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My thanks to the Brexit Institute, and its main driving force Professor Federico Fabbrini, for 
the invitation to be here and to deliver this inaugural lecture of the Centre for Cross-Border 
Cooperation. 

This evening we mark the tenth anniversary of the DCU Brexit Institute, established to study 
the implications of Brexit. 

My thanks also to my colleague Minister Neale Richmond, who worked long and hard in 
difficult times to convey the unique island-of-Ireland dimension of Brexit, especially to a UK 
audience. 

 

It is no surprise that the "word of the year" in 2016 was Brexit. 

Turnout for the referendum on the United Kingdom's membership of the European Union 
was high, at over 72 per cent. 

The debate was heated and emotional, with no attention paid to the day after, should the UK 
vote to leave. 

The margin between Remain and Leave was small but decisive: 52% Leave, 48% Remain. 

The consequences were enormous, and the renegotiation of the relationship between the 
UK and the EU still continues ten years on. There is much to reflect on in what actually 
happened over the last ten years — my reflections are not the definitive guide. 

This was not a task I enjoyed. Looking back over the last ten years, recalling the outcome of 
the referendum, was difficult. We can all remember where we were and how we felt when 
the result became clear. 

Even though I had felt the result would be Leave, I felt an enormous sense of concern about 
the consequences for the European Union, for the UK, and for Ireland. 



Those consequences are still unfolding. Today, the Financial Times reports that the 
Chartered Institute of Export and International Trade has trained 10,000 new customs agents 
since 2020. The UK civil service added nearly 95,000 extra jobs in the six years after Brexit 
to handle international trade and Brexit negotiations. And over the last ten years, Ireland, 
Northern Ireland, and the unique problems posed by Brexit were centre stage. 

 

This evening I will look back at what was a difficult time for the EU, and a very difficult and 
fraught time for the UK, to remind ourselves a little of what happened and why, and what 
might come next — without losing sight of today's subheading. I will look to the future of 
Ireland and Europe, as Ireland takes on the presidency of the EU. 

 

The Prime Ministers of Brexit 
Brexit saw out a number of British prime ministers — five were responsible for Brexit-related 
issues between the referendum and the 2024 UK election, when Keir Starmer took office. 

Casting our minds back to 1973, when Britain joined the European Economic Community, 
Prime Minister Sir Edward Heath cited economic growth, geopolitical influence, and peace 
and security as core reasons for the UK to join the EEC. 

His successor, Margaret Thatcher, shared his generally positive view of the EEC. In her 
Bruges speech of 20 September 1988, Thatcher set out her vision for Europe, stressing her 
strong European credentials and her support for a Europe based on five guiding principles: 

●​ Willing cooperation between sovereign states 
●​ A Europe open to reform 
●​ A Europe open to enterprise 
●​ A Europe open to the world 
●​ A European role in defence 

She warned against the EEC evolving into a centralised, federal European state that would 
diminish the sovereignty of its member nations. She also spoke of the need for Europe to 
speak with one voice. She said: 

"…on many great issues the countries of Europe should try to speak with a 
single voice. I want to see us work more closely on the things we can do better 
together than alone. Europe is stronger when we do so, whether it be in trade, in 
defence, or in our relations with the rest of the world." 

Those words could be attributed to the President of the European Commission, Ursula von 
der Leyen, today. 

 



Prime Minister David Cameron set the Brexit ball rolling when he promised that, if the 
Conservatives won the 2015 general election, his government would renegotiate Britain's 
relationship with the EU and then hold a referendum. He had, since becoming party leader, 
urged his colleagues to "stop banging on about Europe." 

Cameron hoped to heal divisions within the party and push back against UKIP, which was 
attracting Conservative voters. The objective was to renegotiate Britain's terms of 
membership, secure reforms, and campaign for the UK to stay in a reformed EU. He 
secured a "new settlement" with the EU in February 2016, but ultimately failed to convince a 
majority to vote to remain. 

His successor, Theresa May, took office declaring that "Brexit means Brexit," even if there 
was little clarity on what that meant for trade, immigration, customs, and regulatory 
alignment — and, not least, what it meant for Northern Ireland. 

May triggered Article 50, opening a two-year countdown to departure, as the EU warned 
against "cherry-picking," insisting that free movement, trade, regulation, and legal oversight 
were interconnected. 

