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Section One: State of Play
Talks and Talks About Talks

The period of mourning in the UK following 
the death of Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, 
led to a diminution of the rioting and violence 
which had produced such tension and division 
in recent weeks. The formal tributes from 
Northern Ireland Assembly leaders included 
a short intervention from Sinn Fein’s Michelle 
O’Neill which struck a note that was remarkable 
when she acknowledged that: “over the past 
two decades there have been significant 
interventions by the British royal family to 
assist in the building of relationships between 
Britain and Ireland. It is appropriate that this 
contribution to the advancement of peace and 
reconciliation is rightly recognised. To all those 

of a unionist tradition and of British identity - 
those who value and cherish the royal family 
- I wish to acknowledge the sense of loss felt.”

The reduction of the noise of street violence 
allowed the voices calling for peace and 
progress to be heard from politicians, church 
leaders and many commentators. It also gave 
space to reports of continuing, and intensive, 
work by officials in Brussels, London, Belfast 
and Dublin on the many, challenging post-
Brexit issues. 

Shortly after 9.30pm on Thursday, 8 April 
2021, Prime Minister Boris Johnson tweeted: 
“I am deeply concerned by the scenes of 
violence in Northern Ireland, especially 
attacks on PSNI who are protecting the public 
and businesses, attacks on a bus driver and 
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the assault of a journalist. The way to resolve 
differences is through dialogue, not violence 
or criminality.”

In Washington, President Joe Biden expressed 
his concern over the rioting in Northern Ireland, 
calling for calm and reiterating his steadfast 
support for “a secure and prosperous Northern 
Ireland in which all communities have a voice 
and enjoy the gains of a hard-won peace.” 

Blair and Major Campaigning in Derry 
- 2016

The Guardian, on Friday 9 April 2021, 
republished a report which first appeared on 
Thursday, 9 June 2016, a fortnight before the 
Brexit referendum poll. In it, former Prime 
Ministers Tony Blair and John Major were 
reported as telling a meeting in Derry that if 
the UK left the EU border controls would be 
introduced between Northern Ireland and 
Ireland and the union with Scotland would 
be threatened. Ireland would be put on “the 
opposite side of the table” as the UK sought to 
negotiate an exit with an EU27. Together they 
stressed the risks of voting to leave the EU in 
the 23 June vote. 

The Guardian analysed their contribution: 
“The appearance of Sir John Major and Tony 
Blair together in Derry to argue the case 
for remaining in the EU was probably one 
of the most effective media events of the 
campaign. Major and Blair made strong points 
about the future of the UK, Britain’s relations 
with the Republic of Ireland post-Brexit, the 
Irish common travel area and the economic 
impact of Brexit on the UK generally. They 
did so with an air of enlightened but slightly 
detached concern – a change from some of 
the more shrill scaremongering we’ve heard 
from both sides.” Their joint intervention 
failed to influence the final outcome but has a 
particular resonance in today’s circumstances. 

Good Friday/Belfast Agreement – 
23rd Anniversary

Saturday, 10 April 2021 was the 23rd 
anniversary of the signing of the Good Friday/
Belfast Agreement (GFA). Bertie Ahern, who, 
as Taoiseach, signed the GFA with then British 
Prime Minister, Tony Blair, wrote in The Irish 
Times that “the combined potential within the 
Belfast Agreement and the Northern Ireland 
Protocol can provide a pathway to restoring 
peace and rebuilding trust. This is the only 
overarching framework for stability and 
reconciliation in Northern Ireland and on the 
island of Ireland. It is the means to restore 
stability in communities and in politics that 
represent them.”

Today on this anniversary, I urge 
Northern Ireland’s leaders to read again 
the Belfast Agreement. It contains 
the practical solutions that I know will 
provide the framework and processes 
to lead us out of this hiatus and repair 
relationships. It has worked well in the 
past and is the basis for a better future. 
A generation not yet born 23 years ago, 
cannot become the one that allows us to 
slip back to violence. However fragile the 
fundamental of our hard-won peace may 
seem, it is a foundation for the future. 
Solid foundations need to be set in stone. 
The Belfast Agreement is the basis for 
peaceful politics and mutual respect 
across these islands. 

