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Section One: State of Play
The First Three Months

The first three months of the post-Brexit era 
have produced a degree of economic and 
political friction which poses a real threat to 
future relationships between the UK and EU, 
between the UK and Ireland and on the island 
of Ireland itself. 

The initial working of the post-Brexit system 
has seen a £6 billion plunge in UK exports 
to the EU, with as many as three quarters of 
firms reporting that red tape and disruption 
left them ‘severely strained’ and fearful of the 
impact of scheduled further border checks. 

The trade effects of Brexit and of the 
application of the Northern Ireland Protocol 

have combined to produce severe disruption 
in trade between Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland leading to serious problems for 
business and consumers.

The Protocol difficulties have led to anger - even 
fury - in Loyalist and Unionist communities 
who perceive a threat to the position of 
Northern Ireland within the United Kingdom. 
The unionist parties have mounted a five-part 
campaign for the scrapping of the Protocol.

The unilateral decision of the UK Government 
to extend, by six months, grace periods under 
the terms of the Protocol led to charges of 
‘bad faith’ by the EU and the Irish Government 
and to the issuing of formal notice by the 
Commission of legal proceedings against the 
UK for breaching the substantive provisions of 
the Protocol.

Introduction
The Brief seeks to provide up-to-date information on the progress and content of the UK-EU 
negotiations, and bring together relevant statements and policy positions from key players in 
Ireland, the UK and the EU.

The Brief is part of a wider communications programme covering the work of the IIEA’s UK 
Project Group – including commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which are 
highlighted on the Institute’s website. (www.iiea.com)
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The abrupt ending of the Gove- Šefčovič 
joint chairmanship of the Joint Committee on 
implementation of the Protocol, which had 
produced agreements on procedures and 
problem solving, with the arrival of Lord Frost 
as the UK Brexit chief, led to a changed situation 
with a number of Frost statements and articles 
on EU ‘ill will’ and ‘sulking’ producing inevitable, 
testy responses from Brussels. 

Fall out continues from the Commission’s 
Article 16 debacle which has weakened the 
EU arguments on the UK Protocol moves and 
raises serious questions about the leadership 
and internal workings of the von der Leyen 
Commission.

As the COVID-19 crisis continues, a heated 
dispute has erupted between London and 
Brussels over vaccine supplies and movements. 
Angry exchanges of letters between the Prime 
Minister and the President of the European 
Council have been followed by Foreign 
Secretary Raab commanding the attendance 
at his offices of the EU Ambassador to the UK 
who has uniquely been refused full diplomatic 
status. An official attended with Ambassador 
Almeida commenting from Brussels. 

A US dimension to the situation has emerged 
as President Biden voiced strong support for 
the Good Friday Agreement in talks with the 
Taoiseach on St Patrick’s Day and the US Senate 
introduced a bipartisan resolution reaffirming 
support for the Agreement. Earlier, Foreign 
Minister Simon Coveney and Commission 
Vice President Maroš Šefčovič briefed the 
US Congress ‘Friends of Ireland’ and links 
were suggested between the Protocol issue 
and future US-UK trade talks. Prime Minister 
Johnson appointed a special representative in 
the UK Washington Embassy to articulate the 
UK position. 

The House of Lords EU Committee has warned 
that the December Brexit deal has been 
thrown into jeopardy by the deteriorating 
relations between London and Brussels. The 
Committee has said that “the threat of no deal 
remains” since the deal has yet to be formally 
ratified and the ratification process has been 
delayed by the European Parliament.

These few weeks have seen endless rounds 
of mutual recrimination in all media and 
in political and parliamentary set-piece 
debates and confrontations, with the UK 
Government accusing the opposition Labour 
Party of “standing here and defending the 
EU, rather than defending the actions of the 
UK Government, who are standing up for the 
people of the United Kingdom.” 

The situation has been summed up in a RTE 
comment: “Right now, the UK and the EU are 
not in a good place. The alleged violation of 
the Northern Ireland Protocol by the British 
government would indicate that they don’t 
see the value of respecting the treaty signed 
with the EU. They don’t feel an obligation to 
work with Brussels. It may be intangible and 
unquantifiable in financial terms, but trust has, 
once again, broken down between Brussels 
and London and it will take a very long time, 
even generations, to restore it.” 