There were many challenges across all aspects of Brexit, but the Northern Ireland issue 
proved to be the single most difficult one — technically, politically, economically, and 
emotionally. The risks and fears of a return to a hard border between Ireland and Northern 
Ireland were addressed through the Irish backstop, but it was repeatedly rejected by the UK 
Parliament. 

May's efforts to strengthen her position by calling an early election in 2017 backfired, leaving 
a weaker Conservative majority that required the support of the Democratic Unionist Party 
(DUP). 

 

Boris Johnson promised to "get Brexit done." The UK formally left the European Union in 
January 2020, but many practical arrangements were unresolved, and a transition period 
continued through 2020, with the UK outside EU institutions but still following many EU rules. 

By the end of the year, the UK and EU had agreed a new trade deal, with zero tariffs on 
most goods but increased paperwork, regulatory barriers, and trade friction — including 
some loss of market access for financial firms, and new bureaucratic hurdles for exporters. 

The Northern Ireland Protocol was agreed, keeping Northern Ireland aligned with EU rules 
but shifting customs checks to the Irish Sea. That "border in the Irish Sea" had significant 
political consequences. Unionist opposition to the Protocol contributed to the collapse of the 
Northern Ireland Executive in February 2022, with the DUP protesting that Northern Ireland 
was being treated differently from the rest of the United Kingdom. After the October 2022 
Assembly elections, the DUP refused to re-enter the power-sharing Executive until their 
demands were met. 

Those who had warned that Brexit would cause instability in Northern Ireland were proved 
right — it had profound implications for the Assembly. 



 

It fell to Prime Minister Rishi Sunak to restore market confidence after the brief tenure of Liz 
Truss. He also inherited "the Brexit that was not done," and sought to improve UK–EU 
relations and reduce political instability. The Windsor Framework, agreed between the EU 
and UK, modified the Northern Ireland trading arrangements and reduced tensions with the 
EU. For the first time since the referendum, the EU–UK relationship became less 
confrontational and more pragmatic. But those years, from 2016 to 2023, were not easy. 

 

Ireland received huge support and solidarity from member states on the specific concerns 
about the potential border, and on the broader issues on the island of Ireland arising from 
Brexit. The willingness of European politicians and officials to come here and learn about the 
intricacies of Irish history and geography was welcome, and necessary, because there was 
so much at stake. It is something we should be prepared to do in return, if a fellow member 
state finds itself in a situation that needs understanding and support. 

 

Ten Years On 
Brexit negotiations continue, following a reset in the relationship with the EU under Prime 
Minister Keir Starmer. Last year's UK–EU summit agreed a new Strategic Partnership and 
Common Understanding to reset the relationship. Core topics included security and defence, 
fisheries, energy cooperation, youth exchange, and a commitment to continue annual 
meetings. Expectations are high for pending agreements on veterinary and food standards 
(SPS), youth mobility, and energy. 

All of these topics carry particular importance for Ireland, and are addressed in detail in the 
joint statement between Taoiseach Micheál Martin and Prime Minister Starmer this past 
March, emphasising the unique partnership between Ireland and the United Kingdom — 
rooted in geography, history, and the deep and dynamic connections between our peoples, 
and underpinned by the Good Friday Agreement and our Common Travel Area. 

The Irish Department of Agriculture produces 80,000 veterinary export certificates a year for 
Irish agri-food exports to the UK; an SPS agreement would be expected to eliminate most of 
these. 

A second EU–UK summit will take place as Ireland holds the EU presidency — an 
opportunity to remind our European colleagues of the important role the EU has played in 
the peace process, and of the importance of ensuring that the unique situation of Northern 
Ireland continues to be recognised and supported. 

 

 

 



The Future for Ireland and Europe 
The future for Ireland is intertwined with that of Europe. That future will be determined by the 
actions we take to address persistent challenges, and how we respond to new ones. It will 
require agility and flexibility in responding to global developments, and that will require 
greater cohesion between the 27 member states. It will also require member state leaders 
devoting more time to the big European questions — energy security, competitiveness, 
defence, and security. 

