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Discussion note on Ireland’s objectives 
after Brexit
By Dr John Temple Lang

Introduction by Dáithí O’Ceallaigh, Chair of the IIEA 
UK Group

The UK Group in the IIEA meet regularly, and in recent months 
have had several discussions around Ireland’s objectives after Brexit.

Whatever the final terms of Brexit, Ireland, as well as having a land 
border with the UK, is likely to remain its closest economic and 
social centre of any EU state. In addition, the post-Brexit situation 
– even the post-final agreement situation, will probably remain open 
to change for many years to come. 

There will certainly be active, sometimes difficult relations between 
the EU and the UK which will require credible management, as 
will the London-Dublin relationship. Northern Ireland will often 
present additional difficulties and this will require additional systems 
of negotiation and implementation.

With this in mind, it may be useful to consider what should be 
Ireland’s objectives after Brexit and how they might be pursued.
Many of these objectives overlap, but it may be helpful to list them 
separately. There follows a note drawn up by Dr John Temple Lang 
which has been discussed by the UK Group.
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Relations with the United Kingdom1

Until the long-term EU-UK arrangements have been finalised, the 
UK should be encouraged to stay in both the EU Customs Union 
and the Single Market. It is in Ireland’s interests to minimise the 
extent of the separation between the UK and the EU. 

The possibility of the UK joining the European Economic Area 
(EEA) should be kept in mind. (That would allow the UK to stay 
in the Single Market and also to make bilateral trade agreements).

The UK should be encouraged to adopt the kind of close solutions 
developed in the EEA. This would minimise divergence and avoid 
duplication of institutions, and minimise the economic harm 
resulting from Brexit.

As far as possible the UK should be discouraged from adopting a 
cheap food policy. This is not as big a concession as it may sound. 
Cheap food would seriously harm Britain and Northern Ireland, and 
a US-UK trade agreement would certainly not be very favourable to 
the UK.

As an important trading partner of the UK, Ireland may have some 
influence that could be used for these purposes.

Nothing should be done that would make ultimate re-entry of the 
UK into the EU more difficult  
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Ireland should lessen its dependence on the UK and maintain 
links with the UK only insofar as they benefit Ireland.  But all the 
institutions associated with the Good Friday Agreement should be 
actively used, including those little used until now. The EU should 
be involved as far as possible, to provide financial support to ensure 
that obligations are fully carried out. Probably no new institutions 
are needed if the existing institutions are fully used and if the EU 
is actively involved. British politicians know little about Northern 
Ireland, and should be given as much advice and help as they will 
accept.

Everything possible should be done to maintain the efficiency of the 
Land Bridge for lorry traffic across England.

Future EU-UK arrangements on security and police and judicial 
cooperation may need to be supplemented by bilateral Ireland-UK 
cooperation, e.g. over European Arrest Warrants. There are a number 
of matters, not directly involving the EU, which will need to be dealt 
with bilaterally e.g. in connection with health.

Northern Ireland2

Owing to the economic and other harm that will be caused by Brexit, 
it is more important than ever to support the Peace Process, and to 
ensure that the EU and the UK both do so also. The EU should be 
encouraged to continue to be directly involved in Northern Ireland 
affairs, and should be a party to at least some of the new arrangements 
for Northern Ireland.
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Regulatory differences between the two parts of Ireland should be 
kept to the minimum.

The UK should be encouraged to maintain the present level of 
transfers to Northern Ireland, to compensate Northern Ireland 
farmers fully for the loss of the benefits of the EU agricultural 
policy, and to adopt future agricultural policies that will not unduly 
harm farmers in Northern Ireland and in Britain.

This is important because, even if the UK does not adopt a low 
tax policy, the UK as a result of Brexit will have reduced budgetary 
resources overall from which to pay subsidies and transfers. 

The UK should be committed by treaty with the EU and with 
Ireland to maintain the rights given by EU law in Northern Ireland 
law, in particular by writing the Charter of Fundamental Rights 
into Northern Ireland law. (This would be easier and better than 
trying to rely on negotiating a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, 
as envisaged at the time of the Good Friday Agreement, although 
that should not be forgotten). The ill-effects of UK measures, 
depriving Irish citizens in Northern Ireland of their rights under 
EU law, should be contested. The ability of compromise in both 
parties of Ireland to bid for public contracts in the whole of Ireland 
should be maintained and guaranteed.
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In the European Union Institutions3

Ireland should involve itself more, and more closely and constructively, 
in EU affairs. Ireland’s involvement should not be primarily selfish 
or defensive.

Ireland should protect the interests of the smaller Member States. In 
particular, Ireland should support the “Community Method” and 
the right of each Member State to nominate one Commissioner.

Ireland should not support protectionist measures that may be 
proposed for the EU, even if they would benefit Irish farmers.

Ireland should correct its deplorable record on EU environmental 
issues. Ireland should ensure that it loses its reputation for failing to 
apply and enforce EU law. This will necessitate additional resources 
for enforcement in Ireland.

Ireland should discourage the setting up of new institutions to deal 
with State aids and other regulatory issues in the UK. Purely UK 
bodies should not be given sole responsibility for enforcing the UK’s 
obligations. The EEA institutions could be used, including the EFTA 
Court. Duplication of European institutions should be avoided.

Ireland should avoid seeming to oppose all EU proposals on 
harmonisation of taxation. Ireland is supporting global company tax 
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measures being discussed by OECD. Ireland should however, ensure 
that the features of the Irish tax system which enable multinationals 
to arrange their affairs in such a way that they pay substantially less 
than the nominal tax rate of 12.5% are eliminated. If this situation 
was ended the Irish tax system would not be open to criticism.

Comments

Much will depend on the policies that the UK will choose to adopt 
on, e.g. cheap food, transfers to Northern Ireland, and agricultural 
policy.

Ireland needs careful and long-term plans for improved infrastructure 
such as enlarged harbours and cargo shipping services.

Ireland needs improved education in European languages and on 
European affairs.

This is essential, among other reasons, to ensure optimum 
representation of Irish interests by Irish-educated individuals in EU 
institutions.

Ireland should strengthen the Commission, by avoiding unjustifiable 
complaints when the Commission criticises Ireland, and by sending 
good Irish Commissioners.

Irish politicians should explain the history and the rationale of the 
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EU institutions, including e.g. the Commission’s exclusive right 
to propose new EU measures (to make qualified majority voting 
acceptable: see the IIEA booklet on the Role of the Commission and 
Qualified Majority Voting4). Ireland should defend the Commission 
against populist criticisms.

Geostrategic context5

Brexit may change Ireland’s geostrategic context, especially if the US 
guarantee of Europe’s security diminishes and/or the UK becomes 
estranged for its continental European allies in NATO. The close 
UK/European security relationship provided security for Ireland at 
no cost to us. Ireland will need to work to preserve as much of this 
as possible. 

Within the EU, Ireland will need to interest itself in the concerns and 
ambitions of all our 27 partners. It should avoid undue alignment 
with smaller groups of states within the EU, and seek to understand 
and promote common EU-wide solutions. Ireland should seek to 
identify solutions to its problems within the context of a wider EU 
interest, rather than look for exceptions. Ireland should be proactive 
in looking for EU solutions to the continent’s big problems like the 
rise of China, the retreat of the US, Russian opportunism, disorderly 
migration flows, and economic stagnation. 

Banking Union, Energy Union and the completion of the EU Single 
Market in services should be promoted by Ireland. But where trade-
offs have to be made these should be honestly explained to the public 
and the Oireachtas. Ireland should learn from the mistake the UK 
made in its approach to Brexit.
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