A growing number of voices from the EU, 
the UK, the US and Ireland have called for a 
renewed commitment to seek solutions based 
on cooperation, consultation and mutual 
trust. Foreign Minister Simon Coveney, while 
regretting that the UK unilateral moves had 
been ‘damaging’, argued that: “What the EU 
wants to do is resolve these issues through 
negotiation, to listen to business leaders in 
Northern Ireland to understand what the 
problems with the implementation of the 
Protocol are, and to try and accommodate 
the concerns. That’s what we all want to do. 
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Nobody wants disruption or rancour or division 
in Northern Ireland. We’ve had enough of that 
on Brexit…” 

UK Unilateral Move on NI Protocol

On 3 March 2021 the UK Government 
announced that it had extended the grace 
period for post-Brexit agri-food movements 
from Great Britain to Northern Ireland for six 
months, from April to October. The unilateral 
move was announced in the House of Commons 
by the Northern Ireland Secretary, Brandon 
Lewis, There was no prior consultation with 
the EU and the ‘hot line’ facility announced by 
the co-chairs of the Joint Committee -Michael 
Gove and Maroš Šefčovič following the Article 
16 crisis- was not used by Gove’s successor, 
Lord David Frost.

On 24 February, seven days earlier, following a 
meeting of the Joint Committee, Michael  Gove 
and Maroš Šefčovič issued a joint Statement 
which acknowledged the importance of 
joint action to make the Protocol work and 
reiterated the full commitment of the EU and 
UK to the Good Friday Agreement in all its 
dimensions and to the proper implementation 
of the Protocol. 

Brandon Lewis told the Commons:

My Cabinet colleagues and I continue 
to work together closely to ensure that 
we meet our protocol obligations in a 
pragmatic and proportionate way. We 
have heard the concerns raised by people 
and businesses in Northern Ireland and 
are sensitive to the economic, societal 
and political realities in Northern Ireland. 
That is why we are taking forward a 
series of further temporary operational 
steps that reflect the simple reality that 
more time is needed to adapt to and 

implement new requirements as we 
continue our discussions with the EU. The 
steps include the new operational plan 
for supermarkets and their suppliers, 
committed to at the Joint Committee. I 
will lay a written ministerial statement 
detailing the steps later today.

There were already challenges in the 
operation of the protocol in early January 
this year that were having a direct and 
often disproportionate impact on citizens. 
The EU’s decision to invoke article 16 
has compounded those issues—there is 
no doubt about that—and significantly 
undermined cross-community 
confidence. That action was not in the 
spirit of the protocol, which is partly 
why we are taking the actions that I will 
outline in a written ministerial statement 
later today.

UK Government Written Statement, 3 
March 2021 

The NI Secretary tabled a Written Statement 
in the House of Commons on 3 March, 
outlining what he described as “temporary 
operational steps to avoid disruptive cliff edges 
as engagement with the EU continues through 
the Joint Committee.” He said that the steps 
were a recognition that “appropriate time must 
be provided for businesses to implement new 
requirements”, as well as to support the flow 
of goods between Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland:

For supermarkets and their suppliers, 
as part of the operational plan the 
UK committed to at the UK-EU Joint 
Committee on 24 February, the 
current scheme for temporary agrifood 
movements to Northern Ireland 
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(STAMNI) will continue until 1 October. 
Certification requirements will then be 
introduced in phases alongside the roll-
out of the digital assistance scheme.

In addition, further guidance will be 
provided later this week on parcel 
movements from Great Britain to 
Northern Ireland to provide necessary 
additional time for traders beyond 1 
April. Guidance will also be set out to 
help address practical problems on soil 
attached to the movement of plants, 
seeds, bulbs, vegetables and agricultural 
machinery. And the Government will 
write to the Northern Ireland Executive to 
confirm that flexibilities within the Official 
Controls Regulation 2017/625 are such 
that no charging regime is required for 
agrifood goods.

