  It 
will have to be decided by the Supreme Court if someone takes legal action.

All areas of public policy, actually or potentially come within the compass of the new 
Union, whose laws, acts and measures are then valid in the State … These are important 
constitutional facts and profound changes.

In my judgement, the most prudent course for the Government now … is not to rush ahead 
with this matter but to wait until the next British general election …

The Conservative Party has said it will put the issue to the British people and recommend a 
‘no’ vote if we have not reversed our decision of last June and the treaty remains unratified.  
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That would be the best thing not just for Ireland, but for the whole of the EU because the 
Lisbon treaty is a bad, reactionary and undemocratic treaty.

If the Irish people are gulled, deceived, bamboozled and threatened into reversing their 
vote of last June we will be the laughing stock of Europe because we will be voting ‘yes’ 
for exactly the same document we rejected last June.  Future historians of our time will 
wonder at the character of those elements of the political class and media who encourage 
that, because it would be to wreak an abominable constitutional revolution on the people 
of Ireland and Europe.  It should not be done.

Roger Cole, PANA (21 November 2008):

PANA was established in 1996 because we believed then it was the intention of the Irish 
ruling class to destroy Irish independence, Irish democracy and Irish neutrality to ensure 
the State was integrated into the EU-US-NATO military structures.

Our contention is that the people who support the Lisbon Treaty … are all part of the 
imperial tradition in Europe.  Anyone who knows anything about European history knows 
of the powerful imperial tradition. 

We have always argued that we wanted a protocol, a legally binding part of the treaty, 
unlike a declaration that has no legal status. The protocol would ensure that Ireland was 
not part of the military development. Denmark has had such a protocol for years and, to 
my knowledge, the world has not come to an end. It seems reasonable that this should be 
the minimum in the new treaty.

The European Defence Agency, which might be more accurately described as the European 
war agency, should be abolished and its assets transferred to a European climate change 
agency …

The key reason is that we do not believe that it is in the interests of the Irish people, the 
interests of the people in the other Member States or in the interests of the American people 
that we keep on going down this road of spending more and more money on weapons. 

Our basic minimum demand is that Ireland be excluded from the process of militarisation 
in Europe.

On the question of EU missions my core problem is with the imperial tradition of many 
other Member States.  For example, in Chad the current leader is in power because the 
French military keep him there.

Thousands and thousands of Irish people are in Afghanistan and they are all dead, having 
fought for the battle groups of the British union.

Patricia McKenna, Peoples’ Movement (21 November 2009):

The largest challenge facing the Government is to get the message across to our EU 
colleagues that the Irish people have voted and rejected the proposal that would 
fundamentally alter the EU.

It is clear that there is a conspiracy against the citizens of the Member States to create a 
European Union which does not have their support.

Those declarations will not be legally binding and the text will not be changed one iota 
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… issues relating to taxation and other matters will be decided by the European Court of 
Justice.

The Committee should have got Jean-Marie Le Pen to come … it is no exaggeration to say 
that many citizens of Europe feel they were oppressed because they did not have a vote.  
We could have been a voice for those people … 

What we need to do is to allow the citizens of Europe to have a say in the process of where 
Europe is going in the future  ...  addressing in particular issues that have come up in every 
single referendum since I have been involved.  These include the questions of whether 
we want the European Union to militarise further, whether we feel there is a democratic 
deficit within the EU, and whether its citizens have some control over those who make 
decisions on their behalf. 

It is an opportunity to involve the citizens of Europe in something from which they have 
been excluded to date – the decision on how to address the democratic deficit.

Joe Higgins, Socialist Party (21 November 2008):

There has been a conscious writing out of the fact that the ideas of the left provide an 
alternative to how Europe is run at present.

We concentrated on issues that are crucial to the development of the EU and working 
people, particularly within that such issues as the need to protect public services from 
privatisation and, therefore, to resist the lessening of protection that was implicit in the 
Lisbon Treaty, opposition to militarisation and, crucially, the protection of workers’ rights 
against the attacks by the EU  and the European Court of Justice.

The Europe we want to see instead is one where economic, social and political power is 
transferred democratically to working people in a real sense, where the major levers of 
the economy are democratically controlled rather than privately manipulated by small 
and powerful elites, where the financial institutions, particularly in the current crisis, are 
nationalised and again run democratically and where, on that basis, it would be entirely 
possible across all EU countries to have a democratic economic and financial system that 
represents and advances the interest of the majority of the population …

The European Union is now a superstate but it should not be.  The Lisbon Treaty is about 
giving this bloc more neoliberal economic policies for greater profits and exploitation.  It 
will give it a military wing so that it can go on the world stage and vie with the United 
States and other large powers for markets, raw materials and political influence. 

I make no apology whatsoever for opposing the treaties.  I have a completely different view 
of and vision for the European Union … I want a socialist, democratic, workers’ Union.

Sinn Féin Presentation at Oireachtas Committee on European Affairs, 24 24 
24 September 2009

As Sinn Féin was represented in the Oireachtas Sub-Committee it did not make a formal witness 
presentation to that body.  But in the run-up to the second referendum, the Oireachtas Committee 
on European Affairs heard the views of the leaders of the political parties represented in Dail 
Eireann, among them the Sinn Féin leader in the Dail, Caoimhín O Cáoláin TD.  The key points 
of his presentation included the following: 
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We fear we will still lose our Commissioner in 2014. I challenge anyone present to state 
unequivocally and on the record that while the Lisbon Treaty proposal to reduce the size of 
the Commission remains, the possibility of member states losing their rights of a permanent 
Commissioner is not only a possibility but indeed a probability come 2014.

Our neutrality will still be undermined. Although the so-called legally binding guarantee 
reiterates the position that only an Irish Government can send Irish troops abroad, it 
does not address the many concerns Sinn Féin raised during the previous Lisbon Treaty 
referendum with regard to the advances on the common security and common defence 
agendas.

Workers’ rights and public services will still come under attack. The solemn declaration is 
nothing more than a glorified press release, giving the EU institutions no new powers or 
instruments to address the growing deficit with regard to workers’ rights.

Tax harmonisation will still be made easier, as Sinn Féin argued in 2008. Our concern 
was never that the Lisbon Treaty would introduce tax harmonisation, rather the simplified 
revision procedure contained in Article 48 of the treaty would allow the Council acting by 
unanimity to move taxation to qualified majority vote and we, the people, would not have 
the right to a referendum in this vital matter of State sovereignty.

The Lisbon Treaty is out of date and out of time. We need a new treaty written by new 
political forces containing new policies to meet the new and very serious challenges of 
our time.

This is the document we presented which has been translated as well [Sinn Féin had 
responded to the report of the Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in the European Union 
by producing ‘Majority View – Minority Report’ which is summarized in the appendices].  
Our position is a better deal for Ireland and the European Union.  Sadly and regrettably, 
the points we have raised in terms of the deficiencies of the Lisbon Treaty have not been 
reflected in the engagement with other member state representatives. They are well aware 
of this which is why on what is almost the opening page, the introduction to the issues, 
they not once but twice refer to the people’s concerns as represented by the Taoiseach 
and use such language elsewhere. I enjoy language and I believe the construction of that 
phrase is an acknowledgement and an admission that they are very well aware of other 
real concerns not reflected. 
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2008 2009

RESULT OF LISBON TREATY 
REFERENDUM, 2 OCTOBER 2009
The result of the 2009 referendum saw the highest ’Yes’ vote in an Irish referendum on Europe 
since the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992.  The turnout was the highest in a European referendum 
since the original vote on joining the then EEC in 1972. 

Votes Cast 1,614,866  1,808,874 + 194,008
% TURNOUT 53 59 +6
‘Yes’ 752,451 1,214,268 + 461,817
% 47 67 +20
‘No’ 862,415 594,606 - 267,809
% 53 33 53

In round figures, the June 2008 poll saw the number of ‘No’ voters at 300,000 above trend to give 
the ‘No’ side a clear 53% plurality.  In October 2009 the ‘No’ vote effectively returned to trend.

Results of EEC/EU Referenda in Ireland 1972-2009

The Irish electorate has voted on eight occasions on EEC accession and on successive European 
treaties.  The results are as follows:

       

(‘000)  Electorate Turnout % t/o ’Yes’ % ‘No’  % 
1972 1,784 1,264       71 1,042     83 212 17
1987 2,462 1.085       44 755 70 325 30
1992 2,543 1,457       57 1,001    69 449 31
1998 2,747 1,544       56 933 62 578 38
2001 2,868  998 35 453 46 529 54
2002 2,924 1,447       50 906 63 535 37
2008 3,051 1,621       53 752 47 862 53
2009 3,078 1,816       59 1,214 67 595 33
Average 2,682 1,404       52 882 63 510 37
Last Four 2,980 1,470       49 831 57 630 43

These figures reflect the Irish experience of being a ‘referendum country’ in relation to European 
matters.  The Chairman of the Institute of International and European Affairs Brendan Halligan 
has pointed out that “the continuous use of referenda was not intended by the Irish government in 
1972 when preparing for EEC entry.  They believed the constitutional amendment agreed by the 
people would permit accession to further treaties.  So the Supreme Court decision on the Crotty 
Case in 1985, declaring aspects of the Single European Act unconstitutional, came as a shock to 
the Government of the day.  Now all EU treaties are preceded by a constitutional amendment” 
(Halligan, 2009).
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A key issue is that of turnout which has varied from an initial high of 71% in 1972 to the 
extraordinary low of 35% in the first Nice poll in 2001.  Analysis of abstention patterns has 
indicated a division between those who stay away for a mixture of personal reasons (such as ‘I 
was too busy’ or ‘It didn’t seem important’), those who found the overall campaign unappealing 
and those who lacked information or knowledge of the issues.  Lack of knowledge appeared to 
be a key element of abstention in the first Nice and Lisbon polls.  In the 2001 Nice campaign the 
slogan ‘If You Don’t Know – Vote No!’ struck a powerful note leading both to a strong ‘No’ vote 
and to an historically low level of participation.  Abstention has been particularly associated with 
three demographic groups: the young, the unskilled and farmers.  

The existence of a ‘referendum dynamic’ has been suggested in which the emergence of a political 
consensus – apart from the 1972 poll, the European referenda have been characterised by a 
common position among parties representing as much as 90% of the seats in Dail Eireann – leads 
to the effective withdrawal of the political establishment from the arena “leaving the referendum 
field open to capture by … ‘fringe activists’ frequently espousing populist or anti-establishment 
values” (O’Mahony, 2009).  This phenomenon is reflected in the relative lack of political activity 
‘on the ground’ in the referenda by contrast to the situation in local or national elections.  The 
lack of direct contact, through canvassing and public meetings, with the main parties can lead to 
abstention, or even atypical voting, by party supporters or sympathisers.  

Over the eight referenda the average turnout was 52% and abstention was 48%.  Thus the average 
‘Yes’ vote represented no more than 33% of the total electorate and the ‘No’ vote just 19%.  The 
absolute ‘No’ vote has been more or less the same in the last five EU referenda – at an average of 
550,000 – with the exception of the first Lisbon poll when an additional 300,000 voters opposed 
the Treaty.  Brendan Halligan argues that the ‘No’ vote on European questions is relatively stable 
and predictable at just below 20% of the electorate.  

He sees the Irish electorate divided into five groups:

•	 One fifth of the electorate is hard ‘Yes’
•	 One fifth is soft ‘Yes’
•	 One fifth is hard ‘No’
•	 One fifth cannot vote
•	 One fifth won’t vote

He goes on to argue that if the soft ‘Yes’ is mobilised the result is 2:1 for ‘Yes’.  If not – as has 
happened twice in the past decade – the ‘No’ side wins (Halligan, 2009).
 
A straightforward analysis of the trend in voting in the four most recent European referenda 
shows, first of all, a positive indicator insofar as the turnout increased from a disastrous 34% in 
Nice I to a reasonably respectable 59% in Lisbon II (the figure for the 2007 General Election was 
67%).  The other significant point is that the first Lisbon poll, in June 2008, produced a remarkable 
surge in the numbers voting ‘No’.  The ‘Yes’ vote collapsed in Nice I through mass abstention, 
reflecting a disturbing lack of interest and an extremely ineffective ‘Yes’ campaign.  In the event, 
the ‘Yes’ vote in Nice II increased by almost exactly the additional numbers voting.  

The ‘Yes’ vote in Lisbon I again reflected an uninspired ‘Yes’ campaign in the face of a professional 
‘No’ side.  The ‘Yes’ side in Lisbon II gained from significant swings from both the ‘No’ side and 
previous abstainers as the turnout rose by 6 percentage points.  These figures point to the existence 
of a significant element of soft ‘Yes’ voters whose willingness to vote for European treaties cannot 
be taken for granted.
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Lisbon Treaty Post-Referendum Survey (Eurobarometer, October 2009)

Motivation for the ‘No’ vote

In October 2009, the most often cited reason for voting ‘No’, comprising 17% of all replies given 
by ‘No’ voters, was the desire to “protect Irish identity and sovereignty.”  The second reason (with 
10% of the replies) was a “lack of trust in politicians.”  Almost as many of the replies referred to 
the fact that the Irish had already voted ‘No’ in the first referendum and / or disagreement with the 
second referendum on principle (9%).

Other frequently mentioned reasons were to “safeguard Irish neutrality in security and defence 
matters” (6% of replies) and to protest against the government’s policies (5%).  Not knowing 
enough about the Treaty to vote became a much less frequent reason to vote against the treaty (4% 
vs 22% of replies in 2009 and 2008 respectively).  Being “against the idea of a unified Europe” 
and “because of declining jobs” each made up 4% of the replies.  An extraordinary  proportion 
(27%) of the replies did not fit any of these categories.

17%  To protect Irish identity  
10% Lack of trust in politicians 
9% Disagree with second referendum 
6% Safeguarding Irish neutrality 
5% Protest against Government policies 
4% Against the idea of a unified Europe 
4% Insufficient knowledge of Treaty 
4% Because of declining employment 
3% Dominance of larger EU states 
2% Potential loss of Commissioner 
2% To protect tax system 
2% To protect influence of small states 
2% To avoid influx of immigrants 
2% To prevent EU legislation on abortion, etc.
2% To prevent single EU voice on foreign policy 
2% Don’t know 
24% Other

The abstention rate declined significantly from 47% in 2008 to 41% in 2009.  In general, voters 
felt better informed about the Treaty and the issues at stake and were less likely to mention a lack 
of information as their reason for not voting.  The percentage of those who said they did not vote 
because they “did not fully understand the issues raised by the referendum” declined from 52% to 
39%, as did the proportion of those who said they were not informed about the “issues at stake” 
(from 42% to 29%) or the Treaty’s content (from 37% to 32%).  On the other hand, more people 
in 2009 claimed that they were “turned off by the campaigns” (up to 40% from 34% in 2008).  
The main reasons for abstention were being “too busy” and having “more important things to do”.

From 2008 to 2009, a considerable proportion changed their vote from ‘No’ to ‘Yes’, or from 
abstention to ‘Yes’.  Fewer moved the other way, showing that the ‘Yes’ campaign was able to 
reach a wider support base while at the same time keeping its original voters.

The main reasons respondents mentioned for switching to ‘Yes’ from ‘No’ were “increased 
communication” about the Treaty, a belief that voting ‘Yes’ would “help the Irish economy” and 
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feeling “more engaged in public debate”.  For those ‘Yes’ voters who had abstained in the first 
referendum, “feeling more informed and more included in public debate” was also an important 
reason, although the most commonly invoked reasons for voting ‘Yes’ after an abstention were 
unavailability or uneligibility in 2008.

In 2009, respondents were much more convinced by the ‘Yes’ campaign.  There was a dramatic 
increase in the proportion who felt that the ‘Yes’ campaign was convincing, from 15% in 2008 
to 67% in 2009. Regarding the ‘No’ campaign, the reverse was true: while in 2008, 67% found it 
convincing, by 2009 only 18% did.