Frost / Šefčovič Talks in Brussels, 15 
April 2021 

Lord David Frost, for the UK, and European 
Commission Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič, 
for the EU, met in Brussels on Thursday, 15 
April 2021 for talks which were variously 
described as “productive” and “constructive” 
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and seen as establishing a new momentum in 
the search for solutions. The preparatory work 
undertaken by officials and those within the 
Specialised Joint Committees had identified 
and clarified the key issues and it was agreed 
that this work should be intensified.

Lord Frost said that the talks “had begun 
to clarify the outstanding issues and some 
positive momentum had been established […] 
difficult issues remained and it was important 
to continue to discuss them.” Vice President 
Šefčovič stressed the need for the UK to come 
back with “clear end points and the means 
to measure progress” and reminded the UK 
that “solutions can only be found through joint 
actions and through joint bodies.” 

It was agreed that businesses, civil society and 
stakeholders would be involved in the efforts 
to reach a breakthrough on the post-Brexit 
arrangements. Agri-food will be a particular 
point of attention given the significance of an 
agreement on a range of technical issues in 
respect of animal health and related matters. 

Following the meeting the two representatives 
issued individual statements. No 10 Downing 
Street reported that:

Lord Frost, Minister of State in the Cabinet 
Office, met Commission Vice President 
Šefčovič yesterday evening in Brussels. 
They reviewed the situation as regards 
the Protocol on Ireland / Northern Ireland 
in a constructive atmosphere.

Lord Frost said that the intensive 
discussions between the Co-Chairs of the 
Specialised Committee on the Protocol on 
Ireland / Northern Ireland in recent weeks 
had begun to clarify the outstanding 
issues, and some positive momentum 
had been established. But a number 

of difficult issues remained and it was 
important to continue to discuss them. 
He agreed there should be intensified 
contacts at all levels in the coming weeks.

Lord Frost repeated the UK’s 
commitment to working through the joint 
bodies provided for by the Withdrawal 
Agreement. He underlined that any 
solutions had to be consistent with the 
overriding commitment to respecting 
the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement 
in all its dimensions and to ensuring 
minimum disruption of everyday lives in 
Northern Ireland. Finally, Lord Frost and 
Vice President Šefčovič agreed to further 
engagement with business groups, 
civil society and other stakeholders in 
Northern Ireland shortly.

The European Commission issued a lengthy 
statement by Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič, 
which is reproduced below:

Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič, EU Co-
Chair of the Withdrawal Agreement Joint 
Committee, held an informal meeting 
yesterday evening in Brussels with Lord 
David Frost. The meeting took place in a 
constructive, solution-driven atmosphere. 
It forms part of the EU’s overall intense 
efforts to find joint solutions to ensure 
that the Protocol on Ireland / Northern 
Ireland is fully implemented for the 
benefit of everyone in Northern Ireland, 
while upholding the integrity of the EU’s 
Single Market.

The two sides used the occasion to take 
stock of all outstanding issues regarding 
the implementation of the Protocol. Both 
teams were given a political steer for the 
technical-level discussions that should 
further intensify over the coming weeks.
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Vice-President Šefčovič insisted in 
particular on: the EU’s unwavering 
commitment to the Good Friday (Belfast) 
Agreement and the people of Northern 
Ireland; the fact that solutions can only be 
found through joint actions and through 
joint bodies; that mutually agreed paths 
towards compliance are key for the full 
implementation of the Protocol.

The Vice-President reiterated the EU’s 
commitment to the Protocol, which is 
the only way to protect the Good Friday 
(Belfast) Agreement and to preserve 
peace and stability, while avoiding a 
hard border on the island of Ireland 
and maintaining the integrity of the EU 
Single Market. He also reiterated the EU’s 
commitment to the PEACE+ programme, 
aimed at promoting reconciliation in 
Northern Ireland and the Border Region 
of Ireland, building prosperity and 
contributing positively to the economy.