One of the lessons of Brexit is that a united EU is an effective EU. The EU's objectives were 
largely achieved in dealing with Brexit: keeping the unity of the 27, and avoiding an exit, or 
talk of exit, by any other member state. It also proved that the unique problems of one 
member state can be addressed with the support of the others — as was the case for 
Ireland. 

Brexit was also a useful reminder of the significance of Europe in our everyday lives — in 
how we live, work, and play. We were reminded of the value of the single market, the 
customs union, and European solidarity. 

 

Today, Brexit is not a headline issue for the EU as it navigates a hostile global environment. 
In her State of the Union speech last year, President von der Leyen described the world as 
"unforgiving," and said that "Europe is in a fight for our future, our values, our democracy, 
our liberty, and our ability to shape our own destiny." She stressed the need for the EU to 
take charge of its own defence and security, and of the technologies and energy that will fuel 
our economies; to decide what sort of society we want to live in; and to remain open to the 
world, choosing partnerships with allies old and new. 

Our relationship with the United States has changed profoundly, with the Trump presidency 
openly critical of, and hostile to, the EU. The illegal Russian invasion of Ukraine continues, 
as does Ukrainian resistance, with EU support. The relationship with China poses long-term 
challenges, including the impact of heavily subsidised overcapacity, the use of export 
controls as an economic weapon, and China's support for Russia's war against Ukraine. 
China is described as a partner, an economic competitor, and a systemic rival. 

The internal challenges are also stark. Mario Draghi, former President of the ECB, has 
warned that if Europe fails to radically boost its economic growth, innovation, and 
coordination, it will face a "slow agony" of declining living standards and diminishing global 
influence. In his report on the future of European competitiveness, he pointed to the EU's 
falling productivity relative to the US, and to the need for an extra €800 billion a year to 
tackle four major goals: boosting technological innovation, decarbonising the economy, 
building stronger defence, and securing energy supply. 

To avoid this slow agony, Draghi urged the EU to cut bureaucracy, speed up 
decision-making, and create a highly coordinated industrial and investment strategy. 

The "One Europe, One Market" initiative aims to eliminate market fragmentation, lower 
energy costs, and close the competitiveness gap with the US and China. The new Savings 



and Investment Union is under negotiation — essential to unlock savings and provide capital 
for investment, especially in EU start-ups, and to deliver true freedom of movement of 
capital, moving away from a national approach to banking and finance. 

 

Enlargement and the Wider World 
EU enlargement is also on the agenda. Montenegro is determined to make the Union 28 
strong by 2028, and is making good progress towards membership. Moldova and Ukraine 
are also on the path to membership. The EU views a larger Europe as a more stable 
Europe. In the words of the President of the European Parliament, Roberta Metsola, 
enlargement makes Europe stronger, fairer, safer, and more united. There is no doubt that a 
larger, more efficient, and more united Europe would present an important global 
counterweight to the US and China. 

The Canadian Prime Minister, Mark Carney, has urged middle powers to unite to counter 
"unconstrained" great-power geopolitics and economic coercion. He has warned that "if 
we're not at the table, we're on the menu," urging a shift toward collaborative, issue-based 
coalitions to build a new, stable order. Middle powers, he reminds us, are not powerless, but 
must collectively build a new order based on cooperation rather than confrontation. These 
nations have the most to lose from a "world of fortresses," and the most to gain from 
genuine, collaborative, rules-based international relations. To avoid domination by larger, 
confrontational powers, middle powers must work together to maintain sovereignty. He has 
emphasised that "nostalgia is not a strategy," and that the old, US-led order is not returning; 
middle powers must act as pragmatic realists to build a better, stronger, and more just 
system. Let's hope we get there. 

 

Those who advocated a Leave vote failed to grasp what being in Europe actually meant for 
the UK, and had no plan for the complexity of the break-up, nor any real knowledge of the 
diplomacy and political negotiation it would require. 

In the decade since, the UK economy has underperformed: poor productivity, loss of 
competitiveness, political and policy uncertainty, reduced investment, and increased 
non-tariff barriers have all contributed to lower growth. Fragmentation in British politics has 
deepened further. Support for the two main parties — Conservative and Labour — has 
declined, with Reform UK currently leading in the polls at 26–28 per cent. Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer faces an uphill challenge to remain in position. 

