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Abstract 

 

The thesis examines the economic and political contributions of the European Union 

(EU) to the Northern Ireland peace process, tracing the genesis of EU involvement and 

analysing how it acted as an arena in which to foster dialogue and positive cooperation. 

Based on extensive archival research and exclusive elite interviews this thesis provides 

the first comprehensive study of how the EU contributed to the reconfiguration of 

Northern Ireland from a site of conflict to a site of conflict amelioration and 

peacebuilding and demonstrates that the relationship between Northern Ireland and the 

EU has been much more significant in the peace process than previous studies have 

suggested.  
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 1 

Introduction 

 

Background 

The UK and the Republic of Ireland acceded to the European Economic Community 

(EEC)1 on 1 January 1973, just nine months after the introduction of direct rule in 

Northern Ireland. Discussions and negotiations on EC membership had taken place over 

the previous two years, during which time the Northern Ireland conflict had intensified. 

For almost thirty years Northern Ireland was the only region of the EC to be in a 

situation of conflict with such large-scale involvement of both pro and anti-state forces 

in violence at the local level. 

   For decades, the conflict in Northern Ireland has been viewed in a relatively narrow 

context that has tended to marginalise this European dimension. Existing scholarship 

and media coverage has concentrated on paramilitary activity, or viewed the conflict 

mainly in terms of the relationship between the Republic of Ireland and the United 

Kingdom (UK). The ending of large-scale violence was achieved primarily through the 

creation of new devolved institutions agreed by representatives of the two communities 

with the support of the Irish and the British governments and the additional 

participation of the US administration (McLoughlin, Phinnemore, McGowan, McCall, 

2012). But the European Union (EU) too made important economic and political 

contributions to the Northern Ireland peace process that are usually only marginally 

mentioned.  

   While the EU was not a direct player in the Northern Ireland peace negotiations, it 

provided significant practical and political support over the years, most notably through 

the on-going provision of funding for reconciliation and conflict transformation 

initiatives under the PEACE programmes. Between 2007 and 2013, over one third of 

the entire budget of the EU (€347 billion) was set aside for Structural Fund 

programmes. Cohesion Policy represented the single largest source of financial support 

at EU level for investment in growth and jobs, designed to enable all regions to compete 

effectively in the internal market. In this context, for 2007–13, Ireland has been 

allocated €900 million in total Cohesion Policy funding. Over the same period, 

approximately 1.1 billion were destined to Northern Ireland, from all streams of 

European Funding (European Sustainable Competitiveness Programme; European 

Social Fund Programme; PEACE III; INTERREG IVA; European Fisheries Fund, 

Rural Development Programme and the International Fund for Ireland). The evidence 
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shows how the peace process has been receiving financial support from the EU since 

1989, through both EU regional policy and EU contributions to the International Fund 

for Ireland (IFI)2.  

   The 23 June 2016 referendum on the UK’s continuing membership of the EU, with its 

potential as a watershed moment in the history of Northern Ireland, marked a turning 

point in the history of relations between the region and the EU. Most importantly, 

Brexit brought the topic to the centre of current political and scholarly debates, with 

academics questioning the profound implications that the UK decision to leave the EU 

could potentially have for Northern Ireland and the island of Ireland as a whole. 

Scholarship argues that while the ultimate impact will depend on the shape and detail of 

any new relationship negotiated between the UK and the EU, Brexit has the potential to 

affect nearly all aspects of North-South and East-West relations (The Centre for Cross-

Border Studies, 2016) and if some of the changes appear relatively minor, others have 

the potential to raise serious domestic political difficulties for Northern Ireland. 

Although the aim of this thesis does not originate in this specific political context, the 

two topics are directly interconnected because, if Brexit today threatens the EU’s 

economic and political support for the Northern Ireland peace process, it is more than 

ever important to question when and why this Europeanisation started, and who were 

the key actors enacting it both at the national and at the European level.  

   Accordingly, the main undertaking of this thesis is to investigate the structural, 

political, and economic forces, which have over time shaped the EU’s impact on the 

Northern Ireland conflict from a political and historical perspective. It originates from 

the hypothesis that the EU did not sit on the side-lines when deep divisions within one 

of its regions cost lives, undermined social and economic advancement and the very 

livelihood of its people. This thesis argues that by means of economic aid, by providing 

actors and policy-makers from Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, and the UK 

with a neutral arena in which to foster dialogue and positive cooperation, the EU has 

been able to positively impact on the Northern Ireland political situation. It impacted on 

policy processes, cross-border cooperation, economic and industrial regeneration, and it 

eventually helped to empower marginalized voices to move towards peace and 

reconciliation. The main research questions driving the analysis concerning each of the 

historical phenomena considered are: Which is the European facet of the various events 

analysed in this thesis?; Who were the actors who had an essential role in enacting this 

process at the European and at the national level?; How was this decision enacted and 
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perceived in Northern Ireland?; and, finally, How did Europeanisation impact upon and 

shape the trajectory of the Northern Ireland peace process?. 

   The objective of this introductory chapter is to establish the research warrant of this 

thesis. This work brings to light masses of important new documentary materials never 

before seen by researchers or used to analyse the debates on the EU, cross-checked with 

a number of semi-structured interviews with elite interviewees, some of whom have 

never spoken about the topic before. The availability of never-before-seen archives and 

public records (which will be explored further in the methodology chapter) has the 

potential to bridge gaps in our knowledge of policies and practices in the field of the 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process. Such an approach allows this 

thesis to make an essential and novel contribution to the existing literature on the topic. 

This introductory section will proceed to present the three macro-themes this research 

will examine: Anglo-Irish relations, cross-border cooperation and lastly, peace and 

reconciliation. Such an inquiry locates this study within the existing literature, 

surveying the approaches and theoretical frameworks that have been employed by 

scholars and academics in the past. Finally, the last section will outline the contents of 

the thesis, in order to show how the research results have been organized into a 

narrative argument.          