European Commission Statement, 3 
March 2021

In response, the Commisison issued its 
own statement, expressing the EU’s “strong 
concerns” over the UK’s unilateral action, and 
asserting that as it amounted to a violation 
of the relevant substantive provisions of the 
Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland and the 
good faith obligation under the Withdrawal 
Agreement. The statement outlined that this 
was the second time that the UK government 
stated its intention to breach international law 
in relation to the protocol, and a departure 
from the “constructive approach” that had 
prevailed until now in the implementation of 
the Protocol:

It is equally disappointing that the 
UK government has resorted to such 
unilateral action without informing the 
EU’s co-chair of the Joint Committee. 
Issues relating to the Protocol should be 
dealt with through the structures provided 

for by the Withdrawal Agreement. 

Vice-President Šefčovič has reiterated 
that the Protocol on Ireland/Northern 
Ireland is the only way to protect the 
Good Friday (Belfast) Agreement in all its 
dimensions, and to avoid a hard border 
on the island of Ireland. Throughout 
last year, we worked tirelessly to find 
practical workable solutions, based on 
the Protocol, to minimise disruption 
caused by Brexit and to help facilitate the 
everyday life of communities in Northern 
Ireland. The Joint Committee formally 
endorsed these solutions on 17 December 
2020 in order to help businesses adapt to 
the new reality.

The Vice-President has also recalled 
that at the last EU-UK Joint Committee 
on 24 February, the UK reiterated 
its commitment to the proper 
implementation of the Protocol, as well 
as the implementation without delay of 
all decisions taken in the Joint Committee 
in December 2020. He also recalled that 
the mutually agreed joint engagement 
with Northern Irish business groups and 
other stakeholders was meant to jointly 
look into solutions.

In a  subsequent phone call with David Frost 
later the same day, Vice-President Šefčovič 
informed him that the European Commission 
would respond to the developments “in 
accordance with the legal means established 
by the Withdrawal Agreement and the Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement.”

Simon Coveney Statement, 3 March 
2021 

Foreign Affairs Minister Simon Coveney also 
issued a Statement, stating that the UK’s 
unilateral move had undermined the previous 
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commitments given regarding the proper 
implementation of the Protocol:

I met earlier today with the Secretary of 
State for Northern Ireland, Brandon Lewis 
and with the Cabinet Office Minister now 
responsible for EU-UK relations, Lord 
Frost. I made clear to them my regret 
that the UK had moved in a unilateral 
way, rather than working in continued 
partnership with the EU in accordance 
with the EU-UK joint statements of 11 
and 24 February.

I am well aware of the practical 
challenges Brexit has caused for business 
and citizens in Northern Ireland and have 
strongly supported efforts to ensure that 
issues are addressed within the existing 
framework of the Protocol. This includes 
in respect to modest extensions to grace 
periods being agreed between the UK and 
the EU in a spirit of partnership The Irish 
Government’s focus remains on ensuring 
that the Protocol, as an international 
agreement concluded by the EU and UK, 
is fully implemented. It is the agreed 
solution to the problems created on the 
island of Ireland by Brexit.

We will continue to deepen our 
engagement with stakeholders in 
Northern Ireland and welcome the strong 
commitment by the EU to do likewise. 
It is vital that the current challenges 
are addressed in a spirit of cooperation 
and partnership and through the agreed 
mechanisms, so that Northern Ireland 
can benefit from the considerable positive 
opportunities created by the Protocol.

Frost- Šefčovič Call, 3 March 2021

The European Vice President, Maroš Šefčovič, 
was eventually contacted by London on the 
evening of 3 March 2021. No 10 Downing 
Street issued a Statement, in which the 
rationale behind the move was explained as 
temporary and “the minimum necessary” to 
avoid disrupting life in Northern Ireland while 
talks continued in the Joint Committee: 

[Lord Frost] underlined, as the Chancellor 
of the Duchy of Lancaster had in his letter 
of 2 February, that progress still needed 
to be urgently made to address the direct 
and often disproportionate impact that 
aspects of the Protocol are having on the 
citizens of Northern Ireland, contrary to 
its intended purpose. He acknowledged 
the work of the Joint Committee over the 
last few weeks since the Commission’s 
triggering of Article 16 of the Protocol 
on 29 January, but noted that these 
discussions had not yet resolved the 
current difficulties.