Recalling the productive discussions 
between the Co-Chairs of the Specialised 
Committee on the Protocol on Ireland 
/ Northern Ireland and good technical 
cooperation on the ground, the Vice-
President stated clearly that the 
implementation of the Protocol is a joint 
endeavour, which leaves no space for 
unilateral action. Only joint solutions, 
agreed in the joint bodies established by 
the Withdrawal Agreement, can provide 
the stability and predictability that is 
needed in Northern Ireland. 

The Vice-President insisted on mutually 
agreed paths towards full compliance 
with the Protocol, which includes clear 
end-points, deadlines, milestones and the 
means to measure progress. He stressed 
that, in this context, the continuation of an 
open-book approach is instrumental. To 

facilitate this process, the Vice-President 
reiterated his priority to engage, jointly 
with the UK, with businesses and other 
stakeholders in Northern Ireland. Another 
round of outreach will be organised by 
both teams within the next fortnight.

The Vice-President stated that the 
Commission’s ongoing legal actions 
against the UK for breaching the 
substantive provisions of the Protocol, as 
well as the good faith obligation under the 
Withdrawal Agreement, will be continued 
as long as necessary.

Minister Simon Coveney in London, 14 
April 2021

On Wednesday, 14 April 2021, Minister for 
Foreign Affairs, Simon Coveney, visited 
London for talks with the UK Government 
and Opposition on recent developments in 
Northern Ireland, on British-Irish and EU-
UK relations and the implementation of the 
Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland (the 
Protocol). The Minister had commented on the 
situation in Northern Ireland, describing it as a 
time of “real tension” in Northern Ireland and 
arguing that political leaders need to respond 
by coming together rather than having a 
go at each other. This needs to stop before 
somebody is killed or seriously injured. I think 
there needs to be a collective effort to try to 
defuse tension.” 

In London, Minister Coveney met Foreign 
Secretary, Dominic Raab, Northern Ireland 
Secretary, Brandon Lewis and the Cabinet 
Office Minister, Lord Frost. He also met the 
Leader of the Opposition, Sir Keir Starmer, 
and the Shadow Northern Ireland Secretary, 
Louise Haigh. The Minister’s meetings with 
the Government resulted in agreement to 
work together towards solutions to the unrest 
and violence. He described the discussions as 
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“very good on a personal level […] a good, 
honest engagement that explored in some 
detail some of the issues in terms of what’s 
possible and what’s not.” 

It was agreed that plans should be made for a 
meeting of the British-Irish Intergovernmental 
Conference (BIIGC), a body provided for in the 
GFA, to discuss issues of concern pertaining 
to Northern Ireland. This agreement comes 
after previous refusals from the UK side.
to convene the BIIGC, arguing that policing 
matters in Northern Ireland are not covered 
by the Agreement. 

Issues remain about the working of another 
GFA institution. The Democratic Unionist 
Party (DUP) has been criticised for an 
effective boycott of meetings of the North-
South Ministerial Council (NSMC) which 
brings together ministers and senior officials 
to discuss matters of common interest. 
A meeting involving the Irish Transport 
Minister, Eamon Ryan, on Friday, 16 April, 
was cancelled when the DUP failed to make a 
minister available. The Social Democratic and 
Labour Party (SDLP) and Alliance Party have 
described the DUP position as a ‘disruption’ 
and ‘simply unacceptable.’

European Parliament Ratification of 
Trade and Cooperation Agreement 

On Thursday, 15 April 2021, the European 
Parliament Committees on Foreign Affairs 
and Trade voted in favour of recommending 
parliamentary approval of the Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement – the agreement 
which sets the rules of the future relationship 
between the EU and UK. The European 
Parliament reported the following:

The Committees on Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade agreed to the proposal 
by rapporteurs Andreas Schieder (S&D, 

Austria) and Christoph Hansen (EPP, 
Luxembourg) by 108 votes in favour, one 
against and four abstentions, and thus 
recommend that Parliament’s plenary 
approve the treaty.