 

The Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process and the Anglo-Irish 

dimension of the conflict 

The precise starting date of the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process 

has always been difficult to pinpoint. UK and Irish membership of the EEC took place 

against the backdrop of serious violence and loss of life on the streets of Northern 

Ireland and there was no clear effort by the two governments or European political 

actors of the day to link the possible resolution of the conflict to the European context 

before the mid 1980s (Murphy, 2014: p. 10). Previous scholarship has observed that few 

of the Irish and UK representatives viewed accession to the EU as having any 

significant direct impact on the Northern Ireland conflict (McCall, 1999; Laffan, 2005; 

Hayward, 2006) and that the process of EU peacebuilding has only been visibly 

underway since the 1994 paramilitary ceasefires and the signing of the Belfast/Good 

Friday Agreement in 1998 (Acheson & Milofsky, 2008: p. 75). Subsequent studies have 

been able to prove that Irish and Northern Ireland political actors engaged with the EU 

processes of public policy-making before this, seeking assistance in order to solve the 



 4 

conflict well before 1994; in fact the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) 

leader, John Hume, was one of the few political actors to engage early and positively 

with the prospects of EEC membership (McLoughlin, 2010: p. 225). The SDLP (and 

especially Hume) merits particular mention, not just in the context of their support for 

European integration, but also in the active encouragement of a European dimension to 

conflict resolution in Northern Ireland (McLoughlin, 2010: p. 226). Among other 

Northern Ireland political parties, the view that EEC membership might have a positive 

impact on the conflict was not generally appreciated, as sovereignty and national 

identity were the filters through which hardened political positions on Europe were 

articulated. These outlooks did not engender an open-minded disposition towards 

Europe or its potential, not least because no settlement existed at the institutional level 

to allow any progress in this sense, although conditions changed after 1985 and the 

signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement (AIA) (Todd, 2011).    

   This thesis argues, based on substantial evidence, that the accession of the UK and the 

Republic of Ireland to the EEC in 1973 marked a watershed in the history of the 

Northern Ireland conflict and peace process, but that it is a seminal moment that 

required years to show its political potential. Concepts of EU (pooled) sovereignty have 

previously been linked to the Anglo-Irish approach to the Northern Ireland conflict in 

order to frame the investigation of the EU impact on the peace process and also as an 

analysis of the development of the Anglo-Irish relationship within the European 

framework. In this regard, it is useful to remember that the widening and deepening of 

the European integration process has been apparent only since the drive to complete the 

Single European Market (SEM) intensified from the late 1980s (Murphy, 2014: p. 1). 

Subsequent treaty revisions, the introduction of a single currency, the enlargement of 

the EU, and the on-going politicisation of the European project followed years later 

(Tannam, 1999). Despite these developments impacting somewhat upon the function 

and configuration of the internal state border and on the politics of the region (McCall, 

2014: p. 2), this approach only complemented the Anglo-Irish one (Ruane & Todd, 

1996; Hayward, 2006: p. 262; Coakley & Todd, 2014; Ruane & Todd, 2014) with 

scholarship thus focusing more on concepts and attitudes to the EU notion of pooled 

sovereignty (Peterson, 1997: p. 568; Williams & Jesse, 2001; Laffan, 2005) and on 

different approaches towards principles of governance and attitudes of government 

(Teague, 1996: p. 549) than on Europeanisation.  
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   At this point, it is necessary to specify that sovereignty is the claim for the nation-state 

to be the ultimate political authority, subject to no higher power as regards the making 

and enforcing of political decisions (Buzan, 1996: p.464). In the international system, 

sovereignty is the claim by the state to recognition by other states of its full self-

government and its freedom from intervention by another state in its internal affairs 

(Hoffman, 1997: p. 53). While the nation-state continues to be the dominant form of 

polity in the contemporary world, nonetheless it has to contend with the increasing 

complexity of economic, political, and social interactions. From above, the EU needs to 

be considered as a reflection of member states’ common recognition of interdependence 

and the need to work together more closely. From below, the development of European 

transnational networks contributes to “re-appraisals in society of the role and 

competence of the nation-state centre” (McCall, 1999: p.7). 

   UK historical specificities also need to be taken into account in this context since they 

had a direct impact on Northern Ireland politics and history. The UK is more susceptible 

than other EU states to the continuing salience of the ‘national’ as a point of reference 

and feels a weak sense of linkage between prosperity and European integration, 

although the Eurozone crisis also weakened popular attachment in all the other member-

states (Meehan, 2014: p.60). Thus, a contrast between Irish and British attitudes to the 

notion of ‘pooled’ sovereignty within the EU is well known and has characterized the 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process. Irish policy-makers are said to 

have ‘embraced the sharing of sovereignty, but for the UK, sovereignty, in its traditional 

sense, remained a core political value’ (Laffan, 2005: p.169). The influence of the two 

governments’ commitment to Europe unavoidably influenced Northern Ireland affairs, 

providing scope for the integration project to assume the form of a peacebuilding 

mission in the territory of the six counties. It involved a significant degree of cross-

border cooperation, communication, and contact between public, private, and third 

sectors. The outcome of this cooperation, communication, and contacts included 

institutional and policy development, economic initiatives with mutually beneficial 

outcomes and community life improvements, which all resulted to a certain degree from 

EU specific policies and programmes implemented in the region. Scholars have mostly 

described and asserted the validity of such initiatives from an institutional perspective 

but a question remains: where did this process of Europeanisation originate? What was 

its genesis?    
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Cross-Border Cooperation in Europe  

Interconnected to what has been stated above, it is extremely important to remember 

that state borders denote where the territory (and hence sovereignty) of one state ends 

(Buzan, 1996: p.463). Political borders are thus highly significant markers and a 

physical barrier can geographically define them or lines on a map can represent them. In 

addition, they can also be the products of political agreement or disagreement (McCall, 

2014: p.8). The borders of European states have shifted over time, as the outcome of 

wars and with the success and failure of state-seeking nationalisms. Most West-

European borders are by now accepted both by those living either side of them and in 

general by national authorities, whilst others are still contested, as the literature related 

to the Irish border (partly developed as a consequence of Brexit) demonstrates 

(Hayward, 2001; Hayward, Campbell, Murphy, 2017; Hayward, 2017; Hayward & 

Komarova, 2016). As a result, contested borders bring an added challenge to EU efforts 

to foster cross-border cooperation, especially in the broad context of the enlargement of 

the European Community over the last decades and within a conflicting political milieu, 

as was the case with Northern Ireland in the 1980s. 