Lord Frost explained that the measures 
announced today, following official-level 
notification to the Commission earlier 
this week, were temporary technical 
steps, which largely continued measures 
already in place, to provide more time 
for businesses such as supermarkets 
and parcel operators to adapt to and 
implement the new requirements in the 
Protocol. He underlined that these were 
needed for operational reasons and were 
the minimum necessary steps to allow 
time for constructive discussions in the 
Joint Committee to continue without the 
prospect of disruption to the everyday 
life of people in Northern Ireland in the 
coming weeks.
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He noted that such operational measures 
were well precedented in other 
international trade arrangements, and 
that they were entirely consistent with 
our intention to discharge our obligations 
under the Protocol in good faith. He and 
Vice President Šefčovič agreed that both 
parties would remain in close contact.

EU Legal Action

The European Commission followed its initial 
characterisation of the UK moves on the 
Protocol as a ‘violation of the withdrawal 
treaty’ with a series of steps to take legal action 
against the UK on the issue. Commission 
Vice President Maroš Šefčovič briefed EU 
ambassadors in Brussels on the work being 
undertaken on the legal action which would 
involve an infringement procedure and 
recourse to a complaints procedure under the 
terms of the Withdrawal Agreement.

On 15 March 2021 the Commission launched 
the legal action, issuing a Statement: 

The European Commission has sent 
today a letter of formal notice to the 
United Kingdom for breaching the 
substantive provisions of the Protocol 
on Ireland and Northern Ireland, as 
well as the good faith obligation under 
the Withdrawal Agreement. This marks 
the beginning of a formal infringement 
process against the United Kingdom. It 
is the second time in the space of six 
months that the UK government is set to 
breach international law.

First, the Commission has sent the UK 
a Letter Formal Notice for breaches 
of substantive provisions of EU law 
concerning the movement of goods and 
pet travel made applicable by virtue of 
the Protocol on Ireland and Northern 

Ireland. This marks the beginning of 
a formal infringement process, as set 
out in Article 12(4) of the Protocol, in 
conjunction with Article 258 of the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the European 
Union. Under Article 12(4) of the Protocol 
on Ireland and Northern Ireland, the EU 
institutions and particularly, the European 
Commission and the Court of Justice of 
the European Union have supervisory 
and enforcement powers as per the EU 
Treaties in relation to specific provisions 
of the Protocol, including Article 5. The 
letter requests the UK to carry out swift 
remedial actions to restore compliance 
with the terms of the Protocol. The UK 
has one month to reply to the letter.

Secondly, Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič 
has sent a political letter to David Frost, 
the UK’s co-chair of the Joint Committee, 
calling on the UK government to rectify 
and refrain from putting into practice 
the statements and guidance published 
on 3 March and 4 March 2021. These 
unilateral measures are a violation of the 
duty of good faith under Article 5 of the 
Withdrawal Agreement. The letter also 
calls on the UK to enter into bilateral 
consultations in the Joint Committee in 
good faith, with the aim of reaching a 
mutually agreed solution by the end of 
this month.

For the UK Government, an official spokesman 
was quoted as indicating that there would be 
a formal response to the EU letters in due 
course and as saying:

Low key operation measures like these 
are well precedented and common in the 
early days of major international treaties. 
In some areas, the EU also seems to 
need time to implement the detail of our 
agreements. This is a normal process 



BREXIT 
BRIEF

BREXIT BRIEF 106 | MAR 2021

when implementing new treaties and not 
something that should warrant legal action.

These aspects of the Northern Ireland 
Protocol have only been in force for 70 
days and we saw the challenges faced 
by supermarkets and others in the early 
weeks of January as a result of the Joint 
Committee agreement only being reached 
in December. That’s why it is right to 
provide a proper further period for them 
to plan ahead, particularly in the current 
circumstances of a global pandemic.