A socio-demographic analysis by voting preference shows that in each broad segment of Irish 
society, ‘Yes’ voters outnumbered those who opposed the Treaty.  Men were slightly more likely 
than women to vote ‘Yes’ in the referendum (69% men vs. 66% women), as were elderly people 
(72% vs. 56%-67% of other age groups), those with more education (75% of those who completed 
their studies after the age of 20), the self-employed (72% vs. 53%-67% of other occupational 
categories), and those living in more urbanised areas (72% of metropolitan residents).

Those still in education (55%) and the youngest group (56%), along with manual workers (53%) 
and rural residents (65%), were the least likely to support the ‘Yes’ vote.  However, even in these 
groups, over half of respondents supported the Treaty.
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RESPONSES BY ‘NO’ SIDE TO 
REFERENDUM RESULT
The full texts of twenty statements issued by opponents of the Lisbon Treaty immediately following 
the result of the referendum are set out in the website Appendices.  The key messages emerging 
from these statements may be summarized under the following headings. 

No Change in Basic Attitudes

The responses of the various ‘No’ side organisations and individuals show no diminution in their 
negative attitudes to the Lisbon Treaty and to the European Union as a whole.  While some groups 
– such as the Green Party, the SIPTU trade union and individuals such as Eamon Dunphy, Finian 
McGrath TD, Senator Shane Ross and David Quinn – had moved from the ‘No’ camp into support 
of the Treaty in the period prior to the October 2009 poll, there has been no sign since then of 
imminent changes in approach by those active in the ‘No’ camp.  On the contrary, many statements 
contain references to future organisation and activity in pursuit of longstanding objectives. 

Allegation that the Referendum Ignored the Will of the People

Bruce Arnold described the referendum as an event of lasting political significance since, 
regardless of the outcome, those who voted 'No' did so having been disenfranchised.  He argued 
that the Government – without any guarantees at all for what they did – broke trust with a national 
democratic decision, one that was enshrined in our Constitution and should have had an absolute 
value, as referendums have had in the past.

The Wall Street Journal argued that perhaps the single greatest factor determining the outcome 
of the referendum was that it was held at all.  Democracy, it was contended, meant adhering to 
the will of the majority of the day.  The second poll mocked the voting process, convincing many 
voters that going to the polls was an exercise in futility.  This was the case for many who indicated 
that they had voted against the Treaty in 2008 but hadn't bothered in 2009.

Argument that the Result lacked Political Legitimacy 

Anthony Coughlan stated that, while the result of the Lisbon re-run must be accepted as a fact, 
it was not a result that democrats need morally or politically to identify with or approve.  The 
result, he claimed, did not have political legitimacy, whatever the voting percentages amounted 
to, because of the fraudulent and undemocratic way in which the referendum was run, “making it 
unique in these respects among the 30 or so referendums that have been held in Ireland since its 
Constitution was adopted in 1937”.

Patricia McKenna referred to a referendum campaign which was unique in modern Irish history 
for its massive unlawfulness and breaches of the country’s referendum law.

The issues raised as evidence of illegality or illegitimacy included: 

the intervention of the European Commission, entailing massive expenditure of money to 
influence Irish opinion towards a ‘Yes’; 
the part funding of the campaigns of most of Ireland’s ‘Yes’ side political parties by their 
sister parties in the European Parliament, even though it is illegal under Irish law to receive 
donations from sources outside the country; 

51

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



the Irish Government’s unlawful use of public funds in circulating to voters a postcard 
with details of the so-called “assurances” of the European Council, followed by a brochure 
some time later containing a tendentious summary of the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty; 

the failure of the country’s statutory Referendum Commission to carry out its function 
under the Referendum Act that established it of explaining to citizens how the proposed 
constitutional amendment and its text would affect the Irish Constitution; 

huge expenditure of money by private companies such as Intel and Ryanair to advocate a 
Yes vote, without any statutory limit; 

breaches by the Irish broadcast media of their obligation under the Broadcasting Acts to be 
fair to all interests concerned in their coverage of issues of public controversy and debate.

 
Allegation that the Referendum Commission acted incorrectly

The Peoples’ Movement argued that “the so-called ‘independent’ Referendum Commission became 
a tool for the ‘Yes’ side.  The Referendum Commission failed to carry out its main function – to 
explain the constitutional amendment to the voters – and its advertising campaign on radio and TV 
right up to and including polling day flies in the face of our prohibition on political advertising”.  

As indicated above, Anthony Coughlan of the National Platform made reference to the failure of  
the  Referendum Commission to carry out its function under the Referendum Act.  Instead, he 
argued, the Commission Chairman, Judge Frank Clarke, turned the Commission into an arm of 
Government propaganda and indulged in various ‘solo runs’ on radio and in the newspapers even 
though this was quite beyond his powers under the Act.

Perception that the Result was achieved by Money, Power and Manipulation

The Workers’ Party asserted that the ‘Yes’ side had three huge advantages.  They had 90% of the 
money; 95% of the media; and 100% of the establishment, a combination which was impossible 
to overcome.  

The Peoples’ Movement argued that the ‘Yes’ campaign outspent the ‘No’ side by at least a factor 
of ten to one and that it was funded illegally by the EU Commission, the political groups in the 
Brussels Parliament, and even by the government itself.  UKIP claimed that a wall of taxpayers’ 
money had been spent by the ‘Yes’ side and that the state broadcaster changed its political 
impartiality rules for the campaign.  

The Communist Party of Ireland stated that “despite the millions spent by the ‘Yes’ side – most 
of which came from the EU Commission through its many front organisations – a substantial 
minority of our people refused to be bribed and to sell their independence.”

Argument that the ‘Yes’ side highlighted Jobs and the Economy –                    
Promises Must be Delivered

Declan Ganley asserted that “We had a dishonest ‘Yes’ campaign – and I’m not going to be 
gracious about it because it doesn’t deserve a gracious response – focused on jobs and economic 
recovery.  Let’s see in a year from now whether these things prove to be the case.”
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Sinn Féin argued that the ratification of the Treaty would not solve Ireland’s economic problems 
and there was an onus on those who promised jobs on the back of Lisbon to now deliver for 
communities and the unemployed. 

The International Committee of the Fourth International (ICFI) summed up the campaign from the 
viewpoint of the ‘No’ side: 

The ‘Yes’ campaign, involving the two government parties, Fianna Fail and the Greens, 
as well as their opponents Fine Gael and Labour, played aggressively on widespread 
fears for jobs and social provisions. The well funded campaign, which also involved 
leading corporations such as Microsoft, Intel, Ryanair, a host of employer, trade union 
and farming organisations and the entire Irish press, threatened workers, in the words of 
the employers’ federation IBEC, that a “Yes” vote was “an essential step on the road to 
economic recovery.  

Argument that there was a Lack of Debate on the Content of the Treaty

The Workers Party claimed that one of the predictable aspects of the referendum campaign was 
the complete refusal of the ‘Yes’ side to engage in any debate as to the actual provisions of the 
Lisbon Treaty itself.  Instead, they said, the ‘Yes’ side stuck to a well choreographed litany of 
diversionary tactics designed to frighten people to vote ‘Yes’ and dissuade them from voting ‘No’.  

Richard Boyd Barrett argued that there was an absolute refusal by the ‘Yes’ side to debate the 
details of the Treaty.  But worst of all, he claimed, the ‘Yes’  side scared the people into believing 
that their jobs and the economy were doomed if they voted ‘No’.  

Perception that the ‘No’ side was Incoherent

The International Committee of the Fourth International, in a detailed analysis, argued that the 
‘No’ side campaign lacked coherence: “A loose alliance led by Sinn Féin and including anti-
abortionists, low tax campaigners, pacifists and various pseudo-left groups all upheld an essentially 
nationalist agenda in opposition to the treaty’s provisions … such an opportunistic mishmash had 
no possibility of convincing the majority of workers that there was a basis for defying Ireland’s 
corporate and political elite.”

The Communist Party of Ireland described a situation in which the ‘No’ side was seen as a 
fragmented opposition who for very different reasons were against the Treaty.  Reflecting 
differences within the ‘No’ side the CPI argued that “the integrity of the People’s Movement, 
who exposed the Government the first time round, was overshadowed by the return of Declan 
Ganley, who, having stood and lost in the European elections last year, stated that he would not be 
involved in the campaign a second time.  He changed his mind at the last minute, but his media 
presence was detrimental to the ‘No’ campaign.”

Argument that the ‘No’ Voters have no voice in Conventional Politics 

Perhaps the most significant conclusion to be taken from the post-referendum comments relates 
to the existence of a relatively large number of Irish voters whose views on Europe and on the 
European Union in particular appear to have no resonance in the mainstream politics of the country.

Bruce Arnold argued that those who voted ‘No’ in the second poll represented what could be 
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described as a ‘Fourth Force’ in Irish politics.  In his view, this body of opinion – angry, cheated, 
abused and widely dismissed – probably did not represent as many people as the three main 
parties but might be sufficient to make a significant impact on the prospects of all other parties. 
“Part of the definition of that new political movement out of which a new political party might be 
formed has to reside in the necessity for a redefining of how democracy should work, both here 
and in Europe.” 

Anthony Coughlan claimed that the referendum exposed the moral and political bankruptcy of 
Ireland’s main political parties.  He saw a vacuum in Irish politics, as there is in many other 
EU  countries, where all the establishment political parties line up on one side with many of the 
country’s citizens on the other.  He pointed to a situation across Europe where many citizens are 
not being properly represented by those who have been elected to represent them and predicted 
that the coming period in history would see many attempts to fill this political vacuum, in Ireland 
and elsewhere. 

The Socialist Workers Party, in its lengthy reflection, wrote that “the conclusion that springs 
from any serious analysis of the referendum is that one third of Irish society are presently under-
represented in the political spectrum.”  The SWP went on to argue that the challenge was to 
construct a broad radical left alternative that could gain a key foothold in the Dail and indicated 
that the People Before Profit Alliance might provide the focus for this effort.  

Richard Greene and Brian Hickey of CÓIR /Youth Defence commented that a significant section 
of the electorate was unrepresented by any of the political parties.  Considering it necessary to 
provide a political alternative to those parties, CÓIR indicated that it would be holding meetings 
with its activists to look at the possibility of forming CÓIR into  “a patriotic, conservative and 
socially conscious party” looking to attract disillusioned conservatives within Fianna Fail and 
Sinn Féin supporters who feel uncomfortable with that party’s position on social and moral issues. 

Anger in Foreign Circles

UKIP, which had intervened in the campaign, saw the referendum as “a decisive victory for the 
bully boys, big money and bureaucrats.”  Nigel Farage MEP asserted that “the Irish have been 
terrified by the prospect that a ‘No’ vote will cost jobs in the downturn.  The conduct of this 
referendum was a travesty of democracy from start to finish.”

Open Europe Director Lorraine Mullaly said “This is a sad day for democracy in Europe.”  
Asserting that the Lisbon Treaty transferred huge new powers to the EU and away from ordinary 
people and national parliaments she claimed that EU elites were popping the champagne and 
slapping each other on the back for managing to bully Ireland into reversing its first verdict on an 
undemocratic Treaty.

The Daily Mail columnist Peter Hitchens made the following extraordinary comment on the same 
day: 

So, out of the smog of dishonesty that has long concealed it, we see at last the true shape 
of the thing that threatens us.  A great grey tower of Babel reaches up into the sky over 
Europe, lopsided, full of cracks and likely to collapse in the fulness of time.  But unlike 
the mythical original, it is complete – even though its builders neither understand nor 
particularly like each other.

The Wall Street Journal asserted that the greatest single factor determining the outcome of Friday's 
referendum was that it was held at all.  Democracy, it stated, means adhering to the will of the 
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majority of the day.  What had happened not only mocked the voting process but convinced many 
that going to the polls was an exercise in futility.  This was the case for many, who indicated that 
they had voted against the treaty last year but hadn't bothered on the previous Friday.
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

 
Europhobic or Eurosceptic attitudes are clearly not a phenomenon limited to this country.  The 
intervention of parties and individuals from Britain, France, Denmark and the Czech Republic in 
the two Lisbon Treaty referendum campaigns was significant as was the failed attempt of Libertas 
to establish itself, and its leader, as players on the international scene.

From the outset, the project of closer European integration has evoked opposition from exactly the 
same points on the political compass as those discussed in earlier sections.  

European Defence Community 1954 

Great controversies surrounded the 1950s effort to create a European Defence Community which 
was considered by Jean Monnet to be a decisive step in moving towards closer unity in Europe 
and the best way to prevent a revival of German nationalism.  In the final vote in the Assemblée 
Nationale, the French Communist Party (PCF) and, on the opposite side of French politics, the 
Rassemblement du Peuple Français (RPF), created by General de Gaulle, combined their efforts to 
fight against a project which in their eyes meant an unacceptable surrender of national sovereignty.  
In the face of this rebuff, Monnet commented that further efforts to achieve European unity would 
see right-wing and left-wing nationalism tacitly joining forces to sabotage them. 

Socialist Parties in France and Germany

The French socialist party SFIO (Section Francaise de l’Internationale Ouvrière) participated in 
the first post-war French Government which included Communist ministers.  The SFIO leadership 
supported the Marshall Plan in 1947 and saw it as essential for European economic unification but 
the party’s rank-and-file was suspicious of American influence.  The leadership position prevailed 
and the party supported the establishment of both the Council of Europe and NATO.  Then, in 
1951, the SFIO supported the Schuman-Monnet plan for the European Coal and Steel Community.  
The party was badly divided over the European Defence Community project but supported the 
Treaty of Rome and the establishment of the EEC.

The development of the Parti Socialiste under Francois Mitterrand, who was to become President 
of the Republic in 1981, was characterized by growing factionalism.  After Mitterrand, the party 
saw power struggles involving strong personalities – Rocard, Jospin, Chevenement, Fabius, 
Mauroy, Cresson, Beregovoy – which seriously affected the party’s popular support but also its 
position on evolving European issues.  

On December 1, 2004, 59% of Socialist Party members approved the proposed European 
Constitution.  However, several well-known members of the Party, including Laurent Fabius, and 
other left-wingers, called for a ‘No’ vote in the May 2005 French referendum on the European 
Constitution.  When, the Constitution was rejected, Laurent Fabius was ejected from the executive 
council of the party. The split over the European Constitution, as well as party leaders' competing 
ambitions to win the presidential nomination in 2007, led the party into considerable disarray.  

In Germany, immediately after World War II, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) under Kurt 
Schumacher concentrated its efforts on the search for German reunification.  Schumacher spoke 
of a reunited Germany and of equal status for Germany internationally.  The SPD opposed German 
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participation in the Council of Europe on grounds of equal status but welcomed the Marshall Plan.  
In 1951 Schumacher opposed the Schuman Plan on a number of grounds, including issues of 
democratic control and planning but primarily because of the emphasis on industry rather than 
political co-operation.  However, his position was not accepted by the German trade unions which 
were attracted by the proposed consultative structures of the Coal and Steel Community.  The 
powerful DGB – the Confederation of German Trade Unions – played an increasingly influential 
role in the evolution of national policy in a period when the SPD approached and attained power 
in Government, under leaders such as Willy Brandt and Helmut Schmidt.  

The SPD opposed the European Defence Community, seeing security for a divided Germany 
as the responsibility of the Western powers but the creation, in 1954, of the Western European 
Union enabled the SPD to separate defence and security issues from the question of European 
integration and, with the trade unions giving priority to economic integration in Europe, policy 
shifted significantly following the death of Schumacher.  The SPD then supported both the EEC 
and Euratom proposals while lamenting the non-participation of Britain and calling for stronger 
democratic institutions in the new entities.  The seminal Bad Godesberg Party Programme of 
1959 confirmed SPD support for the EEC and the party argued that “the European and Atlantic 
alliance system … is the foundation and the framework of the entire German foreign policy and 
reunification effort.”  This policy position has been maintained.