Following the vote, the rapporteurs 
commented: 

Andreas Schieder argued that “Brexit 
is a historic mistake, but now we need 
to establish a strong fundament for 
future relations. With today’s decision, 
we welcome the provisions that bind 
the UK to our current high labour and 
environmental standards. However, 
all progress could be lost, if the UK 
continues to unilaterally breach the 
Withdrawal Agreement and the Protocol 
on Northern Ireland. We look forward to 
a workable plan on the implementation 
of the protocol and to being involved in 
the implementation and scrutiny of the 
agreement.”

Christophe Hansen said that “Economic 
Brexit at the beginning of this year 
has caused real disruption. The Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement, however 
imperfect it may be, has worked to 
cushion the worst impact. Ratifying it 
in Parliament after intensive scrutiny 
increases legal certainty for companies 
now operating in a difficult environment, 
and solidifies and preserves the 
unprecedented safeguards ensuring 
a level playing field, so painstakingly 
obtained. Moreover, this also means 
expanding our arsenal of legal tools and 
leverage to continue pressing for a full 
and pragmatic implementation of the 
Withdrawal Agreement and its Protocol, 
the importance of which was underscored 
by recent events in Northern Ireland.” 
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The full Parliament is to take the final 
decision at a future plenary session. On 
13 April, the Parliament’s Conference of 
Presidents decided not to set a plenary 
date in order to emphasise that the 
UK side needs to fully implement the 
Withdrawal Agreement before doing 
so. The Parliament will also vote on an 
accompanying resolution, outlining its 
political position, prepared by the political 
groups in the UK Coordination Group and 
the Conference of Presidents.

Secretary of State for Northern 
Ireland, Brandon Lewis 8 April

The Northern Ireland Secretary issued the 
following Statement on Thursday, 8 April 
2021: 

All communities in Northern Ireland must 
work together to resolve the tensions 
that we are currently facing. The people 
of Northern Ireland deserve better than a 
continuation of the violence and disorder 
that we have witnessed in recent days. I 
know, from my ongoing contact with party 
leaders, that this is a view that is shared 
by all. The only way to resolve differences 
is through dialogue and in that regard we 
must all lead by example. Those engaged 
in this destruction and disorder do not 
represent Northern Ireland.

I have seen first hand the true spirit of 
Northern Ireland - the creativity, the 
optimism and the determination to 
never return to the conflict and division 
of the past. We cannot allow that spirit 
to be crushed by a small minority intent 
on violence. The strength of the Belfast 
(Good Friday) Agreement lay in providing 
a framework for all communities in 
Northern Ireland, through mutual respect 
and tolerance, to live and work together.

I am aware of the ongoing concerns 
from some in the unionist and loyalist 
community over recent months and I 
have been engaging and listening to 
those concerns. However, I remain clear 
that the right way to express concerns 
or frustrations is through dialogue, 
engagement, and the democratic process, 
not through violence or disorder.

Today, I will be meeting with community, 
faith and political leaders. Following 
engagement earlier today, I welcome 
the statement from the Executive and 
join them in appealing for calm. I will do 
all I can to continue to facilitate further 
constructive discussions on the way 
forward over the coming days. I remain 
in close contact with the Prime Minister to 
keep him updated.

Northern Ireland Secretary in House 
of Commons, 13 April 2021

On Tuesday, 13 April, the Northern Ireland 
Secretary, Brandon Lewis, spoke in a debate 
on the Violence in Northern Ireland: 

It can be easy to look for a simplistic 
explanation for the recent disorder, but 
it is clear that the factors behind it are, in 
fact, complex and multi-faceted. People 
are frustrated after a year in which 
coronavirus has challenged all of us, and I 
do recognise how frustrating it has been, 
especially for young people in Northern 
Ireland facing the uncertainty around the 
lifting of lockdown restrictions without 
having the clear road map in Northern 
Ireland. There is also a perception that 
the rules and restrictions have not been 
enforced equally in Northern Ireland, 
and we all know that there are strongly 
held political views within and between 
communities that can be in tension with 
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each other. I recognise that there are 
concerns about the implications of the 
Northern Ireland protocol—concerns 
that overlap with wider questions about 
national identity and political allegiance—
and this comes at a time of economic 
uncertainty caused by the pandemic.