   In this regard, it is notable that the whole history of European integration in the post-

war period has been characterised by efforts to reduce the ‘barrier-like’ (Laffan & 

Payne, 2001: p. 26) nature of internal borders within the EU, which was encapsulated 

by ‘the four freedoms’: free movement of goods, free movement of services, free 

movement of capital, and free movement of labour (O’Dowd, Corrigan, Moore, 1995: p. 

227-285). In recent years, there has been much discussion about the contrast between 

the diminishing significance of borders as ‘barriers’ among EU member-states and the 

increased emphasis on strengthening the external EU border as a barrier to immigration 

and the external threat of cross-border crime (Donnan & Wilson, 2010: p. 35; McCall, 

2014: p. 59). Nevertheless, despite the increased openness and freedom, the EU’s 

internal borders remain significant as ‘symbols of identity’ (McCall, 2014: p. 13-14) 

and as containers of societies and polities. Borders can be understood as the critical 

demarcation line between states, but, in the right climate of cooperation, border regions 

may seek to build bridges with the other side of the line and foster linkages with those 

in a similar geographic, economic, and social situation to themselves. 

   Accordingly, transforming borders “from barriers to bridges” (Laffan, 2005: p.170) is 

an essential component of the normative and cognitive framework of the EU as a 

political entity. The impetus for the creation of linkages between neighbouring border 
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regions can come from a number of sources, among which the most important applying 

to the island of Ireland is certainly the need for reconciliation. Thus, increasingly the 

EU has provided the backdrop and context for cross-border cooperation on the island of 

Ireland. The aim was to challenge the ‘zero-sum’ logic of the conflict (O’Dowd & 

McCall, 2008: p. 82), which had tormented politics in Northern Ireland for years, by 

holding out the prospect of positive-sum politics, which were instead outward-looking 

and capable of revealing existing and new areas of common interest (Coakley & 

O'Dowd, 2007). The European Union’s wide range of powers, particularly those arising 

from EU regulations and monetary policy, had an impact on the political economy of 

the border region and the concept of a ‘Europe of the regions’ provided a rallying cry 

for those political actors who wished to foster European regionalism. Within this 

framework, financial programmes such as INTERREG (the Community initiative 

specifically designed for Europe’s borderlands) provided financial incentives and a 

model of cooperation designed with the specific purpose of transforming barriers into 

bridges and the empowerment of regional levels of government combined with bottom-

up mobilisation (Laffan & Payne, 2001: p. 27), through the promotion of subsidiarity, 

the creation of consultative fora such as the Committee of the Regions, and the 

provision of funds directed not at the state as a whole but to specific units within it. 

Vocal demands from Europe’s more developed regions with lobbying offices in 

Brussels increased the regional presence in the EU and regions have become players in 

the dynamic of politics within the European Community.  

   In this context, it was essential to this thesis to note that the path of cross-border 

cooperation on the island of Ireland followed nonetheless specific directions, which 

lessened the impact of such initiatives in terms of conflict-resolution prior to 1998. This 

was due to the complex processes of regionalisation, regionalism, and centralism on-

going in the Republic of Ireland and in the UK and to the political symbolism 

interconnected to the concept of a border on the island. The Irish border generated 

particular obstacles to economic development and the border region suffered from 

economic peripherality (O’Dowd & Corrigan, 1995: p. 337). The regions depended 

mainly on agriculture and many factors impeded improvements in this sector, such as 

poor soil, established patterns of inheritance and marriage, and farm size. Furthermore, 

those living in the border area suffered from low incomes, little industrial employment, 

high unemployment, and significant outward migration (Laffan & Payne, 2001: p. 46).  

INTERREG challenged these conditions but it did not essentially impact on the conflict 
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itself. Nevertheless, too little has been said about the experience of EU regionalism in 

Northern Ireland as a lesson-learning experience for further EU peacebuilding. 

INTERREG and the issues interconnected to cross-border cooperation established a 

niche for bottom-up participation in conflict-resolution and underlined at the 

institutional level the real needs the EU had to address to foster the process of 

peacebuilding in the region. The interconnections between EU cross-border cooperation 

on the island of Ireland and the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace and 

reconciliation process will be the object of reflection in the next section.  

 

EU peacebuilding in Northern Ireland  

The above section set the foundation for understanding why cross-border cooperation 

was integral to conflict amelioration in Northern Ireland; it promised to open the 

territorial ‘cage’ of the region to enable the development of intercultural dialogue and 

inter-communal relations across the Irish border (McCall, 2014: p. 66). However, the 

limited success of this strategy before the 1994 paramilitary ceasefires (due in large part 

to the perceived negativity of it within the Unionist community) brought scholars to 

focus on cross-border cooperation mainly from the economic perspective, often 

neglecting the linkages between the INTERREG experience and the subsequent EU 

Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland 

(henceforth referred to as the PEACE package, the PEACE funding, or the Delors’ 

package).  

   Overall, EU PEACE funding has been and continues to be overwhelmingly 

concentrated on promoting peace and reconciliation. PEACE I (1994-1999), PEACE II 

(2000-2006), PEACE III (2007-2013) and PEACE IV (2014-2020) were all conceived 

as conflict resolution instruments between the mainly Protestant Ulster British 

unionist/loyalist community and the mainly Catholic Irish nationalist/republican 

community, and their strategic objectives were to promote economic development, 

social inclusion, cross-community contacts, and reconciliation by improvements in 

cross-border cooperation and by acknowledging and dealing with the past. The 

programmes are a reminder of the role of European integration in peacebuilding 

(celebrated by the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the EU in 2012).  Their 

intergovernmental and cross-border dimensions were evident in the PEACE initiatives, 

as well as in the institutions underpinning the 1998 Belfast /Good Friday Agreement.  
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   On the other hand, the EU challenge to territory, borders, and identity through some 

of the PEACE funded initiatives was still viewed as a threat to the culture and identity 

of the Unionist community, thus bringing the PEACE programs to focus much on the 

principle of ‘peacebuilding from below’, theorized and advocated by John Paul 

Lederach (1997), which stressed the importance of the grassroots leadership of the local 

community in peacebuilding. The advantages presented by this approach are that 

through direct involvement civil society gains additional support, thus going beyond 

unionism’s reticence to positively engage with the initiatives, and with the diminishing 

political and violent threats from Irish nationalism and republicanism in the 1990s the 

possibility arose for Northern Ireland to move from conflict zone to site for conflict 

amelioration. In such a context, Ulster, British, and Irish nationalist cultural differences 

and commonalities could be explored through local grassroots community contact, 

communication, and cooperation. As such, the PEACE funding supported political elite-

level efforts dedicated to accommodating political and cultural differences and 

transcending ingrained territorialism by creating frameworks of contact, 

communication, and cooperation that also traversed the border at the local grassroots 

community level (McCall & O'Dowd, 2008: p. 30). These connections at the border 

were made manifest in cross-border and cross-community partnerships created by the 

PEACE programmes, but a degree of disjuncture between the theoretical advocacy of 

‘peacebuilding from below’, and difficulties in developing practical ways of engaging 

local communities in conflict amelioration initiatives, is not easy to bridge and a 

number of scholars have documented these features and difficulties in their studies 

(Walsh, 2001; Racioppi & O’Sullivan, 2007; Buchanan, 2008; Lynch, 2010;).  