UK Referendum 1975

The relationship between the United Kingdom and the European project has always been troubled.  
The former US Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, relates conversations with Jean Monnet and the 
UK Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, at the time of the Schuman Declaration of 9 May 1950 which 
proposed to establish the European Coal and Steel Community.  Bevin’s angry reaction to an apparent 
failure of communication on the part of the French authorities had lasting implications.  “Despite 
my most earnest arguments, in the next few days Britain made her great mistake of the postwar 
period by refusing to join in negotiating the Schuman Plan.  From the bitter fruits of this mistake 
both Britain and Europe are still suffering … Some decisions are critical.  This decision of May 
1950 was one.  It was not the last clear chance for Britain to enter Europe, but it was the first wrong 
choice – as wrong as General de Gaulle’s tragic rejection of the penitent in 1963” (Acheson, 1987). 
 
In the 1970s the UK’s accession to the European Economic Community did not enjoy unanimous 
approval.  The Labour Government which took office in 1974 was seriously divided on the issue 
and had pledged in its manifesto to renegotiate the terms of British entry and to then consult 
the people on whether Britain should stay in the EEC.  At a summit in Dublin, the EEC leaders  
reached agreement with the UK Government which recommended a vote in favour of continued 
membership.  The House of Commons voted 396 to 170 to continue within the Common Market on 
the new terms.  A referendum was called for 5 June 1975. The electorate was asked to vote yes or no 
on the question: Do you think the UK should stay in the European Community (Common Market)? 
 
The campaign saw traditional UK political groupings divided.  The ‘Yes’ campaign was supported 
by Prime Minister Wilson and most of the cabinet.  The Government officially endorsed the ‘Yes’ 
campaign which was also backed by the majority of the Conservative Party including its newly-
elected leader Margaret Thatcher, the Liberal Party, the Social Democratic and Labour Party, 
and the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland.  The ‘No’ campaign included the left-wing of the 
Labour Party, some members of the Conservative Party, the Unionist parties in Northern Ireland, 
the Scottish National Party, Plaid Cymru in Wales and parties outside Parliament including 
the National Front and the Communist Party of Great Britain.  As in France, a major poll on a 
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European question saw the extremes of right and left converging in opposition to the progress of 
the European project.  

On a 64.5% turnout, 67.2% voted ‘Yes’ and 32.8% voted ‘No’.

Maastricht Treaty 1992

Ratification of the Maastricht Treaty in the early 1990s saw a crisis in Denmark and a close-run 
outcome in France.  The Irish referendum on the Treaty, in June 1992, resulted in a 69%-31% 
majority for the ‘Yes’  side.  

In Denmark, in June 1992, Maastricht was rejected by 50.7% to 49.3%.  Danish voters did not 
follow the mainstream political parties which expected an acceptance of the treaty but “had 
forgotten the warnings from twenty years of debate on the EC”.

“The main explanation of the Danish ‘No’ in the June 1992 referendum can be found in the new 
definition of what Danes could expect from the EC.  They did not follow their parties, but it was 
not a protest vote as such.  It was an informed ‘No’ to the aspects of the Maastricht Treaty which 
gave more and more political power to the EC … The voters still remembered what they – as 
stated in 1972 and 1986 – did not like, and voted accordingly” (Siune, 1993).

A solution to the problem created by the Danish rejection was found in a cross-party political 
agreement set out in a document called ‘Denmark in Europe’ which was presented to the European 
Council in Edinburgh in December 1992.  The European Council granted Denmark four ‘opt-outs’ 
in respect of  EU policies including EMU and Defence Policy.  A second referendum took place in 
May 1993 and the Treaty was accepted by 56.7% to 43.3%.  The Danish example was highlighted 
in the discussions following the initial Irish votes on both Nice and Lisbon.

In France, Maastricht was ratified by the narrow margin of 51% to 49%.  President Mitterrand 
decided to hold a referendum on the treaty as an answer to those who argued that EU issues 
were always conducted behind closed doors.  “The referendum exposed a number of fissures 
which continue to trouble French society.  The better-educated and better-off voted in favour, 
the extremes of both left and right voted against ...” (Johnson, 1995).  The opponents of the 
treaty included the French Communist Party, the Revolutionary Communist League and Workers’ 
Struggle and, across the political divide, the National Front and Philippe de Villier’s Mouvement 
pour la France.  de Villiers was later to ally himself to Declan Ganley and Libertas in the 2009 
European Parliament elections, losing two of his party’s three seats.  

European Convention 2002-2003

Eurosceptic voices were heard in the European Convention which produced the first draft of the 
Constitutional Treaty, the basis of the Lisbon Treaty. 

The clearest statement of their position may be found in the Minority Report of the European 
Convention which set out a proposal to transform the EU into a “Europe of Democracies” described 
as “a treaty association of free and self-governing European states and an open economic area”. 
This alternative Europe would be organised on an interparliamentary basis with its rules being 
valid only if passed by all national parliaments so that each parliament would have a veto on any 
issue it deemed important.  The national parliaments would elect the members of the Commission 
and the President of the Commission and would draw up the EU’s annual legislative programme 
with the Commission as no more than a secretariat (Convention, 2003).  

58

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



The signatories of the Minority Report included six members of right-wing parties, two 
members with left-wing connections and one Green, Irish Party Leader John Gormley.  The 
group was led by the veteran Danish MEP, Jens-Peter Bonde.  A Czech signatory, Jan Zahradil, 
has been a longtime associate of Czech President, Vaclav Klaus – sharing his sceptical views 
on Europe and on climate change – and of Anthony Coughlan.  David Heathcoat Amory is a 
leading UK Tory Eurosceptic.  William Abitbol represented the de Villiers party in France while 
there were also three members of right-wing Scandinavian parties and a Slovak conservative. 
 
Peter Norman, in his history of the Convention, noted that as the text was being signed in the 
plenary hall: 

the Eurosceptics were placed in a dilemma.  Should they sign, sand be accused of 
betraying their position, or not sign and be forgotten by history?  Lord Stockton, a British 
Conservative MEP who was not one of the minority report signatories, offered a way out 
of the dilemma: ‘I signed the document but didn’t sign up to it’ he said. In the end, Bonde 
and his associates took a deep breath and signed, placing the words ‘minority report’ in 
brackets after their names. Even the Eurosceptics had come to the conclusion that it was 
better to be remembered among the ‘founding fathers’ (Norman, 2003).

Constitutional Treaty: France and Netherlands 2005

The Convention text was submitted to an Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) which finalised 
its work under the Irish Presidency of the Council in June 2004.  The Treaty Establishing a 
Constitution for Europe was then submitted to the 25 EU Member States for ratification.

The Constitutional Treaty was rejected in referendums in France and the Netherlands.

The French referendum on the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe was held on 29 May 
2005.  The result was a victory for the ‘No’ campaign, by 55% to 45% on a turnout of 69%.  

The three major political forces in France (Chirac’s UMP, Giscard’s UDF, the Socialist Party) 
supported the proposed Constitution, led by President Chirac.  Opposition to the Constitution 
was broadly divided into two camps. On the left were many members of the Socialist Party who 
dissented from the party's stance, some members of the Green Party, the Communist Party and 
other parties of the hard left, such as the Trotskyist Revolutionary Communist League and Workers' 
Struggle, as well as associations like ATTAC (Endnote D) and major trade unions.  There were 
also prominent opponents of the Constitution from the right, notably among Gaullists, de Villier’s  
Movement for France, and from the extreme right, Jean-Marie Le Pen of the National Front.  

 Eurobarometer research revealed that the reasons why people voted ‘No’ were based mainly on 
national and social themes rather than on European considerations.  The three main reasons cited 
were employment (31%), the broad economic situation (26%) and the economically liberal nature 
of the draft (19%).  16% saw the text as weak on social policy while 18% were opposed to the 
President of the Republic and the Government (Eurobarometer, 2005a).  While it was perceived 
that a significant factor in the outcome was the linking of the Constitution in the minds of voters 
with the possibility of the accession of Turkey to the European Union, this issue was mentioned 
spontaneously by only 6% of ‘No’ voters. 
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The Dutch referendum on the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe was a consultative 
referendum, held on 1 June 2005.  This was the first national referendum for over two hundred 
years, and was not binding on the government.  The government said that it would abide by a 
decisive result, provided turnout exceeded 30%.  The result was a victory for the ‘No’ side by 
61.6% to 38.4%, on a turnout of 63%.

The governing and major opposition parties, making up 80 percent of the country's members of 
parliament, backed the Constitution.  The parties of the coalition – Christian Democratic Appeal, 
People's Party for Freedom and Democracy, and Democrats 66 – all campaigned for a ‘Yes’ vote, 
as did the opposition Labour Party and Green Left.  The Socialist Party, the anti-immigrant Pim 
Fortuyn List, Group Wilders, the Reformed Political Party and Christian Union all campaigned 
for a ‘No’ vote.

The Eurobarometer findings revealed diverse reasons for voting ‘No’ with lack of information – 
cited by 32% of respondents – appearing as a significant factor.  Loss of national sovereignty was 
an important reason – at 19% – followed by opposition to the ruling coalition.  A specific  issue for 
Dutch citizens was the ‘cost’ of EU membership, seen by some to arise from the valuation accorded 
to the national currency, the Guilder, at the time of the changeover to the Euro (Eurobarometer, 
2005b).  There was also a strong feeling that the Netherlands’ contribution to the EU budget 
was too high and that other countries were getting away with breaches of Eurozone rules.  As in 
France, the question of Turkish membership of the EU was an issue. 

In this connection it is important to note that referendums on the Constitutional Treaty were held 
in Spain and Luxembourg with sizeable ’Yes’ majorities in both cases.  In Spain the result was 
77% ’Yes’ and 23% ‘No’ while in Luxembourg the figures were 56.5% ’Yes’ and 43.5% ‘No’.

European Parliament Elections 2009

The European Parliament elections in June 2009 saw gains for Eurosceptic parties in a number 
of  groupings.  The European Conservatives and Reformists Group, including the British Tories, 
secured 7.3% and 54 seats; the Confederal Group of the European United Left / Nordic Green 
Left, including Sinn Féin and Joe Higgins, won 4.8% and 35 seats while the Europe of Freedom 
and Democracy Group, with UKIP, won 4.3% and 32 seats.  Many of the Parliament’s 27 Non-
attached or Independent MEPs may be categorized as Eurosceptic.  In all, these groupings secured 
20% of votes and 148 of the Parliament’s 736 seats. 

Commenting on the election results, Mark Leonard of the European Council on Foreign Relations 
argued that “the 2009 vote is more likely to be remembered for strengthening the fringes than 
the mainstream … a substantial minority of its seats will be filled by members who see their role 
as reducing rather than expanding the European Union’s power.”  He went on to give a striking 
description of the changes: 

Take the colorful Geert Wilders, whose anti-Islamic-immigrant party shot up to second 
place in the Netherlands with 17% of the vote, after the Christian Democrats who won 
19.9%. He ran on a manifesto that included a pledge to abolish the European Parliament. 
In the United Kingdom, the two biggest parties were the euroskeptic Conservative Party 
(committed to abolishing the Lisbon Treaty) and the euro-loathing U.K. Independence 
Party (committed to getting Britain out of the EU). And the xenophobic British National 
Party picked up two seats with its pledge to "end the blood-sucking scam" of the EU.  In 

60

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



Austria, the xenophobic Freedom Party got 13% of the vote with a call to remove the EU 
from Austria's affairs, compared to the conservative People's Party that took the lead with 
29.7% of the votes. A party set up to protest against the abuses of the European Parliament 
managed to pick up 17.9% of the vote. Anti-European populists also picked up significant 
support in Hungary, Denmark, Slovakia and Finland (Leonard, 2009).

Euroscepticism in Britain 

Euroscepticism has become a significant phenomenon in UK politics and has been systematically 
promoted by large sections of the British print media.  As pointed out above, the hardline anti-
European UKIP and the neo-fascist BNP made important gains in the 2009 European Parliament 
elections.  

Labour Party personalities, and many trade unionists, took a negative position on Europe in 
the period prior to entry and promoted the referendum on EEC membership described above, 
but the party moved to a more positive position, in particular in the 1980s when the European 
Commission, under the leadership of Jacques Delors, was emphasizing the concept of ‘Social 
Europe’.  Delors’ address to the 1988 Trade Union Congress was received with great enthusiasm, 
not least by the Labour Party Leader, Neil Kinnock.  Under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown the 
European policies of the Labour Party in government remained positive but there continues to be 
significant opposition on the issue of possible UK adoption of the Euro within their party.  The 
main UK trade unions tend to follow a generally positive line on Europe.  

Although the Conservative Party took the UK into the EEC in 1973, it has since has become 
increasingly hostile to the European project.  Under Margaret Thatcher the party moved steadily 
towards a position of opposition to developments in the EU.  Having backed the Single European 
Act which established the Internal Market, the subsequent Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties 
were seen to take the Union into policy areas such as the single currency and cooperation in the 
fields of Justice and Home Affairs which the party could not endorse.  

In 1988 Prime Minister Thatcher famously said to the College of Europe in Bruges: “We have 
not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in Britain, only to see them re-imposed at 
a European level, with a European super state exercising a new dominance from Brussels”. In 
the 1990s life within the EU became very difficult for a Conservative government that appeared 
always to be in a minority in European debates.  European policy caused internal divisions at 
home, not least in the dramatic events culminating in the ending of the Thatcher premiership. 

In opposition after 1997 the Conservative Party allowed the European question to become a 
debilitating fixation.  Three successive Party Leaders – William Hague, Iain Duncan Smith and 
Michael Howard – found it difficult to end internal wrangling in particular about the party’s 
involvement in the European Parliament.  Efforts to disaffiliate the party from the European 
People’s Party continued over several years and proved successful when David Cameron pledged 
to bring about such a move during his leadership campaign.  Subsequent to the 2009 European 
Parliament election the Conservatives have formed a new grouping in the Parliament – the 
European Conservatives and Reformists Group – with more than fifty members from right-wing 
parties in eight Member States.  The Group has signed the Prague Declaration which argues for 
reform and for a non-federal Europe.  
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The United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), founded in 1993, has the principal aim of the 
withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union.  The party won three seats in the 
1999 European Parliament elections (with 7% of the vote) and increased its representation to 
twelve in 2004 (with 16%).  It now has thirteen seats in the European Parliament and two in the 
House of Lords and also has some 100 local councillors.  Its national membership is 16,000.  In 
the 2009 European elections, UKIP came second in the UK, beating the Labour Party with its 
share of the vote increasing to 16.5%. 

UKIP have now formed a new right wing grouping in the European Parliament called Europe of 
Freedom and Democracy comprising of nationalist, eurosceptic, conservative and other political 
factions. This group is more right wing than the older Independence and Democracy grouping 
and includes the Danish People’s Party, Italy’s Northern League and de Villier’s Movement for 
France after its short-lived alliance with Libertas.  UKIP’s intervention in the second Lisbon 
Treaty referendum in Ireland is detailed above.

The British National Party takes a strongly Europhobic position.  It is closely linked to the French 
National Front and the German National Democratic Party.  In the 2009 European Parliament 
election the BNP won two seats.  The Party Chairman, Nick Griffin, was elected in the North West 
region, with 8% of the vote.  Nationally, the BNP received 6.26%.

The Conservative Party had indicated that, if it formed the next UK Government, it would seek 
to change significant elements of Britain’s relationship with the European Union, renegotiating 
key policy positions.  This would clearly give rise to difficulties for an incoming administration, 
as a recent commentary indicates: “… a period of difficult relations in the EU and Eurosceptic 
discontent at home looks likely for a Cameron government. Securing anything beyond limited 
concessions from EU negotiations will prove difficult. If he cannot deliver, then Cameron will have 
to manage dissent within his party. Cameron’s handling of the EPP issue revealed that his ‘soft’ 
Euroscepticism is tempered by political pragmatism: considerations of statecraft will determine 
the vigour with which his European policy objectives are pursued”  (Lynch, 2009).