All sides need to keep in mind the fact 
that the Protocol depends on cross-
community consent and confidence if 
it is to work and deliver our common 
objective of protecting the Belfast (Good 
Friday) Agreement in all its dimensions, 
North-South and East-West. We look 
to continue discussing the issues within 
the Joint Committee framework in a 
constructive fashion.

St Patrick’s Day in Washington 

On March 17 2021, President Joe Biden hosted 
Taoiseach Micheal Martin for a virtual bilateral 
meeting. In a Joint Statement, the leaders 
“reaffirmed the deep, historic partnership and 
extraordinary people-to-people ties between 
the United States and Ireland, and they 
committed to working together to address 
areas of shared interest.” They discussed 
Combating COVID-19, Addressing Global 
Challenges, Increasing Our Shared Prosperity, 
Supporting the Good Friday Agreement and 
Strengthening People-to-People Ties. On the 
Good Friday Agreement they said:

The United States and Ireland are 
unequivocally committed to the Good 
Friday Agreement (also known as the 
Belfast Agreement), which has been the 

bedrock of peace, stability, and prosperity 
in Northern Ireland.

The President and the Taoiseach 
underscored the importance of preserving 
the hard-won gains of the peace process 
for all the people of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland. They agreed on the importance 
of the democratic institutions established 
under the Agreement, including 
the Northern Ireland Executive and 
Assembly, continuing to work on behalf 
of the people of Northern Ireland and 
delivering on the commitments of the 
Good Friday Agreement, and subsequent 
agreements.

They emphasized the vital role of 
the British and Irish governments 
as co-guarantors of the Good Friday 
Agreement, the contribution of local 
leaders from across Northern Ireland’s 
political spectrum, and the important and 
supportive role of the United States.They 
called for the good faith implementation 
of international agreements designed to 
address the unique circumstances on the 
island of Ireland.

The President and the Taoiseach paid 
tribute to the late John Hume, whose life 
work was invaluable to the advancement 
of the peace process in Northern Ireland.

The Taoiseach’s virtual Washington programme 
included meeting Vice President Kamala Harris 
and speaking to a COVID-19 version of the 
traditional Friends of Ireland St Patrick’s Day 
Capitol event. 

In the run-up to St Patrick’s Day, the Minister 
for Foreign Affairs, Simon Coveney, and the 
Vice President of the European Commission, 
Maroš Šefčovič, met, on 10 March, with the 
Friends of Ireland Caucus in the US Congress. 
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The virtual meeting was an opportunity for the 
Minister and VP Šefčovič to brief the Caucus 
on the latest EU-UK developments.

Following the meeting Minister Coveney said: 

The meeting was an opportunity to take 
stock of recent developments in Northern 
Ireland and the UK’s unilateral move 
on implementation of the Protocol on 
Ireland/Northern Ireland. The EU and 
the US have been unwavering partners 
to the peace process. Throughout the 
Brexit process the EU has worked hard to 
ensure that the Good Friday Agreement is 
protected in all its dimensions and a hard 
border on the island of Ireland is avoided. 

The Irish Government’s focus remains 
on ensuring that the Protocol, as an 
international agreement concluded by 
the EU and the UK, is fully implemented. 
It is the agreed and only solution to the 
problems created on the island of Ireland 
by Brexit.

On 17 March, a Resolution was introduced 
in the US Senate reaffirming support for the 
Good Friday Agreement. The Resolution was 
proposed jointly by the Democratic Senator 
Bob Menendez and the Republican Senator 
Susan Collins. Senator Menendez said that the 
bipartisan text “signals our support for the full 
implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 
as well as the subsequent agreements 
including the Stormont House Agreement and 
the Northern Ireland Protocol.” All parties are 
encouraged to continue to work toward the 
implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 
as well as the subsequent agreements.

On St Patrick’s Day the First Minister and 
Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland held 
a virtual meeting with Vice President Harris 
during which they discussed the current 
controversies surrounding the Northern 

Ireland Protocol. President Biden briefly joined 
the meeting. 