   Nevertheless, once more, the existing literature does not provide an answer to this 

question. The genesis of EU peacebuilding in Northern Ireland remains unexplored, as 

well as the motives that pushed EU policy-makers to create the PEACE funding. 

PEACE was framed by a new historical context in which violence was considerably 

reduced and a long-lasting peace was conceivable. This thesis contributes to the existing 

scholarship by filling this gap, by tracing the genesis of the PEACE funding and by 

clarifying that the issues underlined by the whole INTERREG implementation 

experience constitute the basis of the PEACE funding, thus making of it an essential 

step in the process of Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process. 
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The Justification for this Research’ 

In sum, this research constitutes an essential contribution to the existing literature firstly 

by being the first comprehensive study dealing with the genesis of the Europeanisation 

of the Northern Ireland peace process, from 1979 to 1994. It proposes to uncover the 

intrinsic and extrinsic connections between EU institutions, Northern Ireland, the 

Republic of Ireland and the UK in the peace and reconciliation process from a historical 

and a political perspective, by drawing from public records and archives, cross-

referenced with elite interviews. The work will point out how common EU membership 

contributed greatly to the development and to the institutionalisation of improved 

British-Irish relations, with the experience of participating as EU minorities in European 

institutions helping to build trust and underlining common interests between the two 

parts of the island of Ireland. Secondly, the analysis will focus on theoretical and 

practical experiences of European cohesion and how this created openness to a more 

nuanced understanding of sovereignty, thus providing a pattern for the creation and 

operation of North-South and East-West cross-border cooperation. Hence, the work will 

consider how the EU can be seen to have weakened the zero-sum logic of the Northern 

Ireland conflict by providing a common arena where notional principles of pooled 

sovereignty fostered a European process of policy-making, widening borders in 

particular through the Single European Act (SEA) and the SEM. This research will 

show how joint British-Irish membership of the EU has materially reduced the political 

and practical significance of the continued partition of the island, with its institutions 

functioning as a ‘problem-solving workshop’ for Northern Ireland political actors. 

Finally, the focus will move from the Anglo-Irish dimension of the conflict to look 

more closely at how the EU impacted on Northern Ireland domestic matters, the accent 

being placed on the opportunities that followed various changes which were created by 

the possibility of a stable peace. The analysis will highlight how the EU empowered 

local actors and community groups to act independently from the centralism of the UK 

government via the PEACE programmes, hence bringing this thesis to examine how the 

EU has attempted to institute community relations’ principles and a specific bottom-up 

approach in Northern Ireland before and after the signing of the 1998 Belfast/Good 

Friday Agreement.  

   In parallel, this thesis will examine the potential of international actors to contribute to 

conflict resolution, by analysing the evolving role of the EU in embedding the Northern 

Ireland’s peace process. Scrutiny of the EU’s approach to conflict resolution and 
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conflict amelioration in Northern Ireland offers useful insights into the scope and 

potential of the EU influence for facilitating behavioural change from governmental to 

grass-roots levels. Such an approach to conflict resolution and conflict amelioration in 

Northern Ireland went from one concentrated on encouraging state-level agreement, to 

nurturing peace through funding, through now consolidating peace by facilitating 

regional-level empowerment.  

   The core argument of this thesis is that the most critical element of the EU’s 

contribution to peace in Northern Ireland has been that of enduring political - and not 

simply economic - commitment. 

 

Outline of chapters 

Investigating the genesis of the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process 

requires a historical overview of the Northern Ireland conflict. It also requires a 

consideration of the different dimensions of Ireland’s engagement with the EU. 

Accordingly, the chapters of this thesis consider the political, institutional, social, 

economic, and cultural landscape of the major events in the history of the Northern 

Ireland conflict in parallel with the development of EU involvement. The thesis 

encompasses the history of the conflict from 1979 to 1994 and the peace process that 

followed, including events such as the prison protests and the Northern Ireland hunger 

strikes, the signing of the Anglo-Irish agreement in 1985, and the 1994 paramilitary 

ceasefires.       

   Chapter 1 is entitled, ‘The European Parliament: a political arena for addressing the 

Northern Ireland conflict’ and it provides an in-depth analysis of the European 

Parliament (EP) political milieu and the interactions between political actors within this 

space. This examination will highlight how the transnational organization of the EP 

(based on political ideology instead of nationality) and the functioning dynamics of 

information processes and lobbying within the institution, all acted positively in placing 

the Northern Ireland conflict within the broad European context. In addition, this 

chapter will emphasise the role of political actors (notably the Irish and Northern 

Ireland MEPs) in this framework and will stress their essential responsibility in enacting 

and triggering the process of Europeanisation. Therefore, this chapter constitutes not 

only a contribution to the existing literature on the Northern Ireland conflict but also a 

contribution to the existing studies of EU institutions. This novel focus on the political 



 12 

milieu of the EP also contributes to understanding how the EP influences issues 

concerning EU member states. 