The historic 2010 General Election outcome, with the establishment of the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat Coalition Government, has ensured that pragmatism will be the characteristic feature 
of policy in the foreseeable future.  The new situation provides Prime Minister Cameron with the 
opportunity to focus on those issues where practical cooperation with Britain’s European neighbours 
cannot be denounced as treachery issues such as relations with the new US administration, Iran, 
Iraq, Afghanistan and the new reality of  the emerging powers, notably China.  The Coalition 
Agreement devotes a lengthy section to the European Union which begins with the assertion that 
the British government “will be a positive participant in the European Union” but which goes on 
to make it clear that “there should be no further transfer of sovereignty or powers over the course 
of the next parliament” and that “any proposed future treaty that transferred areas of power, or 
competences, would be subject to a referendum …” (The Coalition, 2010).  

British Euroscepticism has its roots in the country’s wartime experience as Jean Monnet reflected.  
“I never understood why the British did not join this, which was so much in their interest. I came 
to the conclusion that it was the price of victory – the illusion that you could maintain what you 
had, without change”  (Lynch, 2009).

62

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



Norway and Switzerland

Norway applied for membership of the European Community in 1962 and 1967 and, together with 
Ireland, Denmark and the UK, completed accession negotiations in 1972.  However, when the 
Treaty of Accession was put to the electorate in a referendum in September 1972 it was rejected 
by 54% to 46%.  When, in the early 1990s membership applications were made by Austria, 
Sweden and Finland, the Norwegian Government decided to make a fresh application. Again, 
negotiations were successfully completed but a referendum in November 1994 saw the  voters 
reject EU membership by a margin on 53-47%.  

The popular rejection of full membership – but not of close cooperation within the European 
Economic Area – is based fundamentally on a deep attachment, in particular in rural areas, to 
the country’s independence and to Nordic cooperation.  Most EU countries are seen as remote 
in a country where the distance from Oslo to the farthest northern border is equivalent to the 
capital’s distance from Rome.  In Norway, conservative Lutheranism has a major influence and 
church groups campaigned against EEC/EU membership in both referenda on grounds such as 
the perceived threat to the continuance of the state monopoly on sales of alcohol and the danger 
of other social evils.  

Switzerland has had a well-established policy of rejecting membership of international 
organisations, only becoming a full member of the United Nations in 2002.  However, it 
participated in the negotiations establishing the European Economic Area in 1992 and formally 
signed the agreement.  In 1992, Switzerland applied for membership of the European Union 
but rejection of the EEA agreement in a referendum held in December 1992 led to suspension 
of the membership application.  Subsequently a number of bilateral treaties were signed by the 
EU and Switzerland, covering ten policy areas, from agriculture to membership of the Schengen 
arrangement.  Schengen membership was approved in a 2005 referendum.

In 2001, an initiative was launched by a number of citizens and community groups to reopen the 
EU membership application and a referendum was called.  The Government advised the people 
to vote against this proposal describing it as ill-timed.  The proposal was heavily defeated - by 
77-23%.  The Swiss are strongly committed to direct democracy, neutrality and separate identity 
and to maintaining their unique economic identity.  It is considered unlikely that they are “yet 
prepared to adapt to a system in which supra-national institutions play a pre-eminent role and 
which would require them to open both their frontiers and their economy to other Europeans” 
(Bainbridge, 2002).

General Considerations 

Euroscepticism across Europe shares the basic characteristics of the Irish version described 
above – nationalism, left socialism and fundamentalism. In addition to politicians from far right 
or nationalist parties, such as France's Jean-Marie Le Pen, many Europeans on the political right  
oppose the EU on the grounds that it undermines national sovereignty and identity.  There are also 
extreme left wing opponents of the European Union, such as Die Linke in Germany, who regard 
it as constituting an anti-progressive ‘Fortress Europe’, and claim that EU membership impedes 
countries from following socialist policies.

Oxford University’s Kalypso Nicolaidis offered an analysis of the French and Dutch referendums 
which highlighted the contradictory elements of the ‘No’ vote. “Although many in the Netherlands 
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voted because they resented contributing disproportionately to the EU budget, many in France 
wanted the same budget to increase with Europe’s ambitions”.  She concluded that  “Europe 
has been trying to adapt itself to the post-cold war since 1989 and is suffering from a kind of 
in-betweenness.  Its leadership has been too elitist, yet its ballot box is sometimes hostage to 
populism; its structures are highly visible and opaque at the same time. It is not responsive enough 
to its citizens, yet democratization is so far along that it can only inflate expectations”  (Nicolaidis, 
2005). 

Finally, there are some opponents of the European project whose viewpoint deserves quotation, 
such as the Norwegian blogger, ‘Fjordman’: 

The creation of Eurabia is the greatest act of treason in the history of Western civilization 
for two thousand years, since the age of Brutus and Judas. In Dante Alighieri’s The Divine 
Comedy, Brutus and Judas Iscariot were placed in the harshest section of Hell, even below 
Muhammad. If Dante were alive today, he’d probably make some room for Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing and his Eurabian cronies in the Hot Place. The EU elites see themselves as 
Julius Caesar or Octavian, but end up being Brutus. They want to recreate the Roman 
Empire on both sides of the Mediterranean, bound together by some vague references to 
a “shared Greek heritage.” Instead, they are creating a civilizational breakdown across 
much of Western Europe as the barbarians are overrunning the continent. The EU wants 
to recreate the Roman Empire and ends up creating the second fall of Rome.
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EVALUATION

 
Motivation of ‘No’ Campaign

In its formal submission to the National Forum on Europe in 2006, quoted above, the National 
Platform asserted that within each Member State European integration “represents a gradual coup 
by government against legislature and by politicians against the citizens who elect them … it 
turns the state itself into an enemy of its own people” (National Platform, 2006).  It went on, in 
characteristic style, to make a direct comparison between the European Union and the regime of 
Nazi Germany.  This extraordinary statement revealed the real aims of certain elements of the 
‘No’ campaign which were, as always: breaking the link with the EU; damaging the EU itself; and 
damaging the Government and the political system in this country.

A particular feature of the ‘Europhobia’ camp has been its reliance on the factors of “fear and 
intimidation” in influencing voters (Examiner, 2009). The Campaign Organiser of COIR / Youth 
Defence, Scott Schittl, argued that “what we need to do is sow the seeds of doubt in people’s minds” 
(Schitll, 2009).  This was pursued by using the ‘threats’ of abortion, euthanasia, conscription, 
same-sex marriage and reduction of the Minimum Wage.

A particular aspect of the ‘No’ campaign was the readiness to depict the other Member States 
and the European Institutions as harbouring malign and hostile intentions towards Ireland and 
its people.  The European Union, it was alleged by PANA, had an imperialist ‘War Agenda’ 
including plans for armed aggression across the world, involving Ireland in such illegality.  Sinn 
Féin argued that the leaders of the other 26 Member States had no intention of honouring the 
commitment to retain ‘one commissioner per country’ and that they would renege on this after a 
single Commission term.  France, it was claimed, was busily orchestrating a plot to undermine 
Ireland’s corporation tax regime while Godless, dedicated secularists in Brussels and Strasbourg 
were planning to impose same-sex marriage and liberalise Ireland’s drug laws.  

The faceless Brussels bureaucrats, it was alleged, had prepared a Directive providing for the 
confiscation of the assets, homes – and even children – of persons suffering depression.  Declan 
Ganley had already ‘exposed’ the imminent threat of a non-existent EU Police Force prepared 
to seize three-year-old children from their parents.  The only benign foreigner appeared to be 
Britain’s David Cameron who, according to Bruce Arnold and Anthony Coughlan, was ready and 
able to save Ireland from its European enemies and their fiendish stratagems.

Motivation of ‘No’ voters

Any analysis of the ‘No’ side arguments and campaign performance must recognise the fact that 
the ‘No’ side was successful in both the first Nice and first Lisbon referendums and that in the 
second referendum in each case one third of the voters rejected the proposed treaty amendment.  
In October 2009 almost one-fifth of the total electorate voted ‘No’.

Thus questions arise as to why some citizens are prepared to support campaigns that are to a 
considerable extent based on baseless slogans, assertions and misinformation and how manifest 
untruths about conscription and abortion lead to fear and doubt in so many people?  Research 
showed that more than a quarter of the population in June 2008 were prepared to believe the 
straightforward untruth that the Lisbon Treaty contained a provision for the forced conscription of 
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young Irish men and women into a European Army that, in fact, did not exist.  

A number of answers appear credible and worthy of serious consideration.

First, significant numbers share the basic philosophies of the nationalist, socialist and 
fundamentalist groups which mounted the ‘No’ campaign and are sympathetic to their general 
line on Europe.  This group contains committed Europhobes who are not susceptible to persuasion 
on the proclaimed benign nature of the project of European integration.  It is unlikely that this 
group can be persuaded to change their attitudes and this must be taken into account by those on 
the other side of the argument.  

Research into reasons for voting ‘No’ indicate that more than 25% of Labour Party supporters and 
more than 40% of Green Party supporters voted ‘No’ despite their parties’ advocacy of a ‘Yes’ 
vote.  Members and supporters of Sinn Féin and the other republican groups and of the various 
left-wing parties and alliances strongly backed the ‘No’ campaign and voted accordingly.  The 
same would have been the case for many people holding strong pro-life opinions, notably activists 
and backers of COIR / Youth Defence, and other conservative Catholics who read and accept the 
views expressed, for example, in the Alive! freesheet.  

Readers of the Irish versions of the UK tabloids may well have been influenced over the past 
few years by their xenophobic editorial line and awareness of this reality was the reason for the 
time and expense devoted to Ireland by Nigel Farage and UKIP in the second referendum, having 
celebrated the ‘No’ vote in June 2008 by using the Irish Tricolour as a tablecloth and ashtray in a 
Brussels pub (Evening Herald, 2008).  

In this connection, the Chairman of the Institute of International and European Affairs, Brendan 
Halligan, has produced an analysis of Irish voting patterns in European referenda.  He argues that, 
since Maastricht in 1992, the ‘No’ vote has been relatively stable and predictable – except for the 
first Lisbon poll – while the ‘Yes’ vote is paradoxically both stable and unstable.  He assesses that 
one fifth of the electorate is ‘Hard Yes’, one fifth is ‘Soft Yes’, one fifth is ‘Hard ‘No’’, one fifth 
cannot vote and one fifth won’t vote.  In practice, if the ‘Soft Yes’ vote is mobilised the result is 
2:1 for ‘Yes’.  If not, the ‘No’ side has every hope of winning.  The ‘Yes’ vote must be recognised 
as significantly volatile (Halligan, 2009).

Second, research findings on Irish political attitudes demonstrate strong support for Irish 
membership of the European Union together with recognition of the benefits of that membership.  
In June 2009 the Eurobarometer survey (Eurobarometer, 2009a) revealed that 69% of Irish voters 
saw EU membership as a good thing (EU average 53%) while 79% stated that membership was 
beneficial (EU average 56%).  The later Autumn poll saw the Irish figures rise to 72% and 81% 
respectively (Eurobarometer, 2009b).  Ireland stood at fourth place on membership and joint first 
on perception of benefits.

At the same time, Eurobarometer registered a different situation in respect of Irish opinion on the 
image of the Union and on the perception of the direction the Union is taking.  

From 2000 to 2007 the positive image in Ireland of the EU stood on average at about 70% but 
this figure fell sharply between Autumn 2007 and June 2009 – to 57% on the latter date.  This 
movement reflected a shift from positive to neutral (32%) rather than to an absolute negative 
opinion (11%).  The EU average ‘positive’ figure stood at 45% in June 2009.  In a comparative 
perspective, Ireland is third from the top in terms of positive image.
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On the question “At the present time, would you say that, in general, things are going in the right 
direction or in the wrong direction in the European Union?” positive Irish attitudes fell by 25 
percentage points in late 2008 to as little as 20%.  By June 2009 this figure had risen to 28% and by 
Autumn 2009 to 38%.  This volatility may well reflect public responses to the sharp deterioration 
in the economic situation in Ireland and across Europe.  Other questions in the Eurobarometer 
survey demonstrate the level of economic pessimism in this country – only 6% had a positive 
appreciation of the economic situation in June 2009.  

The Eurobarometer commentary states that it is not surprising that Ireland is placed fifth last in 
terms of belief that things are going in the right direction.  “This is consistent with the findings so 
far in this report that Irish attitudes tend to be very negative on economic issues ... while remaining 
by and large very positive on European integration issues.”  It is significant, in this respect, that 
the survey reveals 80% support for Irish membership of the Eurozone and 67% endorsement of 
the view that this provides a greater feeling of economic stability at a time of crisis.  This suggests 
that Irish people are conscious of the importance of European integration in a period of economic 
recession.  

Thus, while Irish voters remain largely positive about EU membership and appreciative of the 
benefits arising, the current almost unprecedented crisis has led to considerable uncertainty about 
the future and about the image of the European Union.  The positive attitude to membership of 
the Eurozone, despite exchange rate and interest rate problems, is evidence of the importance of  
stability and supportive structures at a time of evident uncertainty.

Third, research findings and the evidence of canvassers point to the existence of a range of 
concerns about European issues on the part of Irish voters.  Following the rejection of the Lisbon 
Treaty in June 2008 the Government commissioned research by IMS Millward Brown on the 
basis of which the Taoiseach, Brian Cowen TD, made a Statement to the European Council in 
December 2008 setting out ‘The Concerns of the Irish People’ in respect of:  

Ensuring the maintenance of Ireland’s traditional policy of neutrality;
Ensuring that the terms of the Treaty would not affect the continued application of the 
provisions of the Irish Constitution in relation to the right to life, education and the family;
Ensuring that in the area of taxation the treaty would not change the extent or operation 
of the Union’s competences;
Confirming the importance attached by the Union to social progress, workers’ rights and 
delivery by Member States of essential public services.

These expressions of concern formed the basis for the Legal Guarantees and the Solemn Declaration 
agreed at the June 2009 European Council. 

A detailed discussion of these issues, in the context of the first Lisbon referendum, is among the 
papers available on the IIEA website.  It is clear that such concerns existed, and continue to exist, 
among some Irish citizens.  The Legal Guarantees, and specific Articles in Bunreacht na hÉireann, 
have been drafted to assuage such worries about the Treaty.  The reassurances in question do not, 
however, add up to an acceptance that the concerns are well-founded.  It is a simple fact that the 
European Union has no competence to impose abortion, euthanasia, conscription, specific levels 
of military expenditure and the like on this country – or on any Member State – nor to interfere in 
the State’s provision of key public services.  

The constant repetition of misleading statements does not make them true and there is ample 
evidence that, in most cases, such statements were simply designed to sow doubt, confusion and 
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even fear in the electorate.  The Éire go Brach / Irish Medical News scare story about people with 
autism or depression led one analyst to dismiss it as “a warped manipulation of the Charter’s 
contents” (o Broin, 2009).

The threat of conscription was targeted at mothers of teenage children and played on the strong 
element of pacifism in Irish people which has deep historical roots.  In the absence of clarity about 
the role of the EU in security and peace-keeping – a matter which will be addressed below – it is 
possible to misrepresent peace-keeping and crisis management missions as sinister or aggressive.  
The Sinn Féin attacks on the EU / UN mission in Chad are an obvious example.  It can be pointed 
out that Sinn Féin, in its proposals for redrafting of the Lisbon Treaty, called for references to 
combating terrorism to be deleted!
  