Prime Minister Boris Johnson has moved to 
make the UK more ‘proactive’ in countering 
what are seen as negative briefings from 
Irish and EU sources on post-Brexit issues. A 
senior official from the Northern Ireland Office 
is to be seconded to the British Embassy in 
Washington to help build alliances with Irish 
Americans and with the Biden administration. 
A Government official was quoted as saying 
that there were long-held concerns that the 
Irish Government had been “running rings 
around the UK in Washington.” 

The Unionist/Loyalist Campaign

DUP Brexit spokesman, Sammy Wilson, has 
asserted that the party will “fight guerrilla 
war against this […] we will be challenging 
the Government on a daily basis telling them 
what they can do now to undo the damage 
done to Northern Ireland.” 

The DUP and UUP have backed legal 
proceedings brought in the UK High Court by 
the TUV leader, Jim Allister, and two further 
actions are underway. The cases claim that 
the Protocol breaches both the Act of Union 
and the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement. Mr 
Allister’s counsel described the action as having 
“undeniable constitutional importance.” Mr 
Justice Colton told the parties that he would 
rule on the status of the claims and, if they 
are seen to be arguable, a full hearing would 
be held in May. 

Loyalist paramilitary groups have told the 
UK Government that they have withdrawn 
support for the Good Friday Agreement until 
the Northern Ireland Protocol is amended 
to ensure “unfettered access for goods, 
services and citizens throughout the United 
Kingdom.” The umbrella body for the groups 
told the Prime Minister that “If you or the EU 
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is not prepared to honour the entirety of the 
agreement then you will be responsible for 
the permanent destruction of the agreement.” 

 
Section Two:  
The Evolving Debate
European Parliament Delays 
Ratification

The European Parliament has postponed the 
date for ratifying the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement signed in December and 
implemented on a provisional basis since 1 
January 2021. The Parliament’s political groups 
have agreed to pause the ratification process 
because of the negative developments in UK-
EU relations arising from the unilateral UK 
moves on the Protocol. It had been expected 
that a vote on ratification would be held on 25 
March but the item has been removed from 
the Parliament’s agenda for that sitting. 

A resolution was adopted by the Parliament 
in respect of the UK Internal Market Bill issue 
which stated that “Should the UK authorities 
breach – or threaten to breach - the withdrawal 
agreement, the European Parliament will, 
under no circumstances, ratify any agreement 
between the EU and the UK.” 

House of Commons Debate, 10 March 
2021 

On 10 March 2021 the Secretary of State for 
Northern Ireland, Brandon Lewis, replied to 
a Special Notice Question from the Shadow 
Secretary of State, Louise Haigh. 

Brandon Lewis stated: “The Government are 
committed to giving effect to the protocol 
in a pragmatic and proportionate way, one 
that is needed. We will continue to work with 
colleagues in Westminster, with the Northern 
Ireland Executive and with businesses to 

support our sensible approach.

As I announced last Wednesday in this House, 
the Government have taken several temporary 
operational steps to avoid disruptive cliff 
edges as engagement with the EU continues 
through the Joint Committee. I have to say 
I am a bit disappointed, although I probably 
should not be surprised, to see a Labour 
Front Bencher standing here and defending 
the EU, rather than defending the actions of 
the UK Government, who are standing up 
for the people of the United Kingdom and, in 
this case, making sure that we do the right 
thing by the people of Northern Ireland. As 
a Unionist, I ask the hon. Lady whether she 
really feels she is in the right place on this.

Louise Haigh argued that: “It was only on 24 
February that the Chancellor of the Duchy 
of Lancaster said that we are committed to 
jointly finding solutions “to make the Protocol 
work”. Just seven days later, the Secretary 
of State unilaterally undermined that 
commitment, sending a clear message that 
the Government’s word cannot be trusted, 
which raises serious questions about whether 
the Government have a strategy at all to deal 
with the complex realities facing Northern 
Ireland.