Chapter 2 is entitled ‘The European Union response to the Northern Ireland hunger 

strikes.’ It examines the years of the Northern Ireland prison protests and the Northern 

Ireland hunger strikes, arguing that these events constituted the very first grounds on 

which the EP could work autonomously on a wide range of political initiatives in 

response to concerns raised regarding the situation in Northern Ireland. Evidence 

presented includes EP motions for resolution, EP plenary debates, and the private 

correspondence of the EP President, Simone Veil, with MEPs and private groups and 

NGOs across Europe who all appealed to President Veil to take a firmer position in 

support of the hunger strikers and against the British government’s policy in Northern 

Ireland. Overall, this chapter challenges the existing literature on the topic, showing 

how this stage of the process of Europeanisation was mainly accomplished by the 

Republic of Ireland’s Fianna Fáil and Independent Fianna Fáil MEPs whose 

interactions within the EP had the result of officially ‘Europeanising’ the Northern 

Ireland conflict for the first time.   

Chapter 3 is entitled ‘The 1984 Haagerup Report’. Using public records that have never 

before been analysed, this chapter constitutes the first in-depth investigation of the 

British reception of the EP’s decision to conduct an inquiry on the Northern Ireland 

political situation and of the British Government reactions to the report’s publication. 

Continuing the emphasis on the role of the EP, findings will show how the 1984 

Haagerup Report articulated the crucial role of Europe in British-Irish cooperation and 

in forging relations between Northern Irish political parties. In addition, the chapter will 

provide a re-examination of the report itself, assessing whether it was intended as a 

precursor to the 1985 AIA and whether the findings of the chapter contribute to a 

broader field of discussion about researching the impact of European integration on 

border conflicts.  

   Chapter 4 is entitled, ‘European cross-border cooperation and regionalization in 

Northern Ireland: politics, policies, and perceptions’. It questions how EU efforts at 

cross-border cooperation were developed and implemented in Northern Ireland, with a 

conflict resolution objective, in order to inform understandings of a new stage of the 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process. This chapter considers 

programmes and activities implemented in the context of major institutional changes in 

Europe (the signature of SEA, the completion of the SEM, and the signature of the 
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Maastricht Treaty), in Northern Ireland and between North and South (the AIA). It will 

particularly stress the issues, including unionist reticence and the centralised character 

of the Irish and British states, that became apparent during the programming and 

implementation stages of INTERREG I and II. These issues spurred the EU to 

subsequently create instruments that were better designed to respond to Northern 

Ireland’s needs and specifically aimed at conflict amelioration and peacebuilding.      

   Chapter 5, ‘The EU programme for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland’, will 

question the motives, the approaches, and the debates behind the decision of the EU to 

take a very concrete and ultimate step to Europeanise the Northern Ireland peace 

process - the designing and implementation of the EU Special Support Programme for 

Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland. The investigation will encompass the 

contextual framework of Northern Ireland after the 1994 ceasefire, show how the EU 

concretely worked to design the new programme with a bottom-up approach, and report 

how the various EP committees intended to answer to the requirements underlined and 

how the funding of PEACE was debated within the same EP. This chapter is an 

essential contribution to the existing literature on the PEACE package since it describes 

for the first time the genesis of this ultimate EU instrument for peace and reconciliation 

in Northern Ireland. In addition, the chapter supports the idea that the EU programme 

for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland was specifically designed as an 

economic approach aimed at realizing political stability. 
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1 The terms EEC and EC will be consistently used in this work to indicate respectively 

the  ‘European Economic Community’ and the ‘European Community’. The European 

Economic Community was created by the Treaty of Rome in 1957 and was a regional 

organisation aimed to bring about economic integration between its member states. 

Upon the formation of the European Union (EU) in 1993, the EEC was incorporated 

and renamed as the European Community. Today, the name EC is commonly used to 

indicate the community as it existed before the 1993 Maastricht Treaty. 
2  For additional information on the IFI, please visit: 

https://www.internationalfundforireland.com 
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Literature Review 

 

Introduction  

 

The EU’s award of the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012 was a reminder of the role of EU 

Integration in peacebuilding. In 1950, when the nations of Europe were still struggling 

to overcome the devastation produced by World War II, one of the “Founding Fathers” 

of the European project stated that: ‘World peace cannot be safeguarded without the 

making of creative efforts proportionate to the dangers which threaten it’1. It was 

thought – correctly – that merging economic interests would help raise standards of 

living and be the first step towards a more united Europe. The founders of what has 

evolved into the EU hoped that economic integration would minimize the possibility of 

war between member states.  

   This same principle has been cited, tested and performed also at the local level, in 

Northern Ireland, for many years. The region was the only part of the European 

Community experiencing such large-scale level of violence, conflict and sectarianism. 

Accordingly, what prompted this research is the following question: was the EU sitting 

at the side-lines while such violence and conflict was endangering not only the 

economy, but the very livelihood of Northern Irish people - people of Europe since 

1973?   

   Reflecting on European influence on the Northern Ireland situation raises questions of 

varying significance for Northern Ireland’s past and present constitutional order and on 

the new structures created for North-South and East-West cooperation. Accordingly, the 

objective of this review of the existing literature on the topic is to examine the most 

recent contributions to this field of study. Firstly, this review presents and discusses the 

foundations of this dissertation: it touches on the debates surrounding membership of 

the EU, how the EU currently works, but also how the regions of Europe, such as 

Northern Ireland, relate to the European institutions created. Secondly, it will take into 

consideration the integration processes of the last fifty years, beginning with the peace 

project set out by the founding fathers of the EU. Scholars have questioned if this peace 

project was eventually successful in eliminating the last traces of conflict between the 

European populations and Northern Ireland is central in such discussions. Finally this 

review will describe how existing scholarship was able to provide a deeper 

understanding of conflict transformation in Northern Ireland by exploring the concept 
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from a social and economic development viewpoint. The conclusion will position this 

thesis in the current academic context, while describing at the same time its future 

directions.   

 

Northern Ireland relationship with the EU: from 1973 membership to the 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement  

Exploring the dynamics of the relationship between Northern Ireland and the EU 

necessarily includes many aspects of the policy-making process. In addition the single 

evolution of each of these facets needs to be considered too, especially since Northern 

Ireland became part of the EEC in 1973. The UK decision to join the EU was made at 

the height of the Northern Ireland conflict and was opposed initially by republicans and 

unionists. While many hoped the EU would ameliorate the conflict, it did not solve the 

country’s problems for the first twenty-five years of its EU membership. The political 

evolution of the region has primarily resulted from internal developments, actions taken 

by the British and Irish governments, and influence from the United States. While 

history shows that EU leaders were reluctant to interfere in the politics of a region of a 

member-state, they have nevertheless always supported those organizations in Northern 

Ireland’s civil society that sought to overcome the country’s history of sectarianism and 

to promote cooperation between its communities, but achieved little success in their 

effort before and after Northern Ireland became part of the EU.  