There are, however, some concerns which call for considered analysis.  Five such issues may be 
listed here and further addressed in the final section.  In the area of Ethical and Moral Concerns the 
recent decision of the European Court of Human Rights to order Italy to remove crucifixes from 
the walls of its state schools has affronted many, even if based on grounds of freedom of religion 
and of the right of parents to educate their children in the ethos of their choice.  This decision, 
which is not an EU matter, is seen by many as a reflection of what one commentator has described 
as “a highly aggressive and belligerent form of secularism.” He went on to comment that “Europe 
is indeed becoming a cold house for Christians and religion generally” (Quinn, 2009).  

The Workers’ Rights question arose from a series of European Court of Justice judgements which 
caused controversy and dissatisfaction in trade union circles.  Subsequent debate on the issues 
indicate that there is a mismatch between EU and national provisions, such as that in Sweden 
which resulted in the seminal Laval judgement.  Finding a balance between the ‘four freedoms’ 
– and in particular the freedom to move freely from one Member State to another and to provide 
services – and the stated social goals of the Union must be seen as a priority.  In its Laval Judgement 
the European Court of Justice argued that the European Union has “not only an economic but also 
a social purpose, the rights under the provisions of the European Community Treaty on the free 
movement of goods, persons, services and capital must be balanced against the objectives pursued 
by social policy, which include ...  improved living and working conditions ...” (ECJ, 2007).  The 
ECJ ruled that it was for the parties to a dispute and the relevant national political and civil society 
bodies to address the issues and to achieve the necessary balance.  

Immigration has become an issue of concern for many Irish people and, in a period of economic 
recession and insecurity, is likely to emerge as a cause of discontent and as a trigger for racist 
attitudes.  The fact that immigration was raised as a campaign issue in 2009 – by Libertas in the 
European Parliament elections and by UKIP and Farmers for ‘No’, with their Libertas / COIR/ 
Youth Defence links – cannot be ignored.  The introduction of the specific issue of possible Turkish 
accession to the EU was clearly designed to establish a ‘threat’ with a heady mixture of jobs, race 
and religion.

The closely associated issue of EU Enlargement must be taken into consideration.  Support 
in Ireland for further enlargement was measured at about 35% in Autumn 2008, continuing a 
downward trend since 2004 when the equivalent figure was over 50% (Eurobarometer, 2009b). 

Perhaps the most important issue motivating ‘No’ voters is that of the limits of Europe.  This 
concept has two elements – of equal significance.  
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On the one hand there is the debate about the geographical limits of the European Union which 
is reflected in the plethora of policies and programmes dealing with the relationship between 
the present EU and its neighbours on all sides.  Enlargement Policy at present covers the 
Western Balkans (Croatia, Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Albania, Montenegro 
and Kosovo), Turkey and Iceland.  The European Neighbourhood Policy involves relations with 
sixteen countries, including Israel and Palestine.  The EU and Russia are working on a new 
agreement to govern their relations on all fronts, recognising their growing ties.  In particular, the 
EU wants to work more closely with Russia to ensure energy supplies.  As with Russia, the EU 
is moving to strengthen ties with six other countries to the east: Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus.  The EU is particularly concerned about stability in this region 
after the August 2008 Russia-Georgia war, which ended in an EU-brokered ceasefire.

The other dimension of ‘limits’ is that of the policy evolution of the European Union.  Research 
findings on attitudes and behaviour in the first Lisbon referendum indicated the existence of 
concern about the scope of EU decision-making and belief that too many issues were decided on 
by the EU (Sinnott, 2009).  Assertions to the effect that as much as 80% of legislation passing 
through the Oireachtas was EU-based, even though unsubstantiated, appeared to enjoy a degree 
of acceptance.  

The Lisbon Treaty established the Principle of Conferral of Competences whereby the Union 
acts only in areas where the Member States have given it powers under the terms of the treaties.  
The Lisbon Treaty made only modest changes in Union competences, notably in the field of 
energy policy.  The Treaty also placed special emphasis on the Principles of Subsidiarity and 
Proportionality and gave the national parliaments of the Member States a new and potentially 
significant role in ensuring compliance with these principles.  The ‘No’ side argued that the EU 
was engaged in ‘competence creep’ – a process of extension of powers by stealth and subterfuge – 
to the particular disadvantage of Ireland.  The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, in 
Article 2, sets out ‘The Categories and Areas of Union Competence’ under a number of headings, 
distinguishing between areas of exclusive and shared competence and identifying areas in which 
the Union has the competence to ‘support, coordinate or supplement’ the actions of the Member 
States. Article 5 of the Treaty on European Union provides that: “Under the principle of conferral, 
the Union shall act only within the limits of the competences conferred on it by the Member States 
in the Treaties to attain the objectives set out therein.” 

Fourth, there is ample evidence that public attitudes in both Lisbon referenda reflected an absence 
of trust in the political system at national level.  Post-referendum research points to a serious 
degree of alienation from politics.  In October 2009, 10% of ‘No’ voters gave ‘lack of trust in 
politicians’ as their reason while as many as 40% of those who abstained from voting explained 
that they were ‘turned off by the campaign’.  The June 2009 Eurobarometer survey saw Irish 
respondents scoring a percentage 12 points below the EU average for trust-in-government at no 
more than 20% (Eurobarometer, 2009a).  This issue of trust must be seen in the context of a 
prolonged period in which the standing of many of the traditional ‘pillars’ of Irish society had 
been called into question – political parties, bankers, the Catholic Church, etc.

While the positive claim in the 1972 White Paper that European integration enjoyed the “ready 
response of the Irish people” might be questioned by some today, research findings point to a 
more positive public attitude to the EU institutions – European Parliament, Commission, Council 
and European Court of Justice – than to the Irish structures.  Given the more negative attitudes to 
aspects of European integration indicated earlier, the continuing EU-Ireland relationship is of a 
complexity that demands close attention. 
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Fifth, the question of information and understanding was key to the outcome of both Nice and 
Lisbon referenda.  According to Eurobarometer the most common reason advanced in 2008 for the 
‘No’ vote was a lack of familiarity with the content of the Treaty. This was mentioned by 22% of 
respondents, a figure which had fallen to no more than 4% in October 2009.  The Eurobarometer 
commentary stated that “in general, voters felt better informed about the Treaty and the issues at 
stake and were less likely to mention a lack of information as their reason for not voting.”  For 
those who switched from ‘No’ to ’Yes’ or from abstention to ’Yes’ a key reason was “feeling more 
informed and more involved in public debate” (Eurobarometer, 2009b).

Whatever progress has been made in respect of understanding of the Lisbon text, a continuing 
question exists about the widespread lack of knowledge of the structures and institutions of the 
European Union and of Ireland itself.  The widely publicised comments of the Tánaiste, Mary 
Coughlan, which showed that she believed that Germany retained two seats in the European 
Commission, were typical of the level of Irish awareness of the realities of the European system.  
The inability to understand the difference between the European Court of Justice and the European 
Court of Human Rights extends to RTE presenters.  

In a telling moment during the second Lisbon campaign an e-mail was received in the Ireland for 
Europe headquarters requesting a response to the proposed inclusion of a new article in Bunreacht 
na hÉireann which was seen to give EU law primacy over Ireland’s Constitution. The volunteer 
who received the query expressed genuine surprise at the existence of this proposed wording 
and appealed for assistance in formulating a reply consistent with the ‘Yes’ campaign position.  
It was necessary to explain to him, and then to the e-mailer, that the wording complained of had 
been inserted in the Constitution in 1972 and was necessary to give EU regulations and directives 
the force of law in this country.  It was renewed in each successive referendum to reflect treaty 
developments – in this case the change from Communities to Union. Yet Libertas and other ‘No’ 
campaigners had dishonestly presented it as novel and as a sinister threat to Irish sovereignty and 
democracy in full confidence that few voters were fully aware of the text of their own Constitution 
(Bunreacht).

Bunreacht na hEireann (Constitution of Ireland)

Article 29.4.6 as amended by ratification of Treaty of Lisbon

“6° No provision of this Constitution invalidates laws enacted, acts done or measures adopted by 
the State, before, on or after the entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon, that are necessitated by 
the obligations of membership of the European Union referred to in subsection 5° of this section 
or of the European Atomic Energy Community, or prevents laws enacted, acts done or measures 
adopted by—

(i) the said European Union or the European Atomic Energy Community, or by institutions thereof, 
(ii) the European Communities or European Union existing immediately before the entry into 
force of the Treaty of Lisbon, or by institutions thereof, or
(iii) bodies competent under the Treaties referred to in this section, from having the force of law 
in the State.” 
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Article 29.4.10 prior to Lisbon ratification

“10. No provision of this Constitution invalidates laws enacted, acts done or measures adopted 
by the State which are necessitated by the obligations of membership of the European Union or 
of the Communities, or prevents laws enacted, acts done or measures adopted by the European 
Union or by the Communities or by institutions thereof, or by bodies competent under the Treaties 
establishing the Communities, from having the forces of law in the State.”

 
The importance of the information issue relates to the ‘context’ of debate on Europe.  The report 
of the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in the EU dealt with this:

The EU has failed to grasp that information about the Union is not understood where the 
ordinary citizen does not understand the context behind the information.  Simply explaining 
how things happen is inadequate if there is no explanation of why things happen also.  The 
right of European citizens to access information about the Union is correctly emphasised.  
There is no lack of information about the Union available to citizens.  In some ways the 
problem is there is so much information, but no context to the information.  People need 
to be able to understand the meaning of the information, and its relevance, and that is 
often difficult at present because so much of the information is written from an insider’s 
perspective, presuming a background public knowledge that does not exist.  Information 
on its own, if not in a form people can understand, will not facilitate public understanding 
and engagement with Europe”  (Oireachtas, 2008).

        
The Sub-Committee report raised another important issue, pointing out that:

It was also suggested to the Sub-Committee that a lack of historical awareness in Ireland 
inhibits general understanding of the European project and of the historical context 
within which the European Union operates.  There is a lack of sufficient emphasis on the 
modern history of Europe, and in particular the history of European integration, in the 
school curriculum in Ireland.  Additionally, the position of European languages within the 
education system is not as prominent as might be desirable.  Teaching of modern European 
languages has an important role to play in facilitating communication across the Union 
and developing public understanding of cultural aspects of the EU” (Oireachtas, 2008).

General Considerations

A number of considerations arise from the discussion so far.  The following points may add up 
to an agenda for those who wish to see Ireland playing a positive part in the evolution of the 
European Union on the basis of genuine public understanding and support.  

Analysis of the referendum campaigns points to the need for a single, authoritative source of  
factual information and interpretation of the treaties.  The Referendum Commission (Endnote 
C), under the chairmanship of Judge Clarke, was given this task in the second Lisbon campaign 
and responded by taking a firm position on misstatements and factual errors.  However, the 
objectivity of the Commission was dismissed by some ‘No’ side representatives, with a COIR / 
Youth Defence spokesperson saying that “it is not our Commission – we didn’t set it up.”  ‘No’ 
side representatives have called for a return to an earlier Referendum Commission task – setting 
out the ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ campaign arguments without comment – which had forced the Commission 
to go to the extremes to find matching arguments, for example those of  elements of the ‘No’ side 
in the 1998 referendum on amending Articles 2 and 3 of the Constitution.  For future referenda the 
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independence and impartiality of the Referendum Commission should be reinforced by providing 
it with appropriate resources.  

Over a number of years a ‘Referendum Effect’ has been produced in Irish political discourse 
with unquestionably negative results.  This has been seen in extreme form in respect of the series 
of referenda on Europe with the creation of almost permanent ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ camps.  It has had 
a most unfortunate impact on debate and public information on all aspects of European policy 
by leading both sides to close ranks around key policy issues and to avoid debates which might 
produce adverse comment or give an appearance of weakness or uncertainty.  A negative outcome 
has been the failure to openly debate major issues such as abortion, neutrality, EU action in the 
fields of Justice and Home Affairs, and shared sovereignty.

The failures in debating the abortion issue is of critical importance.  Images of foetuses on CÓIR / 
Youth Defence posters in the Lisbon campaign highlighted this point.  Those who loudly opposed 
the holding of a second referendum on Lisbon included Youth Defence which had threatened civil 
disobedience if a second poll on abortion was not held in the 1990s.  The history of referendum 
conflicts over abortion and related issues has led to an attitude in political circles of avoiding 
confrontation on this subject and, by a process of association, on a range of so-called moral and 
ethical issues. 

The State, in early 2010, found itself  faced with no less than six urgent and important questions 
which require political, legislative and institutional responses based on informed and balanced 
discussion at all relevant levels.  These included:

The longstanding need to legislate for the implications of the ‘X Case’ Judgement on Article 
40.3.3 of the Constitution;
The implications of the abortion-related cases before the European Court of Human Rights;
The need to deal with regulation of IVF following the Supreme Court decision on the frozen 
embryos case;
The need for decisions on definition of the family following the recent ‘gay father’ case; 
The confrontation between activists on both sides of the Children’s Rights Referendum;
Similar prospects of divisions surrounding Civil Partnership legislation which was highlighted by 
some groups in the Lisbon campaign.

These are issues where there has been an absence of mature and open discourse.  Only when 
there is a crisis – or a Decision of the European Court of Human Rights – does the Irish body 
politic respond.  As Canon Adrian Empey commented in the IIEA: “But the tragedy is that good 
people make an even bigger mess of things.  Look at the record in the brief history of this state of 
how many times the use of law to police morals just ran aground, whether we are talking about 
censorship, contraception, divorce or abortion.  Irish solutions to Irish problems have never been 
notably successful and that is just plain reality” (Empey, 2009).

It is essential to liberate debate from the constraints of the European Referendum mode.  Insofar 
as there are EU or European Court of Human Rights dimensions in these debates they should be 
addressed in factual and realistic terms and not as some kind of sinister backdrop.  

Related to this point is the argument of the Archbishop of Dublin, Diarmuid Martin, in addressing 
the ethical / moral issue in his wide ranging address to the IIEA.  Dealing with the controversies 
about possible tendencies within the EU towards secularist positions and legal positivism in 
respect of the concepts of equality and non-discrimination, the Archbishop commented that “these 
tendencies will not vanish by ignoring them or simply by criticising them from the margins or 
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from outside.  What is needed is a critical engagement from within.  Christians in Europe should 
assert their commitment to Europe and unashamedly bring their contribution within the democratic 
opportunities that are available.  A truly pluralistic Europe on its part should not feel threatened by 
the Christian message …” (Martin, 2009).

A point was made earlier about the existence of groups within Irish society which feel alienated 
and suffer from a lack of representation in mainstream politics and media.  This is, for example, 
the case of those with concerns about the direction of Irish and wider European society in respect 
of issues relating to the family, education and the field of bioethics.  They feel excluded from 
political parties which appear increasingly to embrace broadly liberal policy options in respect of 
initiatives such as Civil Partnerships and from media with similar approaches to current issues.  
They have suffered from the aggressive activism of groups such as COIR / Youth Defence with 
whom they often find themselves linked in commentary and debate as ‘fundamentalists’.  An 
initiative of Ireland for Europe during the Lisbon campaign – with the provisional title of Christians 
for Europe – indicated the potential of bringing such individuals together with a wider grouping 
to address such questions in an open and positive setting.  A challenge exists for mainstream 
political parties to provide opportunities for dialogue with a wider range of citizens on a range of 
demanding issues. 
    
A final observation relates to the lack of a clear national strategy on Ireland’s place in Europe.  
This was acknowledged in an Irish Examiner interview with the Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
Micheal Martin TD, who argued for “a more coordinated and coherent response to EU issues” 
with the Government considering and agreeing its stance on EU proposals at a much earlier stage 
in their development.  During the Celtic Tiger era, he conceded, Ireland had developed an element 
of “we can stand alone” in its attitude towards Europe. This allowed Irish influence at EU level to 
wane and changes were needed in Ireland’s input in the Brussels institutions.  “We need to ensure 
we place ourselves optimally in terms of having public servants in Brussels and in EU institutions 
...  maintaining our influence over policy”  (M.Martin, 2009). 