Provocation is not a strategy, and a stop gap 
is not a solution, so what precisely is the 
Government’s intention? Is it to push the 
protocol to breaking point, and undermine 
the cast-iron commitment to avoid a hard 
border on the island of Ireland, or is it to find 
the solutions that businesses are crying out 
for? Does he think that the Irish Government 
saying that we are no longer a partner that 
can be trusted will make such solutions more 
likely or less? 

Will the Secretary of State confirm whether the 
actions taken last week breach international 
law for a second time? Is it not now time to 
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show responsibility to the people of Northern 
Ireland, be honest about the consequences 
of the Brexit deal that the Prime Minister 
negotiated, and commit to working with the 
EU to find the long-term solutions that we 
desperately need?”

The Alliance Party MP, Stephen Farry, made 
a constructive contribution, saying: “I want 
to see extensions to the grace periods, but 
on a sound legal basis. If the protocol is to 
be sustainable, we need to see a genuine 
partnership between the UK and the EU to fix 
problems, not Northern Ireland becoming a 
pawn in a war of attrition with the EU. Does 
the Secretary of State recognise that unilateral 
actions undermine the constructive voices 
inside the EU that were working to achieve 
flexibilities, and therefore make finding long-
term sustainable solutions more difficult, 
including a veterinary agreement?

Boris Johnson in Belfast, 12 March 
2021

Prime Minister Johnson made a brief visit 
to Northern Ireland on 12 March 2021 with 
a focus on the successful rollout of the 
COVID vaccine programme. He headed for 
a vaccination centre in Fermanagh and met 
military personnel assisting the vaccination 
exercise. With the Northern Ireland Secretary, 
Brandon Lewis, he then held a meeting with 
First Minister Arlene Foster from the DUP and 
Health Minister Robin Swann (UUP) at which 
the issues related to the Northern Ireland 
Protocol were discussed

There was no meeting with Deputy First 
Minister Michelle O’Neill and Sinn Fein. Sinn 
Fein said that the party had requested a 
meeting to discuss a number of commitments 
made by the Government and its approach to 

the Irish Protocol, but this was not facilitated. 
The Prime Minister’s visit was described as “a 
very superficial PR exercise.” 

Lord Frost’s First Days in Office

The unilateral move to extend the Protocol 
grace periods came about within two days 
of Lord David Frost taking over as the UK 
lead Brexit Minister. Within a week he had 
published an article in The Telegraph, advising 
Brussels to “shake off any remaining ill will 
towards us for leaving” and telling the EU 
to stop “sulking over Brexit”. His comments 
were praised by the leaders of the European 
Research Group of Conservative MPs while 
the Telegraph editor wrote that the EU should 
afford Britain “the same courtesies expected 
by any sovereign third country and not treat it 
like an errant child.” 

The EU Chief spokesperson, Eric Mamer, 
responded that “We never sulk. We don’t have 
moods. We are an institution. So we try to 
work on a day-to-day basis with a very, very 
even temper.” 

Business groups and UK exporters have called 
on Lord Frost to step back from his initial, 
provocative approach to dealings with the 
EU Commission and to work for a mutually 
respectful and beneficial trading relationship. 
The Financial Times reported that trade 
groups had warned that if the two sides did 
not seek consensus there was a danger of 
lasting damage to the UK economy. The 
Guardian, on the day after the unilateral move 
on the Protocol, published an Editorial: “The 
Guardian view on Lord Frost: control him or 
sack him.” 
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Section Three: Background 
Material and Further Reading

Background Material 

GOV.IE Joint statement by President Joe Biden 
and Taoiseach Micheal Martin, 17 March 2021. 
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/22e88-
joint-statement-by-president-joe-biden-and-
taoiseach-micheal-martin/ 

European Commission Letter from Vice 
President Maroš Šefčovič to Lord David Frost, 
15 March 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/info/
publications/letter-vice-president-Maroš-
Šefčovič-david-frost-15-march-2021_en

European Commission Withdrawal 
Agreement: Commission sends letter of formal 
notice to the United Kingdom for breach of its 
obligations under the Protocol on Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, 15 March 202. https://www.
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/
en/ip_21_1132 

Department of Foreign Affairs Minister 
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