   Unionists and nationalists tend to disagree about the role of the EU in Northern 

Ireland and, before Brexit, scholars (Murphy, 2014; Hayward, 2016) believed that it 

was premature to assert that the EU has played a critical role in bringing about a 

changed Northern Ireland. This is one of the reasons why very few studies exist having 

specifically and exclusively focused on the relationship of Northern Ireland with the EU 

and on its genesis until recently. The work of Mary C. Murphy (2014) constitutes an 

exception in this regard.  

   Theories of multilevel governance (MLG) were employed in this instance to explain 

the complex and evolving relationship between Northern Ireland and the EU, especially 

in supporting the peace process. Evidence of shared authority and policy-making are 

interconnected to different levels of government in Northern Ireland and the work 

interestingly stresses that decision-making is shared by different actors rather than being 

monopolized by state executives or any single level of governmental decision making. 

In addition it details how the collective process of decision-making operates among EU 
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single sovereign governments. Thus it is clear how local and regional governments, 

states, and EU decision-making bodies are interconnected in a system of power and 

influence. Overall this investigation provided the first necessary understanding to 

approach this thesis, while also showing the need to deepen the analysis to the very 

genesis of the political transformation instigated by the EU in Northern Ireland.  

   It is evident how the EU began to play a more meaningful role in the peace process, 

but to pinpoint the date in which this role started is difficult to ascertain. The usual focal 

points of analysis are on how EU structural funds, EU PEACE Funds, the Common 

Agricultural Policy, the creation of the Single European Market, and the attraction of 

inward investment impacted the Northern Ireland economy (Murphy, 2014). Overall, 

Northern Ireland has clearly benefited from funding that has come from Brussels: 

financial aid has been important in supporting the peace process, including in assisting 

with cross-border cooperation and policymaking established by Strand II of the Belfast 

Agreement. How exactly the EU contributed to the transformation of Northern Ireland 

from a site of conflict to a site of peacebuilding remains unclear, also due to the limits 

of the MLG theoretical approach. Overall this discussion shows the need for further 

research and identifies a gap in the theory.  

 

A borderless Europe? EU integration and cross-border cooperation  

This thesis will show how the participation of Northern Ireland in the EU project has 

brought political, as well as social and rhetorical changes into the region’s political 

landscape. It is nonetheless agreed by existing scholarships (McCall, 1999; Tannam, 

1999; Hayward, 2010; Hayward & Murphy, 2012) that the European Integration project 

(discussed in chapter 5) did not seriously challenged the political agenda of Northern 

Ireland at first. Undoubtedly, the 1990s experience of economic recession, the Balkan 

conflict and the demoralizing experience of the Danish and French referenda on 

monetary union slowed the integrationist trend of the late 1980s, leaving the Maastricht 

Treaty of 1993 alone in its attempt to recapture the initiative and consolidate the gains 

made with the Single European Act (1985) (McCall, 1999: p. 35). The treaty was an 

important step in the process of European integration, although the precise implications 

of it remain the subject of much debate (Pollack, 2010: p. 483 - 490).  Scholars such as 

Etain Tannam (1999); Cathal McCall (1999; 2014) and Katy Hayward (2010, 2012, 

2016) all took part to these discussions.   
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   Various studies have investigated the Northern Ireland of those years, illuminating 

strategies and negotiations hidden behind the creation, territorial delimitation and social 

filling of cross-border spaces (Tannam, 1999). While scholars have focused on the role 

of national governments or European institutions in the creation and governance of 

cross-border spaces (Tannam, 1999: p. 124), academics started to narrow the focus on 

how European Integration has been instituted in Northern Ireland as part of a field of 

study, which focuses on the process of redefinition of European regions (McCall, 1999: 

p. 45). It is generally argued that the continued domination of member-state 

governments in the political processes of the EU ensures the perpetuation of the modern 

order in the EU polity, with vital aspects of integration - such as subsidiarity, economic 

and monetary union and the Committee of the Regions - displaying concrete structural 

changes, where implied subnational forces are continuously active in challenging the 

mantle of the nation-state (McCall, 1999: p. 75-91; McLoughlin, 2010: p. 4; Hayward 

& Murphy, 2012: p. 440).  

   By establishing a greater equality between the British and Irish States and providing a 

context for the regular interaction of their political elites, European integration has been 

considered a catalyst in the production of more cooperative relations between London 

and Dublin vis à vis Northern Ireland (Tannam, 1999: p. 162). Various discourses take 

their account from this classification, between which we can find the cross-border 

dimension of the conflict in terms of territoriality (Hayward & Diez, 2008) and EU 

regionalism and cohesion (Hayward & Wiener, 2008). Analysis of subsidiarity and 

additionality completed the picture, allowing scholars such as McCall (1999) and 

Murphy (2014) to assess and deepen analysis of the process of policy-making, from the 

phase of vertical assault of EU resources, to the implementation phase.  

   In sum, the literature to date show not only how EU Integration was re-created at the 

local level, but recent works also show how processes of networking and lobbying 

fostered social changes at the subnational level and improved mechanisms of 

representation at the supranational level, with communal identities having territorial, 

cultural and economic resources to mobilize in order to produce political action 

(McCall, 2014: p. 75). Nonetheless, the hand of the nation-state was and still is 

omnipresent and much more can be said to interconnect experiences of regionalism and 

cohesion to EU peacebuilding in Northern Ireland.  
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From site of conflict to site of peacebuilding and reconciliation  

Social and economic development as a tool for conflict transformation has been the 

object of debate since the very creation of the EEC and the 1950 Schuman Declaration. 

Scholars such as Sandra Buchanan have been accordingly ‘concerned with providing 

greater conceptual and theoretical clarification of conflict transformation, specifically 

from a social and economic perspective’ (Buchanan, 2014: p. 14). While economic 

development has been a common practice in Northern Ireland and the Border Counties 

since the Good Friday Agreement, its role in conflict transformation and its promotion 

from the EU perspective is generally under theorized.  