The report of the Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future in Europe is of relevance in this 
respect.  It deals in considerable detail with the issues of Public Understanding of the European 
Union and Ireland’s Membership and Enhancing the Role of the Oireachtas in EU Affairs.  It 
quotes Dr Gavin Barrett of UCD: “One of the most important functions of national parliaments is 
providing public information and deliberation on EU issues and holding governments publicly to 
account for EU policies” (Barrett, 2008).

The report deals in some detail with what it identified as specific weaknesses in the way the 
Oireachtas can hold the Government to account for its role in EU law making. Four such areas 
were addressed: having the right information at the right time; having a say on the way in which 
EU law is given effect in Ireland; the way EU business is handled in the Oireachtas; and effective 
oversight of proposed EU actions impacting on sensitive national issues.  

The Minister for Foreign Affairs, Micheál Martin, made relevant comments in his Examiner 
newspaper interview to the effect that the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty would mean 
“far more active” participation by both Dáil and Seanad on European issues, as it gives national 
parliaments greater powers of scrutiny over EU proposals.  For that reason, he argued, there 
should have to be changes in how the Dail and Seanad deal with EU matters.  And, there would 
have to be changes at Governmental and Departmental levels which would be addressed in the 
period ahead: “One lesson from the Lisbon affair is basically that Government needs to be more 
proactively engaged with Europe at all levels” (M.Martin, 2009).
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In its report ‘Ireland’s Future After Lisbon’ which it presented to the Oireachtas Sub-Committee 
on Ireland’s Future in the European Union, the IIEA argued that “the obligation on the authorities 
to provide accurate and accessible information on the legislative proposals before the people, in 
this case, amendments to the constitution, is greater than normal.  Impediments precluding the 
government from informing the people of the rationale for its decision in seeking an amendment 
to the Constitution so as to ratify a European treaty, require attention” (IIEA, 2008).

The Joint Oireachtas Sub-Committee on the Review of the Role of the Oireachtas in European 
Affairs published its report in June 2010, with extensive recommendations for action on the part 
of Government and both Houses of the Oireachtas on the development of what it described as 
“the crucially important relationship between the Houses of the Oireachtas and the European 
institutions.”  In her Foreword to the report, the Sub-Committee Chairperson, Lucinda Creighton 
TD wrote that:

The Oireachtas can lead the way in bridging a disconnect that has often been felt between 
the people and the European Union.  An enhanced role for the Oireachtas in European 
Affairs can only enhance democratic participation and democratic accountability.  
Measures and policies shaped in Brussels play an increasing role in our daily affairs 
and for that reason this Report recommends that the Houses of the Oireachtas play an 
increasing role in shaping, scrutinising, overseeing and implementing those measures 
(Oireachtas, 2010).  
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CONCLUSIONS

 
This paper attempts to provide a factual characterisation of a movement which, in the 2009 Lisbon 
Treaty referendum, continued the thrust of the original 1972 ‘No’ campaign with, fundamentally, 
the same political aim.  If these Europhobic parties, organisations and individuals could, they 
would take Ireland out of the European Union.  As they cannot do so they seek to inflict as much 
damage as possible on the European Union and to marginalise Ireland within the Union.  

The various proposals for an ‘alternative Europe’, regardless of their actual content and relevance, 
are quite simply not politically available and arguments about re-negotiating the Treaty after a 
‘No’ vote neglected to take account of the position of the other 26 Member States, all of which 
by the time of the October poll had either ratified the Treaty or had reached the final stage of 
ratification.

We need now to find a way of achieving a genuine debate within our own national institutions 
on the many aspects of Ireland’s relationship with, and contribution to, the European Union and 
on the Union’s future direction and prospects.  This requires action and commitment by political 
parties, both within the Oireachtas and in their work within the community.  It calls for serious, 
and well resourced, efforts by community groups, by NGOs, by academic circles and by the 
national and local media.

What is not needed is an unending, potentially futile, struggle with one side seeking to frustrate 
any effort at reform or restructuring of the Union and its institutions and the other engaging in 
mind-numbing rebuttal and short-term political manoeuvres aimed at achieving desirable progress 
but often at the expense of serious debate.  Above all, what is entirely unacceptable is the constant 
reiteration of distorted and misleading arguments by anti-EU campaigners.  It is forty years since 
the Common Market Study Group predicted the entry to the EEC would lead to national economic 
collapse and a loss of national identity and cultural distinctiveness.  And in 2009, we faced the 
eighth outing for the long list of objections, revelations and predictions which have been disproved 
by the facts of economics, social development and political life over almost half a century.

Much is made of the concept of sovereignty.  As in the case of the initial accession agreement 
and in each succeeding treaty amendment, it is a fact that agreeing, and ratifying, the Lisbon 
Treaty represented a positive exercise of national sovereignty and a positive national commitment 
to a future of partnership within the European Union in pursuit of shared goals and aspirations.  
Sovereignty does not simply reside in having the ability to say no.  It means being in a position to 
advance and secure essential national interests.  

In a world of ever greater interdependence there is nothing to be gained in standing alone as 
masters of an ever more narrow space.  One of the central arguments of the ‘No’ side in this debate 
related to the alleged importance of the national veto.  But, having the veto does not guarantee 
meaningful outcomes.  Within the EU system unanimity in certain areas – for example defence 
and taxation – is important and fully recognised as such.  But it is entirely fanciful to imagine that 
the policy agenda of a Union of up to thirty Member States can be advanced if every decision 
requires unanimity.  Ireland has never chosen to use the veto – though perhaps once threatening to 
do so over milk quotas – and yet has not been significantly disadvantaged in its EU membership 
over more than thirty years.  
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The European Union is not perfect.  It is a political construct characterised by the compromises 
and consensus decisions that are fundamental to all politics.  The debates on the Constitutional 
Treaty demonstrated a faultline in the pro-European groupings whereby they felt compelled to 
inflate the case for what was, and – in its new livery – remains a modest enough proposal.  They 
used overstatement of what the EU does and can do and relied on fading memories of genuine 
and historic achievements. To quote Andrew Moravcsik, referring to France and Holland, “small 
wonder they were outgunned by grumpy populists with stronger symbols rooted in class, nation 
and race and with even more inflated views of what the EU does” (Moravcsik, 2006). 

The European Union is accused of harbouring aggressive military ambitions.  Reflection on the 
EU role in the past twenty years of the history of the Western Balkans puts that assertion in its true 
context.  After an historically weak initial response – which reflected the fact that the EU in the 
early 1990s lacked necessary competence and capability in the area of crisis management – the 
European Union today is positively involved in the region, providing political, civilian, police and 
military support for the transition of that troubled region.  

Ireland has rightly played its part in that effort.  Personnel of the Defence Forces – the real Óglaigh 
na hÉireann – and An Garda Siochana have served with distinction in Bosnia and Kosovo in UN 
and EU / UN missions. Irish diplomats have headed key EU civilian missions.  A senior Irish EU 
official, Erwan Fouere, became the first Special Representative of both Council and Commission 
when posted to the Republic of Macedonia.  Irish civilian experts, NGOs and investors are all 
playing a part in overcoming the malign results of militant nationalism and xenophobia and 
helping to build stable and successful modern democracies with an accepted future prospect of 
EU membership.

Nationalism is fundamental to much opposition to the European Union.  In an intervention at 
the National Forum on Europe Alban Maginnis of the SDLP reflected on the 2004 European 
Parliament elections in Northern Ireland which saw a contest between two opposed nationalisms 
– Republican and Loyalist.  They had confronted one another through violence over decades but 
were now contesting a peaceful election.  The remarkable fact was that these parties – Sinn Féin, 
Ulster Unionist and Democratic Unionist – though utterly opposed in their views on the future of 
Ireland and its relations with Britain and in their competition for seats at Strasbourg, fought the 
election on similar, strong Europhobic policies, giving further credibility to the accuracy of Jean 
Monnet’s prediction that right-wing and left-wing nationalism would join forces in an attempt to 
sabotage efforts at closer unity in Europe.  

“Referenda offer power without responsibility in that voters can confront elites without having 
to face the consequences of their action” commented the Hungarian academic and MEP, George 
Schopflin, writing about the referendum as part of the democratic process.  “At their heart”, he 
continued “referenda provide an opportunity for ad hoc coalitions that never have to worry about 
the outcome.  The far left and far right coming together in France in the May 2005 referendum 
on the European Union’s constitutional treaty was a case in point; the two sides could never 
have governed together, but they could operate as a spoiler.  Something similar was in evidence 
in Ireland in the Lisbon Treaty vote, where right-wing Catholics made common cause with left-
wingers suspicious of Europe.  The irony of this is that an ad hoc coalition of this kind can focus 
on a single issue and need never on any single occasion assume responsibility for the power that 
it wields”  (Schopflin, 2008). 

The deep interests of this country demand that Irish Europhobia and Euroscepticism are confronted 
by a more coherent statement of the positive nature of the European Union, of what it has meant to 
Ireland over four decades and what it can achieve in future through the joint efforts of its Member 
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States and their people.  The assets which can be brought to the debate are considerable.  Ireland 
has principles and values which have underpinned its record in peace-keeping and humanitarian 
activity.  It has conducted the affairs of the European Union with skill and achievement in successive 
Presidencies.  It has a clear sense of the rights and potential of small countries in a global and 
European setting.  Its experience of nearly forty years of EU membership has been positive across 
many fields and there is no conceivable benefit in rejecting that history of achievement and turning 
back to the sterility of narrow nationalism.

Perhaps the most important achievement of the decade long political and diplomatic exercise 
which produced the Lisbon Treaty was the clear exposition of the Values on which the project of 
European integration has been based and which remain the foundation of its future development.

Although it has been criticised by many, including two Popes, for its failure to mention God or 
Christianity, the Preamble of the Treaty on European Union contains a statement which merits the 
closest attention and which poses challenge to politicians, community leaders, educators and all 
citizens:

“Drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance of Europe, from which 
have developed the universal values of the inviolable and inalienable rights of the human person, 
freedom, democracy, equality and the rule of law...”  (TEU).

These fundamental considerations are reflected in the terms of the Treaty’s second Article:

The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons 
belonging to minorities.  These values are common to the Member States in a society in 
which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between 
women and men prevail (TEU).

With the ratification and coming into effect of the Lisbon Treaty it is relevant to recall the conclusion 
of the European Council that “the Lisbon Treaty provides the Union with a stable and lasting 
institutional framework … We expect no change in the foreseeable future so that the Union will 
be able to fully concentrate on addressing the concrete challenges ahead ...” (European Council, 
2007).  The policies and programmes needed to address those challenges will succeed only if they 
are firmly based on a recognition of the Union’s foundations and heritage and on commitment to 
its stated values which are totally at variance with the misrepresentations and distortions detailed 
throughout this paper.

A thought about the future.  

Reflecting on the campaign for a ’Yes’ vote in 2009, Brendan Halligan commented that “the 
extremes won’t go away ... that’s why being Europe’s odd man out is so dangerous.  Having 
ultimately won the Nice and Lisbon referenda can we hope to do it for a third time?  There will be 
another time, for sure” (Erskine, 2010).  It is important to be aware that “notwithstanding tangible 
benefits ... the EU remains a distant and little understood entity for the majority of people.  Deep 
knowledge about the EU, either in terms of specific policy areas or the dynamics of its legal order 
and institutional system, is not spread throughout the political system or society.  European issues 
have low salience most of the time”  (Laffan, 2008).  

This insight provides a severe challenge to the European Union and to each of the present, and 
future, Member States.  There is an urgent need for political and social dialogue on the future of 
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the Union and on the contribution of the Member States to shaping that future.  Such dialogue 
must be developed on rational and well-founded arguments and policies.  And there must be 
room for genuine argument and contestation in the face of the enormous challenges of the coming 
decades.  Can an EU of as many as thirty Member States produce economic dynamism and social 
advance from the depths of the current crisis?  Can this unique grouping of sovereign states 
make the future rather than be passive before it? Can the European Union move to a model of 
sustainable integration in a situation where Lisbon has created a constitutional settlement which 
will rule out further treaty revision exercises for the foreseeable future?  

Above all, can the EU organise itself, and persuade its Member States to act long-term? “[T]
hat also means changing the way the EU changes: who is asked to adjust and when, how costs 
and benefits are distributed in society, who bears what risk at what time-horizon.  These are not 
technical but eminently political questions” (Nicolaidis, 2010).  

As indicated above, the report of the Oireachtas Joint Sub-Committee on the Review of the Role 
of the Oireachtas in European Affairs contains important and far-reaching recommendations on 
the country’s relationship with the EU in the context of the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty.  It 
reflects on the opportunity presented to bridge the widely recognised disconnect between citizens 
and the European Union.  The Houses of the Oireachtas have a clear responsibility to take steps to 
enhance democratic participation and democratic accountability (Oireachtas, 2010).

These important steps can only be contemplated if we can move beyond the sterile arguments, the 
studied misrepresentation and the exchange of insults that have passed for debate on Europe in 
this country.  While the three-strand Europhobia which exists among a minority will not go away 
there must be a determination to conduct debates which are relevant to the interests of the majority 
while addressing real concerns – listening carefully to real social concerns, and addressing them, 
but treating the ‘conscription’, ‘euthanasia’ and ‘imprisoned three-year olds’ arguments and their 
proponents as they deserve.  Open and fully inclusive debate and contestation on European issues 
is essential but that calls for sustained and  serious engagement and for a refusal to be side-tracked 
into the cul-de-sacs of Europhobia. 

It is appropriate in conclusion to recall the words of the Taoiseach Sean Lemass in his Statement 
to the EEC Council of Ministers on 18 January 1962:

Ireland belongs to Europe by history, tradition and sentiment no less than by geography.  
Our destiny is bound up with that of Europe and our outlook and our way of life have for 
fifteen centuries been moulded by the Christian ideals and the intellectual and cultural 
values on which European civilisation rests.  Our people always tended to look to Europ  
for inspiration, guidance and encouragement.  It is thus natural that we in Ireland should 
regard with keen and sympathetic interest every genuine effort to bring the peoples of 
Europe closer together, so as to strengthen the foundations of our common civilisation 
(Lemass, 1962). 
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END NOTES

A – Notes on Irish Republicanism

References in this paragraph are to aspects of republican history and thinking in Ireland.  The 
‘Act of Union’ was the legal instrument which incorporated Ireland into the United Kingdom in 
1801.  The description ‘Redmondite’ is a characteristic insult used by extreme Irish republicans 
to imply that an individual is anti-nationalist and pro-British.  It refers to the nationalist Irish 
politician, John Redmond (1856-1918), who campaigned for Home Rule for Ireland but who was 
sidelined by the 1916 Rising against British rule and subsequently misrepresented and vilified 
by many  republicans.  The Wolfe Tone Society was an Irish republican discussion group named 
after the 18th century Irish republican leader, Theobald Wolfe Tone (1763-1798), who held high 
rank in the French army and who participated in the French military expedition in support of the 
unsuccessful 1798 insurrection.  Wolfe Tone died, by his own hand, while awaiting execution 
after the insurrection was defeated by British forces.  
 
B – The National Forum on Europe

In the aftermath of the first Nice referendum the Government, following consultation with the 
political parties in Dail Eireann, established the National Forum on Europe to facilitate public 
discussion  on issues relevant to Ireland’s membership of an enlarging EU and on the questions 
arising in the debate on the Future of Europe.  The National Forum on Europe was launched in 
October 2001. Its membership included the parties represented in the Dail and Seanad, together 
with individual members of both Houses and Irish MEPs.  A Special Observer Pillar involved 
organisations representative of civil society, including the social partners, groups which had been 
active in the Nice referendum campaign, registered political parties not represented in parliament 
and parties from Northern Ireland.  Almost fifty such groups took part, with speaking rights at 
all meetings. The Chairman of the Forum was Senator Maurice Hayes, an independent member 
of the Senate and former Ombudsman of Northern Ireland.  The Forum held almost one hundred 
Plenary Meetings, mainly in Dublin, and a wide range of other events around Ireland.  Its website, 
podcasts, YouTube channel and video films were accessed widely.  The National Forum on Europe 
was closed by the Government in early 2009. 