Northern Ireland has made huge strides 
over the past two decades, but it is a 
post-conflict society and there do remain 
elements of fragility. Some sections of the 
community feel that their concerns are not 
understood. The reconciliation, equality 
and mutual understanding between the 
communities and traditions envisioned 
in the Belfast/ Good Friday agreement 
are not recognised or experienced by all. 
There is still work to do.

We must all work together to resolve the 
tensions that are currently being faced. 
I know from my ongoing engagement 
with stakeholders, including the Irish 
Government, that that is a shared view. 
The only way to resolve differences is 
through dialogue, and in that regard we 
must all lead by example. 

Responding, the Shadow NI Secretary, Louise 
Haigh, said:

In moments of instability, what Sir 
John Major and Tony Blair, Mo Mowlam 
and the right hon. Member for Skipton 
and Ripon (Julian Smith)—Labour and 
Conservative—understood was that 
trust, leadership and partnership are 
paramount to finding a way forward in 
Northern Ireland. As a co-guarantor to 
the Belfast Good Friday agreement, the 
Prime Minister owes it to the people of 
Northern Ireland to restore the trust 
he has squandered. He is not a casual 
observer to these events. He must step 

up and urgently convene talks with the 
political parties in Northern Ireland and 
all parties to the protocol to find solutions 
and political agreement.

Taoiseach call with British Prime 
Minister, 8 April 2021. 

On the afternoon of Thursday, 8 April 2021, the 
Taoiseach, Micheál Martin, and Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson spoke about developments in 
Northern Ireland over the last number of days. 
In a joint statement they said that “stressing 
that violence is unacceptable [...] the way 
forward is through dialogue and working the 
institutions of the Good Friday Agreement”.

Violence in Northern Ireland / Loyalist 
Communities Council Statement

Shortly after the street rioting and violence 
began, attention turned to the role of loyalist 
paramilitary groups. They were challenged to 
state their position on the evolving situation. 
In particular, the loyalist umbrella body – the 
Loyalist Communities Council (LCC), headed 
by former UUP Chairman David Campbell 
– was urged to clarify its role and position. 
On Friday, 9 April 2021 the LCC issued a 
statement, condemning the violence but 
warning of a failure to understand and respond 
to the underlying concerns of the loyalist and 
unionist communities: 

The Loyalist Communities Council can 
confirm that none of their associated 
groups have been involved either directly 
or indirectly in the violence witnessed in 
recent days.

The right to peaceful protest is a 
fundamental human right but we have 
made clear in all our public statements 
that any actions taken by the Loyalist 
community should be entirely peaceful. 
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We again place on record our absolute 
determination to remove the hard border 
between Northern Ireland and the rest of 
our country that has been imposed on us 
by the NI Protocol. We have repeatedly 
urged HM Government, political leaders 
and Institutions to take seriously our 
warnings of the dangerous consequences 
of imposing this hard border on us and 
the need for earnest dialogue to resolve 
matters. We reiterate that message now.

The LCC notes that the Prime Minister 
has called for dialogue to resolve political 
problems. The dialogue recommended by 
the Prime minister must recognise that 
the basis on which the Irish government 
promoted their Brexit settlement was 
disingenuous and wrong, and breached 
the core safeguards and guarantees 
contained within the Belfast Agreement. 
For Irish government ministers to use 
the threat of resumed violence as a 
negotiating tool was unforgivable. A new 
Protocol must be negotiated that restores 
those key Agreement safeguards. In 
practice this means no hard border 
between Northern Ireland and the rest of 
the United Kingdom, and no hard border 
on this island.