   The work of John Paul Lederach (1995; 2005) and influenced by Johan Galtung 

(2000; 2004) have been employed in this instance to place research on Northern Ireland 

within conflict transformation literature (Buchanan, 2014; McCall, 2014) and are used 

to examine the three funding programmes, or ‘conflict transformation tools’, which 

have been implemented in Northern Ireland and the Border Counties. These are the 

International Fund for Ireland; Peace I, II and III and INTERREG I, II and IIA.  

   In this way the Northern Ireland conflict has been contextualized by looking at its 

socioeconomic factors and the statistical data coming from both sides of the border 

allowed scholars to highlight the relationship between poverty and structural violence. 

Examples of cross-border and EU PEACE funded initiatives, also with their lack of 

success to the prioritization of the economic focus of cooperation, are essential in 

grasping the structure and part of the impact prompted by these tools in the region. It 

seems Brussels bureaucrats have considerable difficulty when facing the task of 

peacebuilding, with the result that they tend to shy away from the root causes of violent 

conflict. McCall (2014) proposes conflict amelioration in borderscapes as an alternative 

method of reaching more permanent resolutions to conflicts. On the other hand, 

Buchanan (2014) left unanswered the following question: will few realistic suggestions 

lift the blindfold of the European elites, or is stronger persuasion needed?  

   Part of the answer to these interrogations could be clarified by looking more closely to 

what was going on behind the scenes of the EU’s decisions to design such ‘conflict 

transformation tools’, which is what this thesis is proposing to do.  
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Conclusion 

   When approaching the European dimension of the Northern Ireland peace process the 

existing literature suggests taking account of three main macro-themes. First, from as 

far back as 1973, British and Irish membership of the EEC has had profound effects on 

the economies and politics of both states. The ultimate impact of EU membership is 

evident in the new shape assumed by Anglo-Irish relations: the EU provided a unique 

context for a much closer cooperation between the UK and the Republic of Ireland on 

Northern Ireland issues. Secondly, a new international context was established with the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union and ex Yugoslavia, creating new perspectives for 

changes to European borders and paving the way for the field of European Integration. 

Finally, in Northern Ireland, the UK policy of devolution lead to greater autonomy in 

policymaking, leaving more scope also for implementing specific programmes and 

initiatives aimed at peacebuilding and conflict amelioration. Based on this description, 

this dissertation will consider these three dimensions, while taking an additional 

methodological and theoretical step.   

   Previous scholarship has dealt empirically and theoretically with the aforementioned 

topics, but none of the examined contributions provide a comprehensive picture of the 

genesis of the EU role in the Northern Ireland peace process. Furthermore, archival 

evidence and archival research has not been explored to-date, due to legislative 

restrictions concerning access to such records. The exact purpose of this work is to fill 

these scientific and archival gaps.  

   In the next chapter this thesis turns to look at how one recent analytical approach can 

help us to theoretically analyse Europeanisation, cross-border cooperation, conflict 

amelioration and peacebuilding on both the inter- and intra- institutional levels of the 

EU relationship with Northern Ireland and within the political and social contexts of the 

peace process. 
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1 Historical Archives EP, PE 1-200/50, ‘The Schuman Declaration’, 9 May 1950, p. 3.   
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Government, Governance, Metagovernance: a framework analysis 

 

Introduction 

Governance and metagovernance have occupied, and continue to occupy, an influential 

role as fundamental conceptual and analytical frameworks in the academic fields of 

political science (Jessop, 2016) and public policy and administration (Bell, Park, 2006). 

Accordingly, this section draws on Bob Jessop’s work on metagovernance (2016), and 

his related strategic-relational approach in social theory (2008), to provide a new 

analytical perspective on the key topics addressed in the thesis. This approach is 

essential for clarifying and deepening an awareness of how EU politics fostered change 

in Northern Ireland. Specifically, as examined in archival sources and oral accounts, 

they contributed to transforming the region from a site of conflict to a site of 

peacebuilding and conflict amelioration. In doing so, they enhanced the re-emergence, 

restructuring, and strategic re-orientation of politics towards peace and reconciliation.  

   Firstly, this chapter will investigate different governance-centric approaches 

employed in the past. Secondly, it will analyse how the EU, intended as a political 

regime, served as a real-time laboratory for experiments in government and governance 

on the island of Ireland, with implications for redesigning polities, politics, and policies 

in Northern Ireland. Such mechanisms occurred mainly as a response by the EU to the 

conflict in the North. In this context it is interesting to analyse how a variety of public 

and private Irish and Northern Irish actors adapted their ways of working and took on 

new functions in an Europeanised Northern Ireland and in a new cross-border island of 

Ireland. The strategic relational approach is essential in this regard in placing the focus 

of the analysis on the interplay between actors and the EU in processes of 

Europeanisation. The activities of these various actors do not replace but complement 

and overlap with the traditional competences of the nation-state (Metzger and Schmitt, 

2012). The concept of metagovernance (Jessop, 2016) consequently enhances our 

understanding of the EU, and the Irish and British states’ attempts to ‘govern the 

government and governance of socio-spatial relations’ (Jessop, 2016: p. 8) in Northern 

Ireland. Metagovernance grasps both the strategic role of public and private networks 

and their interaction with the emerging opportunities provided by the EU in Northern 

Ireland. Until now, only a few scholars (Perkmann, 1999; Gualini, 2003; Plangeer, 
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2017) have employed aspects of the strategic-relational approach to analyse EU politics 

and cross-border cooperation. 

 

Theoretical lenses on Europeanisation and EU cross-border cooperation 

The proliferation of EU studies has stimulated the development of a rich body of 

literature over the last twenty years. Three different approaches have been employed to 

analytically analyse the relationship of Northern Ireland with the EU. These are; 

‘governance’ (Tannam, 1999), ‘multi-level governance’ (MLG) (Laffan & Payne, 2001; 

Murphy, 2014) and ‘networks/actor network theory’ (McCall & Itçaina, 2017).  

Scholars study Europeanisation and cross-border cooperation as an expression of the 

changing relationships between the supranational, the national, and the sub-national 

level and between the public and the private sector. In general, these theories focus on 

how policy-making occurs and they have gained popularity among scholars during the 

last thirty years. This popularity often leads to the labelling of policy arrangements with 

the terms governance, MLG, or network, without clearly defining them. The three 

approaches show, nonetheless, their greatest explanatory power in the context of the 

description of structural opportunities offered by EU cross-border cooperation on the 

island of Ireland. They also highlight the constraints associated with the British and 

Irish states’ administration in the framework of Europeanisation and cross-border 

cooperation (see chapter 4 for details).  