Against all of that, Europe and the UK are working more closely together, precisely because 
of the need to do so — on security and defence, and in strong support for Ukraine. Global 
Britain is too small on its own to have a strong global impact. 

But an election that saw Reform UK enter government would have unpredictable 
consequences. 



 

The Irish Presidency of the Council of the EU 
Security is one of the three themes of the Irish Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union, which begins on 1 July. Competitiveness and values are the other two. 

Values are the very foundation of the EU: democracy, human rights, equality, the rule of law, 
freedom, and respect for minorities. In practical terms, these include: 

●​ Continued support for Ukraine and upholding international law 
●​ Strengthening democracy and resisting disinformation and foreign interference 
●​ Enforcing EU digital rules, particularly the Digital Services Act, to address harmful 

content and improve online accountability 
●​ Improving children's online safety, including discussions on age verification and a 

possible EU-wide digital age of majority 
●​ Promoting equality, inclusion, disability rights, and protection against discrimination 
●​ Supporting civil society organisations and strengthening democratic participation 
●​ Supporting EU enlargement, particularly for Montenegro, Moldova, and Ukraine 

 

Europe and Defence 
Returning to that Bruges speech: I was struck by Margaret Thatcher's views on defence and 
security, and how they resonate today. She described the role of European countries in 
defence as the most fundamental issue, with "our way of life, vision, and hopes secured by 
the strength of our defence, not by the rightness of our cause," and spoke of Europe 
shouldering a fair share of the burden. 

I was particularly struck by her words on the state of the world in 1988. She said: "things are 
going our way… the democratic model of a free enterprise society has proved itself superior; 
freedom is on the offensive, a peaceful offensive, the world over, for the first time in my 
lifetime." 

I wonder what she might say of today's world, where conflict is rife, including on European 
soil, and freedom remains a dream for many. 

 

A United Ireland and/or a UK in a United Europe 
For the future: Brexit will remain with us in the long term, requiring regular exchanges, and 
I'm sure some difficult discussions, between the EU and UK as policy evolves. 

A series of polls conducted in the UK last year show that 54–56 per cent of Britons support 
rejoining the EU, with 33 per cent opposed — support strongest among Labour, Liberal 



Democrat, and Green Party voters, and overwhelming among younger voters. An even 
larger majority supports closer relations with the EU without necessarily rejoining 
immediately: a May 2026 YouGov tracker found 70 per cent support a closer relationship 
with the EU, 53–55 per cent support full EU membership, and 46–49 per cent support joining 
the Single Market or Customs Union. 

Despite this change in outlook, no one is predicting a path back into the EU for the UK in the 
foreseeable future — the politics remain too raw for a calm debate about the consequences 
of Brexit and the value of EU membership. 

On this island, the 2025 all-island European Movement Ireland/Amárach Research poll 
showed support for EU membership remains high, at 82 per cent; in Northern Ireland, it 
stands at 77 per cent. 

Yesterday, the leader of Fine Gael and Tánaiste, Simon Harris, announced his intention to 
publish a detailed blueprint for a united Ireland at the party's Ard Fheis in November 2026. 
The blueprint will examine the fiscal and economic implications of unity, public services, 
infrastructure, labour mobility, access to the EU market, and the practical political and 
societal arrangements of a united Ireland. 

Should Northern Ireland leave the UK in accordance with the terms of the Good Friday 
Agreement, it would automatically become part of the EU again. Might these two possibilities 
— the UK rejoining the EU, and the reunification of Ireland — collide, timewise? I'll leave that 
question for the conversation. 

 

Finally 
Another interesting finding from the European Movement research is that, despite strong 
support for EU membership, 43 per cent of respondents across Ireland felt their views were 
not represented at EU level. 

A stronger, more united, and larger European Union needs to do much more to engage 
citizens with the big vision — including our responsibility, as citizens, to value what has been 
achieved — while addressing the practical challenges of housing and the cost of living. 

The Irish Presidency of the Council of the EU is an opportunity for a small but long-standing 
member of the EU to engage the public across the Union in thinking more deeply about the 
importance of Europe, and the threats it faces from outside and within. Political leaders will 
need a strong, bottom-up push for a better Europe, while also having the courage to lead 
toward that objective, at a time when efforts are being made to pull Europe apart. 
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