In the coming days we urge all unionists 
and loyalists to remain vigilant to the 
dangers of fake and anonymous social 
media accounts, and we urge our 
people not to get drawn into violent 
confrontations. The LCC is seeking 
an end to all violence and to solve the 
underlying concerns of the Loyalist and 
Unionist communities whether that is 
due to the imposition of the Protocol, or 
the clear feelings of inequality in how our 
communities our policed and how justice 

is administered. We are determined to 
ensure that these serous and legitimate 
political concerns felt across Unionism 
and Loyalism are not allowed to be 
framed in terms of criminality.

NI Executive Statement, 8 April 2021

The Northern Ireland Executive, following 
a special meeting on 8 April 2021 at which 
the PSNI Chief Constable provided a briefing 
on the Belfast and Derry rioting, issued an 
agreed Statement:

We are gravely concerned by the scenes 
we have all witnessed on our streets 
over the last week, including those at the 
Lanark Way interface last night. Attacks 
on police officers, public services and 
communities are deplorable and they 
must stop.

“Destruction, violence and the threat of 
violence are completely unacceptable and 
unjustifiable, no matter what concerns 
may exist in communities. Those who 
would seek to use and abuse our children 
and young people to carry out these 
attacks have no place in our society.

“While our political positions are very 
different on many issues, we are all 
united in our support for law and order 
and we collectively state our support 
for policing and for the police officers 
who have been putting themselves in 
harm’s way to protect others. We, and 
our departments, will continue to work 
together to maximise the support we 
can give to communities and the PSNI to 
prevent further violence and unrest.
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Section Two: The Evolving  
Debate
UK response to EU Action on the 
Protocol

The UK has asked for more time to respond 
to the twin-track EU response to the unilateral 
easing of certain grace periods of the Protocol. 
Lord Frost has sought an extra month to 
produce a formal response, stressing the 
complexity of the issues involved.

Unionist Legal Challenge to the 
Protocol

The UK High Court has confirmed that the 
unionist legal challenge to the Protocol will 
be heard in May. Mr Justice Colton has set 
aside up to four days for the hearing of the 
challenge, led by Traditional Unionist Voice 
leader Jim Allerdice, to judicially review the 
UK Government position on the post-Brexit 
trade arrangements, which Mr Allerdice claims 
constitute a breach of the 1800 Act of Union. 

Permanent Port Facilities for Brexit 
delayed

Permanent facilities for post-Brexit customs 
checks at Northern Ireland ports – Belfast, 
Larne, Warrenpoint and Foyle - will not be 
fully operable before 2023 due to continuing 
uncertainty over the volume of regulatory 
inspections required after the expiry of 
controversial Protocol grace periods. 
Construction on the new units – and the 
recruitment of staff -was halted by the 
Stormont Agriculture Minister in February 
due to alleged threats to staff and, despite 
clearance by the PSNI. This approach 
continues and has become a cause of division 
between the Assembly parties. 

Brexit Relocations

A UK think tank – New Financial – has reported 
that more than 400 British financial firms have 
moved operations, staff (7,400) and assets 
(£1 trillion) to locations within the EU. Dublin 
is identified as the biggest gainer from these 
moves with 135 relocations, followed by Paris 
with 107 and Luxembourg with 95. However, 
the study argues that Frankfurt is likely to be 
the ‘winner’ in respect of asset transfers in the 
longer term, with Paris gaining the most jobs. 
The study concluded that the City of London 
will remain the dominant financial centre in 
Europe for the foreseeable future but with its 
influence chipped away, there will be a risk of 
a reduction in the UK’s annual trade surplus in 
financial services. 

French Companies hit by Brexit 
Complications

Less documented than the impact of post-
Brexit changes on British companies has been 
the impact in businesses and consumers in 
the EU, and in particular France, traditionally 
one of the UK’s closest trading partner. Trade 
volumes, in both directions, have been affected 
by Brexit related factors including higher 
transit costs, increased red tape, new fiscal 
rules, duties on some goods and costs related 
to delays arising from customs procedures. 
The French employers’ federation, Mouvement 
des entreprises de France (MEDEF), has 
commented that “for small companies, not 
used to dealing with international trade, 
the additional costs and logistics can seem 
too much. Some are already considering 
abandoning the UK market.” 
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Section Three: Background 
Material and Further Reading
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