C – The Referendum Commission 

Under the Referendum Act 1998, on each occasion that a referendum falls to be held, the 
Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government may, at his discretion, appoint 
a Referendum Commission.  The role of the Referendum Commission is to explain the subject 
matter of referendum proposals, to promote public awareness of the referendum and to encourage 
the electorate to vote at the poll. The Commission is an independent body.  The Commission is 
required to present a report to the Minister within 6 months of polling day and the Commission 
dissolves one month later. The Commission is chaired by a former member of the High Court or 
the Supreme Court or by a serving member of the High Court, appointed by the Chief Justice at 
the request of the Minister. There are four ex officio members: the Clerk of Dáil Éireann; the Clerk 
of Seanad Éireann; the Ombudsman and the Comptroller and Auditor General.  The Secretariat to 
the Commission is provided by the Office of the Ombudsman.  The Referendum Commission in 
respect of the second Lisbon Treaty referendum in 2009 was established in July 2009, under the 
Chairmanship of Mr. Justice Frank Clarke.  The Commission presented its report in January 2010 
and dissolved one month later. 
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D – Attac

Attac is an international organisation and network in the global justice movement, founded in 
France in 1998.  It resists neoliberal globalisation and works towards social, environmental and 
democratic alternatives in the globalisation process.  It stands for the regulation of financial markets, 
closure of tax havens, introduction of global taxes to finance global public goods, cancellation of 
developing countries’ debt, fair trade rules and limits to free trade and unregulated capital flows.  
Attac is active in 40 countries and about 1,000 local groups. 

E – Text of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, 1916

The Provisional Government of the Irish Republic

To the people of Ireland.

IRISHMEN AND IRISHWOMEN: In the name of God and of the dead generations from which 
she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag 
and strikes for her freedom.

Having organised and trained her manhood through her secret revolutionary organisation, the 
Irish Republican Brotherhood,  and through her open military organisations, the Irish Volunteers 
and the Irish Citizen Army, having patiently perfected her discipline, having resolutely waited 
for the right moment to reveal itself, she now seizes that moment, and, supported by her exiled 
children in America and by  gallant allies in Europe, but relying in the first on her own strength, 
she strikes in full confidence of victory.

We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered 
control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible. The long usurpation of that right by 
a foreign people and government has not extinguished the right, nor can it ever be extinguished 
except by the destruction of the Irish people. In every generation the Irish people have asserted 
their right to national freedom and sovereignty: six times during the past three hundred years[ 
they have asserted it in arms. Standing on that fundamental right and again asserting it in arms in 
the face of the world, we hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State, 
and we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades-in-arms to the cause of its freedom, of its 
welfare, and its exaltation among the nations.

The Irish Republic is entitled to, and hereby claims, the allegiance of every Irishman and Irishwoman. 
The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its 
citizens, and declares its resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and 
of all its parts, cherishing all the children of the nation equally, and oblivious of the differences 
carefully fostered by an alien government, which have divided a minority from the majority in 
the past.

Until our arms have brought the opportune moment for the establishment of a permanent National 
Government, representative of the whole people of Ireland and elected by the suffrages of all her 
men and women, the Provisional Government, hereby constituted, will administer the civil and 
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military affairs of the Republic in trust for the people.

We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High God, Whose 
blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who serves that cause will dishonour 
it by cowardice, inhumanity, or rapine. In this supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour 
and discipline and by the readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, 
prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called.
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APPENDIX

Details of the ‘No’ Side Protagonists 

Afri

Afri describes itself as “a group of committed and creative people who seek to promote debate 
and influence policy and practice in Ireland and internationally on human rights, peace and justice 
issues.”  Afri’s best known spokesman is Andy Storey.  Afri has consistently opposed EU treaties 
and is perhaps best known for its creative Nice Referendum poster slogan ‘Goodbye UN Hello 
NATO’ and for its parody of the 1916 Proclamation – ‘The Irish Provincial Government of the 
US-European Empire to the People of Ireland.’ See: www.afri.ie.

Alive!

Alive! is a free, monthly Catholic paper distributed throughout Ireland, claiming a circulation 
of 392,000.  Copies are left in churches and delivered door to door in parishes.  Its editor is 
Fr Brian McKevitt OP.  Alive! has carried anti-EU material in connection with the Nice and 
Lisbon referenda and accepted a pro-Nice article only on the direct instruction of the Dominican 
Provincial.  An editorial argued that voters must ask whether the Lisbon Treaty was not a gamble 
too far.  It asserted that passing Lisbon would mean that Ireland would cease to be an independent 
sovereign state in the international community of states and would “open the floodgates to more 
political integration or centralisation of power in Brussels.”  

Following Alive!’s publication, in its September 2009 edition, of the Eire go Brach assertions 
concerning people with depression and autism, the Dominican Provincial in Ireland made it clear 
that Alive! was not a Dominican publication and did not represent the views of the Dominican 
Order.  Alive! editor Fr McKevitt was reported as receiving a standing ovation at the John Paul 
II Society conference in Ballaghaderreen in February 2009 for “bringing such truths to the Irish 
people.”  See: www.alive.ie.

Alliance of Councillors against Lisbon

An alliance of 135 councillors called for a ‘No’ vote in the Lisbon Treaty referendum.  The group 
included councillors from all 26 counties including Independents, members of Sinn Féin, the 
People Before Profit Alliance, the Socialist Party and three Labour Party councillors expressing 
their personal views.  The Group was led by Cllr. Richard Boyd Barrett. 

Bruce Arnold

Bruce Arnold is a writer and broadcaster, chief critic of the Irish Independent and author of more 
than twenty books.  He has written extensively on Irish politics, in particular on the Northern 
Ireland crisis in the 1960s and 1970s.  For this he was awarded an OBE in 2003.  Expressing 
strong anti-EU opinions in his Analysis column in the Irish Independent, he supported the Libertas 
campaign against Lisbon and lauded the efforts of Declan Ganley to launch a pan-EU party.  His 
interviews with Declan Ganley appeared in book form in 2009 under the title ‘The Fight For 
Democracy: The Libertas Voice in Ireland’.  He has written of the ’Yes’ vote in the second Lisbon 
referendum that “our sovereignty, once designed to give the ownership of Ireland to the people 
of Ireland, a sovereignty whose extinction could only be achieved ‘by the destruction of the Irish 
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people’ is wantonly handed over.”  His article in the Irish Independent of 21 November 2009 
was headlined “Despite the promise of independence, we’ve let ourselves become slaves.”  He 
has expressed support for the European policies of the British Conservative Party.  See: www.
brucearnold.ie.

British-based  Newspapers

British-based newspapers played a significant role in promoting the ‘No’ position during the 2008 
Lisbon campaign and a somewhat less overt role in 2009.  The main titles in question were the 
Irish Daily Mail and Mail on Sunday, the Sunday Times and the Daily Telegraph, all of which 
are at the forefront of British Europhobia.  The Wall Street Journal, which is part of the Murdoch 
empire, published several articles supportive of Libertas leader Declan Ganley and critical of 
the ’Yes’ side in the Lisbon referendum campaign.  It was deployed to refute claims about the 
economic consequences of a second ‘No’ vote. Sunday Times editorials told their readers: ‘Don’t 
be afraid to say No’ and ‘Voting by fear is a sorry state’.  In the Mail Peter Hitchens wrote “So, 
out of the smog of dishonesty that has long concealed it, we at last see the true shape of the thing 
that threatens us ... the new European State finally exists and has given itself life …” See:  www.
wsj.com and www.irishdailymail.ie.

Vincent Browne

Vincent Browne is a broadcaster and journalist who has worked for the main Irish newspapers and 
for both RTE (radio and TV) and TV3.  He founded and edited the Sunday Tribune and Magill and 
Village magazines.  He promoted opposition to the Lisbon Treaty in both referendum campaigns 
with particular emphasis on alleged EU involvement in the international arms industry.  He 
wrote in the Irish Times on 23 September 2009, that the ‘aggressive’ European Defence Agency 
“seeks to further plans for wars for resources and for the containment of migrants.”  See: www.
villagemagazine.ie.

Campaign Against the EU Constitution (CAEUC)

The CAEUC was formed in 2005 as “a broad coalition of progressive and leftwing political 
parties, organisations and individuals committed to democracy, peace, justice, Irish neutrality and 
justice”.

The CAEUC states that its objective is to promote information and awareness of the implications 
of the Lisbon Treaty for Ireland and the wider world.  It has argued that Ireland was voting “not 
just for ourselves but for others in Europe who have been denied a vote and for future generations 
whose lives will be affected by our actions now.”  It is fronted by Cllr. Richard Boyd Barrett of 
the People Before Profit Alliance.  See: www.caeuc.org.
    
Campaign to Defend the Right to a Secret Ballot (UK)

This is a British organisation set up in 2006 to oppose the use of postal ballots on demand in 
UK elections. It inserted anti-Lisbon advertisements in Irish national newspapers.  See: www.
sortition.com. 

87

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



COIR / Youth Defence / Fatima Rosary Group

COIR, the ‘national organisation for Justice, Sovereignty and Integrity’ was established in 2003 
after the re-run of the Nice Treaty and its stated aim is to protect Irish sovereignty.  It is closely 
linked to the militant pro-life group Youth Defence and has associated groups such as the Catholic 
fundamentalist Fatima Rosary Group.  It has campaigned strongly against the EU on grounds 
of alleged support for abortion and is notable for the questionable veracity of its campaigns, 
for instance in implying that a ’Yes’ vote would lead to the legalisation of euthanasia and to the 
introduction of conscription.  

COIR argues that the fundamental problem lies in the desire of the EU to become ever more 
centralised and federalised: “... that may not seem so important when we are discussing banana 
sizes or patio heaters, it becomes a very serious matter when it comes to the right to decide our 
own laws.  Lisbon will take from each of you, from every Irish person, the right to decide on 
abortion, euthanasia and other crucially important issues.”  It claims as many as 2,600 volunteers 
nationwide and specialises in striking and innovative poster campaigns and organising nationwide 
canvassing teams.  After the Lisbon referendum it began campaigning in opposition to legislation 
providing for civil partnerships.  See: www.coircampaign.org.

Comhar Criostai / Christian Solidarity Party 

The Christian Solidarity Party is a political party in Ireland without parliamentary representation.  
It was founded in 1997 and describes itself as “dedicated to the causes of Life, the Family and the 
Community”.  Its main policies are unequivocally pro-life.  It unsuccessfully contested the 2004 
European Parliament election and 2002 and 2007 general elections.  Its opposition to the Lisbon 
Treaty highlighted the  alleged threats from the Charter of Fundamental Rights which would 
“trump Bunreacht na hEireann (the Irish Constitution) and over-ride your Irish constitutional 
rights in many areas, including life and family policy.”  
      
Communist Party of Ireland

The Communist Party of Ireland is an all-Ireland Marxist party, founded in 1933.  Its aim is to 
win the support of the majority of the Irish people for ending the capitalist system.  Its activities 
include opposition to ‘European imperialism’ by defending the gains achieved as a result of the 
October Revolution in Russia!  Lisbon is characterised as a major assault on national democracy 
and a further undermining of democratic accountability.  The CPI has a publications programme 
including a weekly and a monthly paper and operates a bookshop in Dublin.  See: www.
communistpartyofireland.ie.
 
Community and Workers Action Group
      
The Community and Workers Action Group emerged in 2005 as a result of splits in the broad 
left-wing campaign against Dublin City Council bin-charges.  It is associated with People Before 
Profit’s Cllr. Joan Collins and Dermot Connolly, former Dublin Secretary of the Socialist Party.  It 
is involved in campaigns on local community issues.
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Jim Corr

Musician Jim Corr entered the Lisbon Treaty debate in an open letter to every paper in the country 
attacking the Legal Guarantees and arguing that the EU was moving towards totalitarianism.  Jim 
Corr believed that there was a hidden agenda for the creation of World Government and that the 
EU represented the frontline for those determined to oppose to such an agenda.  Of the Lisbon 
Treaty he wrote: “ This sixth and final ‘Treaty’ is the ‘death knell’ for the sovereignty of the 
member states of the EU.  Do not be mistaken about this, and no matter what your ‘elected’ leaders 
are telling you to the contrary, this is it.  This is the culmination of years of plotting, deception and 
conspiring against the people of Europe.”  See: www.jimcorr.com. 

Dana Rosemary Scallon

Dana is a professional entertainer and politician.  Her emphasis is on traditional family values and 
on the pro-life campaign.  She was a candidate for the Presidency of Ireland in 1997, coming third, 
and represented the Connacht-Ulster constituency as an Independent member of the European 
Parliament from 1999 to 2004.  She was unsuccessful in a bid to run again for the Presidency in 
2004.  She entered the second Lisbon campaign arguing that a ’Yes’ vote would open the door 
to abortion.  Voting ‘No’ would  protect Ireland’s Constitution in matters such as the definition 
and protection of the family, children’s rights, parent’s rights, the protection of life and the child 
embryo, the right to a fair trial, the right to strike, etc.  “The people must know the truth, that the 
guarantees are worthless and that the EU will have primacy over Ireland’s Constitution.  Lisbon is 
not about tidying up the democratic process – it is about tying up the democratic process.”  See: 
www.dana-music.com.

Democratic Alliance 

Democratic Alliance describes itself as “a national movement of Irish citizens who campaign 
in favour of democratic accountability across the EU, and economic regeneration in Ireland.”  
It is Athlone-based and produced one anti-EU pamphlet during the campaign, highlighting the 
threat of Turkish entry to the Union, and questioning whether a large movement of people from 
Turkey would solve our economic problems. The pamphlet contained a representation of the 
1916 Proclamation overprinted with the word ‘Void’.  The Alliance appears to be associated with 
Infowars Ireland and the National Platform.
 
Eire go Brach

Eire go Brach is a Cork-based nationalist and fundamentalist group which campaigned against 
both Lisbon Treaty referenda “to defend Irish sovereignty and Ireland’s right to exist as a free 
country”.

The group’s objectives include: “to defend our unborn children from the murder camps of Europe 
and the liberalist block” and “to  revitalise the Irish landscape ...”  Its website contained the 
assertion that “In the recent war in the six-counties all the politicians stood against Ireland.  We 
can see the results of this now climax in their treasonous attempt to reduce Ireland into a provincial 
province in an EU Empire.”  It produced the infamous ‘advertisement’ in Alive! asserting that a 
’Yes’ vote would lead to the EU moving to seize the children and personal assets of persons 
suffering from depression and related conditions. See: www.eiregobrach.ie.
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Eirigi

Eirigi is an all-Ireland, socialist republican political party with the goals of ending the British 
occupation of the six counties and seeking the establishment of a 32-county democratic socialist 
republic.  Eirigi was founded in 2006 coinciding with the 90th anniversary of the 1916 Rising.  Its 
Chairman is Brendan Leeson.  It is increasingly active on a number of  political issues – North and 
South – most recently in promoting opposition to the proposed visit to Ireland by Queen Elizabeth 
II.  Eirigi supports left-wing global movements “as a bulwark to oppression and exploitation in 
the world”.  It is determinedly anti-EU and campaigned in both Lisbon referenda.  Its campaign 
poster advised voters:  “Never Mind the B****cks – It Is The Same Treaty”. See: www.eirigi.org.

Farmers for ‘No’

This organisation represented a small group of IFA members led by James Reynolds, former 
chairman of the IFA Longford branch.  

The group highlighted the likelihood of imminent Turkish accession to the EU as a threat to 
the future of the CAP and put forward a baseless claim that a ‘Yes’ vote would lead to a threat 
to the succession rights of Irish farmers.  Mr Reynolds has been a supporter of Libertas and 
Declan Ganley and was associated with former Youth Defence leader Justin Barrett.  A spokesman 
memorably warned that “It is time to stand up and be counted - if we lie down we will surely be 
mounted!”

Ireland for Life

Ireland for Life was launched in 2002 by members of local pro-life groups who were dissatisfied 
with the campaign on the constitutional amendment on abortion then being debated.  For a period 
it was known as Eire ar son na Beatha.  Ireland for Life founder and spokesperson, Mary Thornton, 
entered the Lisbon debate in 2009 on the issue of  abortion, dismissing the legal guarantees and 
highlighting the primacy of EU law.

Infowars Ireland

Infowars Ireland describes itself as a grassroots organisation whose purpose is “to expose the fraud 
of the left/right political paradigm as it exists internationally ... and those seeking to eliminate 
national sovereignty and replace it with a ‘one world order.’”  Infowars Ireland is a supporter 
of Architects and Engineers for 9-11 Truth and the Prison Planet Forum.  It has the support of 
Anthony Coughlan and the National Platform. See: www.info-wars.org. 
   
Irish Anti-War Movement
      
The Irish Anti-War Movement is described as a grassroots organisation dedicated to opposing the 
‘war on terror’ and any further invasions or attacks and to seeking an end to the international arms 
trade.  It campaigns against the use of Shannon Airport by US military.  It campaigned against 
Lisbon on the argument of the Union’s alleged ‘militarisation’.  Its Chairman is Cllr. Richard 
Boyd Barrett of the People Before Profit Alliance. See: www.irishantiwar.org. 
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‘Irish Citizen’

Anonymous individual who paid for newspaper advertisements in the later stages of the campaign.

Irish Fishermen’s Organisation

The Irish Fishermen’s Organisation, representing whitefish vessel owners and skippers, was 
revitalised in 2009 to specifically oppose the Lisbon Treaty.  It made much use of the widely 
quoted but baseless statistic that €200 billion worth of fish had been taken from Irish waters by 
EU vessels.  The IFO was involved in protests in 2008 over rising fuel and falling fish prices.  An 
IFO spokesperson argued that “Ireland has never gotten a fair deal.  Common access to common 
resources is what they call it, but we did not get a fair playing field.

Irish Friends of Palestine Against Lisbon (IFPAL)

IFPAL was formed in June 2009 by people in Ireland opposed to EU support for Israel.  Its 
founders and main spokespersons are the composer and author, Raymond Deane, and Limerick-
based activist, Sean Clinton.  IFPAL is closely linked to the Ireland-Palestine Solidarity Campaign 
of which Raymond Deane is Chairman.  IFPAL campaigned against Lisbon, arguing that EU 
policies were “inimical to the human and political rights of the Palestinian people and detrimental 
to Ireland’s good standing internationally.”  Several clashes with the police and local authorities 
on issues of picketing and postering were reported during the Lisbon campaign.  See: www.ifpal.
ie.
      
Irish Republican Socialist Party

The Irish Republican Socialist Party is “a working class revolutionary party with the objective 
of establishing a 32-county Workers Republic.”  It rejects any parliamentary road to socialism 
and is involved in the campaigns and struggles of the workers’ movement .  It has direct links 
to the Irish National Liberation Army which recently declared an end to armed struggle and is 
decommissioning its arms.  It has always opposed Irish membership of the European Union. See: 
www.irsm.org.
 
Irish Socialist Network

The Irish Socialist Network, established in 2001, describes itself as a radical democratic socialist 
organisation.  Its website describes it as a campaigning organisation which works actively to fight 
for the rights of ordinary people and to help build a socialist Ireland.  ISN argues that working 
people must take control of their own communities and workplaces, not relying on others to do so. 
It opposes the EU on grounds of neo-liberalism and militarisation.  See: www.irishsocialist.net.
      
Irish Society for Christian Civilisation
 
The Irish Society for Christian Civilisation was formed “to resist, in the realm of ideas, the 
atheistic, liberal and socialist trends of the times”.  It proposes a counter-revolution embracing 
every field of action, especially in art, ideas and culture.  It disseminates religious articles and 
Catholic literature, especially the message of Fatima.  It has opposed the EU on grounds of abortion 
and family values.  It attacks the European Union on the grounds that it “will ignore God and the 
Christian roots of Europe and will create a new European identity based on radical secularism and 
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atheistic philosophies. “  Its website links to the site of The American Society for the Defense of 
Tradition, Family and Property. See: www.isfcc.org.
    
Libertas / Declan Ganley
      
Libertas, led by Declan Ganley, emerged in 2006 as a group campaigning successfully against 
the Lisbon Treaty, notably through effective nationwide postering.  Its first slogan ‘Europe Has 
Been Good for Ireland. Let’s Keep It That Way’ struck a chord with middle class voters and with 
the media.  Ganley has strong contacts with business and right-wing think tanks in the US and, in 
the aftermath of the first Lisbon referendum, was described as a ‘freedom fighter’ by the Heritage 
Foundation.  

Libertas then declared itself to be a pan-European party, running hundreds of candidates in the 
2009 European Parliament elections but winning only one seat, in France.  The Libertas candidates 
in Ireland, including Declan Ganley, campaigned at local level on issues such as abortion and 
immigration and worked closely with COIR / Youth Defence on the ground but without success.  
Declan Ganley entered the campaign against the second Lisbon Treaty referendum at a late stage, 
demanding the right to debate one-on-one with the Taoiseach.  The extensive Libertas website has 
been closed down and the party has been disbanded.

Tom McGurk

Writer and broadcaster Tom McGurk used his Sunday Business Post column and radio opportunities 
to campaign against the Lisbon Treaty.  He argued that Lisbon was about “unleashing a European 
project that, in less than a generation, will once again make this country an insignificant appendage 
to a vast global enterprises ... this is ultimately about a United States of Europe ...” 

Mothers Alliance Ireland
      
Mothers Alliance Ireland is led by Nora Bennis who has been associated with small parties such 
as the Christian Democrats and the National Party.  She polled more than 18,000 votes in the 1994 
European Parliament election, standing as an Independent.  Mothers Alliance Ireland opposes the 
EU, the Charter of Fundamental Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

National Platform /Anthony Coughlan

The National Platform is a voluntary research and information body on EU affairs, part of TEAM, 
a pan-European Eurosceptic movement associated with the Danish politician Jens Peter Bonde 
who visited Ireland during the referendum campaign.  Its Director is Anthony Coughlan.  It was 
formed in 1986 following the Crotty Judgement in respect of the Single European Act.  It has been 
actively involved in all subsequent EC / EU referendums, mainly in providing documentation, 
selective quotations and a speaker service to other organisations.  Anthony Coughlan has argued 
that the Lisbon referendum has been characterized by monstrous  illegality on the part of several 
key parties (The European Commission; European Parliament groups; the Irish Government; the 
Referendum Commission). See: www.nationalplatform.org. 

Open Europe (UK)
      
Open Europe is a UK-based think tank and lobby group, set up by a number of UK business 
people, calling for reform of the European Union.  It seeks to involve like-minded individuals and 
groups in disseminating its ideas widely across the EU. Its Director, Lorraine Mullally, organised 

92

“Saying No”. An Analysis of the Irish Opposition to the Lisbon Treaty



a seminar in Dublin during the campaign to promote a ‘No’ vote.  She argued that holding the 
second referendum was “shocking dishonesty” and “EU politics at its worst.”  Its material was 
used by the Sunday Times in the first Lisbon referendum.  See: www.openeurope.org.uk. 

Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA)

PANA was established in 1996 and claims a wide range of affiliated groups and individuals.  It 
seeks to advocate an independent Irish Foreign Policy, to defend Irish Neutrality and to promote 
a reformed United Nations.  It opposes an EU Empire or superstate.  Its spokesman is Roger Cole 
who regularly quotes Theobald Wolfe Tone, the Fenians and Michael Collins and describes Irish 
supporters of the EU as ‘Redmondites’.  For PANA the Lisbon referendum “is not an Irish battle.  
It is a European battle fought on Irish soil, a battle between the peoples of Europe who want 
democracy and the elite of Europe that want an Empire.”  See: www.pana.ie.

People Before Profit Alliance
  
The People Before Profit Alliance was established in 2005 by workers from local campaigns.  It 
aims to reverse neo-liberal policies “which place wealth creation for the few over the welfare of 
communities in Ireland”.  Led by Cllr. Richard Boyd Barrett, it won 14 local authority seats in 
2009.  It claims to represent a different form of politics fitting for the 21st century.  It campaigned 
against the Lisbon Treaty on grounds of the neo-liberal policies which caused the economic crisis 
and which are ‘enshrined’ in the treaty text.  It described its campaign as a defence of people’s 
right to say ‘No’.  See: www.people-before-profit.org.
     
People’s Movement

The People’s Movement campaigns against any measures that further develop the EU into a 
federal super-state and works “to defend and enhance popular sovereignty, democracy and social 
justice in Ireland”.  The  Movement’s patrons include longstanding opponents of the European 
Union, such as Robert Ballagh, Rev. Terence McCaughey, Prof John Maguire and Dervla Murphy. 
The Chairperson is Patricia McKenna who has campaigned against EU treaties over many years, 
within and outside the Green Party which she represented in the European Parliament.  See: www.
people.ie.
  
Republican Sinn Féin

Republican Sinn Féin claims direct descent from the Sinn Féin party of the early 20th century, 
giving its date of foundation as 1905.  The party does not recognise the legitimacy of the ‘Six 
County’ or ‘26-County’ States in Ireland and is abstentionist.  It describes the Taoiseach as “ the 
head of the 26-County administration.”  It retains a military wing.  RSF is organised throughout 
the 32 counties and publishes a monthly newspaper, ‘Saoirse’, the June 2010 edition of which 
carried a Statement from the Army Council of the Continuity IRA.  It opposes Irish membership 
of the EU on nationalist grounds. See: www.rsf.ie.

Sinn Féin
      
Sinn Féin is an all-Ireland republican party with the stated goal of Irish unity and independence.  
The party claims direct descent from the Sinn Féin party of the early 20th century.  It has been the 
political voice of the Provisional IRA.  It has representation in the Northern Ireland Assembly 
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with five ministers, including Deputy First Minister, Martin McGuinness, in both Houses of the 
Oireachtas and in the European Parliament.  Sinn Féin vigorously opposed Irish entry to the then 
EEC in the 1972 referendum and has called for a ‘No’ vote in every EU-related referendum since 
then.  See: www.sinnfein.ie.

Socialist Party / Joe Higgins MEP

The Socialist Party is an all-Ireland party established under that title in 1997.  It evolved from 
the Trotskyist Militant Tendency movement which was active from the early 1970s.  It has 
campaigned on issues incuding water charges and bin charges.  It has consistently opposed EU-
related referenda on grounds of neo-liberalism.  Joe Higgins represented the party in Dail Eireann 
from 1997 to 2007 and was elected to the European Parliament in 2009.  See: www.socialistparty.
net.

Socialist Workers Party

The Socialist Workers Party describes itself as a campaigning socialist party which fights against 
exploitation and oppression though organising in the People Before Profit Alliance, the Anti-War 
Movement and in the unions.  It opposes the European Union on the issue of neo-liberalism.  It 
is linked to the International Socialist Tendency which unites revolutionary organisations around 
the world.  Leading members include Kieran Allen and Richard Boyd Barrett of the People Before 
Profit Alliance. See: www.swp.ie.
    
The Sovereign Independent 
    
The Sovereign Independent was a one-off publication including anti-EU material by Anthony 
Coughlan and articles on threats from swine flu vaccine, exploding low energy bulbs, the New 
World Order and revelations about EU Flags popping up all over Ireland ‘like swastikas’!  The 
paper is associated with Infowars Ireland, the 9/11 conspiracy movement and the WiseUp Journal.  
See: www.info-wars.org.

Trade Unions  inc. Technical Engineering and Electrical Union / Unite
      
The Technical Engineering and Electrical Union is the largest engineering union in Ireland.  Led 
by Eamon Devoy, it claims 45,000 members.  Unite is the Irish provincial unit of the UK-based 
Unite union formed in 2007 by the amalgamation of the T&G and Amicus unions.  The Unite 
Regional Secretary in Dublin is Jimmy Kelly.  Both unions campaigned for a ‘No’ vote in the 
Lisbon Treaty referendum on grounds of neo-liberal policies. See: www.unitetheunion.com and 
www.teeu.ie. 

Transnational Institute
      
The Transnational Institute describes itself as “a worldwide fellowship of committed scholar 
activists.”  The Board Chair of the Institute, Susan George, visited Dublin to call for a ‘No’ vote 
to Lisbon.  She had been a leader in the 2005 French campaign against the EU Constitutional 
Treaty and was associated with the Sinn Féin anti-Lisbon campaign in 2008.  She summarised 
the Institute’s position: “Europe  has now surpassed the US as the wealthiest political entity.  We 
can afford to retain and perfect the European social model, provide a decent livelihood for all and 
undertake a swift conversion to an ecological economy: we can afford to embody the ideal of the 
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common good.  Not to demand all this and more is a betrayal of whatever is best in our history.  
This may be Europe’s last chance.”  See: www.tni.org.

United Kingdom Independence Party

UKIP was formed in 1994 to campaign for UK withdrawal from the EU.  Under the leadership of 
Nigel Farage MEP the party won 12 seats in the 2004 European Parliament election, increasing 
to 13 in 2009 when the party took second place to Labour in overall votes.  UKIP intervened in 
the Irish Lisbon campaign with visits from Farage and circulation to every home in the country of 
a highly contentious pamphlet containing quasi-racist references to Turkish accession to the EU, 
gross misrepresentation of a Labour Court decision and other distortions. See:  www.ukip.org.

VoteNo.ie

VoteNo.ie is a website initiated by socialists to campaign for a ‘No’ vote in the Lisbon referendum.  
It included material from a wide variety of sources excluding right-wing nationalist views and 
racism.  The site’s editors are Kieran Allen and Sinead Kennedy, both of the Socialist Workers 
Party.  The site promoted Allen’s booklet ‘Reasons to Vote No’.  See: www.voteno.ie. 

Women Say ‘No’ to Lisbon

A group of women academics and political party members, chaired by Ailbhe Smyth, produced 
a manifesto calling for a ‘No’ vote on the grounds that the Treaty contains provisions against the 
interests of women in particular and the alleged underpinning of privatisation in key areas such as 
health, education and social services.  No Website.

Workers Party

The Workers Party evolved from the Official IRA and Official Sinn Féin following the republican 
split which took place in 1969.  In its present form it was founded in 1982.  The party had Dáil 
representation between 1981 and 1992 when a further split saw the establishment of Democratic 
Left (now merged with the Labour Party).  The Workers Party has campaigned against the EU in 
successive referenda.  It described the Lisbon Treaty as “the latest step in the relentless pursuit of 
European Integration” and as “fundamentally undemocratic.” See: www.workerspartyireland.net. 

Workers Solidarity Movement

The Workers Solidarity Movement describes itself as an ‘anarchist communist organisation in  
Ireland’.  It was founded in Dublin in 1984 by anarchists demanding better organisation in order to 
argue more effectively for anarchism and for revolutionary change in Irish society. It campaigned 
against both Nice and Lisbon Treaties. The WSM argued that “the problem is not the treaty alone 
but the EU as an institution.”  In its view “Whichever way the vote goes, there is no indication that 
either a yes or a no vote will substantially alter the exclusion of the public from the major public 
decisions. That requires a rethinking of the kind of society we want.”  Its periodical freesheet 
‘Workers Solidarity’ claims a 6,000 print-run.  See: www.wsm.ie.
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