   The umbrella term, ‘governance’, does not refer to a coherent theory but consists of 

related theories that seek to understand changes in policy-making (Kohler-Koch & 

Eising 1999; Jessop 2004; Torfing et al. 2012) and four dimensions appear crucial in 

this respect. First, governance refers to processes of self-organized coordination among 

multiple interdependent actors to achieve common objectives ‘in fragmented, 

competitive, multi-level policy environments’ (Gualini, 2005: p. 287). Second, 

governance involves a wide range of state and non-state actors in policy-making. Third, 

hierarchies are no longer the primary mechanisms through which governments work; 

systems of negotiation and networks weaken, or partly replace them. In this sense, 

governance allows us to study the diverse instruments governments use to conduct and 

influence policy-making. Fourth, governance arrangements focus on problem-solving 

and they consequently imply the emergence of new functional jurisdictions that vary in 

territorial scope and deal with functional interdependencies and problems. For example, 

the cross-border dimension institutionalised on the island of Ireland after the 1985 
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signing of the AIA embodies all these changes in different ways. Following the signing, 

UK and Irish policy-makers had to face new issues interconnected to the role of the 

Irish government in Northern Ireland political affairs. The agreement provided 

instruments and a forum to facilitate constructive dialogue in dealing with these tasks, 

such as the IGC. Nonetheless, Hume defined the AIA only as ‘a framework for 

progress’,1 indicating the need for further improvements in the new establishment. To 

sum-up, scholars in the field of cross-border cooperation use the notion of governance 

to analyse distinct institutional structures and interaction patterns in cross-border 

contexts (Hamedinger, 2011; Weith, 2012). However, as Gualini (2005) points out, the 

concept of governance is less useful in explaining historical developments in politics 

and in describing sub-national authorities’ experiences of public and private policy-

making. The role of public representatives and private actors, in governance, occupies 

only a limited space in this analytical framework. 

   In contrast, the MLG approach was introduced by Marks (1994) to analyse the role of 

different actors in the development of the EU and in the implementation of cross-border 

cooperation. Accordingly, MLG has been defined as a ‘territorial dispersion of 

institutional competencies for authoritative decision-making’ (Marks, 1996: p. 20). 

Marks paid special attention to the decisions of national governments and the 

subsequent unintended consequences of their decisions that led to competence shifts. 

Nonetheless, this definition neglects socio-spatial structuring principles (Jessop, 2016: 

p. 20), the autonomous role of governments involved in cross-border activities, and 

ignores tangled scalar state and network hierarchies (Piattoni, 2009). The MLG 

approach is used to describe instances of interaction across territorial levels that also 

encompass non-governmental organizations (Laffan & Payne, 2001). Cross-border 

spaces appear from this perspective as multi-level structures that imply a certain transfer 

of powers and autonomy from the nation-state to the supranational and sub-national 

level (Murphy, 2014: p. 22). Complex interrelationships and struggles for power and 

control between the different levels emerge (Hooghe & Marks, 2001; Piattoni, 2009) 

and MLG provides a framework for shedding light on the dynamics of interaction 

between different territorial levels in cross-border cooperation (Perkmann, 1999; 

Harguindéguy & Bray, 2009; Nadalutti, 2012). Nonetheless, the logic of 

territorialisation that follows cross-border interactions, and the centrality of the nation-

state to such cross-border activities are often only marginally mentioned.    
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   Finally, network governance approaches that analyse how networks combine the 

advantages of vertical integration and market exchange (Powell, 1990; Rhodes, 1997b) 

have received considerable attention. Since network modes of governance have the 

potential to enhance inter-organisational coordination and collaboration in politics 

(Rhodes, 2007), this approach is increasingly popular for examining Europeanisation 

and cross-border relations that involve diverse actors (Plangger, 2017: p. 5). Scholars 

generally differentiate between policy networks and governance networks (Börzel, 

1998; Blanco et al., 2011). However, the two increasingly intermesh (see, for example, 

Marks 1993). Scholars turn to networks to examine the structure of cross-border 

networks and their influence on policy-making (Blatter, 2003; Perkmann, 2007; 

McCall, 2014). Networks are not necessarily neutral and empowering structures but 

differentially affect the ability of individuals to pursue their interests (Perkmann, 2007; 

Metzger & Schmitt, 2012; Sohn & Giffinger, 2015).  

   Based on this description, it is evident that governance, network, and MLG 

approaches direct attention to the opportunities that follow various changes in national 

and regional policy-making as a consequence of Europeanisation. Cross-border 

cooperation appears as a realm where the focus is on practical problem-solving, indirect 

instruments, interdependence, and coordination. In addition, it opens up possibilities for 

new, participatory, unconventional and less hierarchical policy-making processes. 

Furthermore, the resulting cross-border space appears as multi-level, implying a certain 

transfer of powers and autonomy from the nation-state to the sub-national level. 

Network approaches complement this focus: networks, as structures of linkages, 

empower and privilege some actors while they exclude and disadvantage others 

(Rhodes, 1997).  

   Each of these three analytical perspectives faces certain limitations in dealing with the 

role of political representatives, territorial authorities, and private networks in Northern 

Ireland and on the island of Ireland. Governance, MLG, and network approaches 

typically conceptualize Ireland and Northern Ireland as sites of governance where actors 

elaborate and pursue strategies. In contrast, new regionalism and spatial planning study 

cross-border cooperation as the object of strategies that create and shape the space and 

include a conflict amelioration and peacebuilding objective (McCall, 2014: p. 44). 

While these approaches shed light on important aspects of Europeanisation and cross-

border cooperation, they only pay attention to one side of the coin.  
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Metagovernance  

Analytically, the EU needs to be considered, based on Jessop’s account (2008: p. 130), 

as a nodal level in the system of governance. In this context, traditional territorial 

sovereign nation-states and multiple public and private actors can exercise power in 

order to influence EU policies, politics and political regimes in the pursuit of their own 

interests.  In this definition the continued centrality of the nation-state is the necessary 

element to fully grasp all those processes, which involve supranational, national, local, 

and private actors.  

   Accordingly, metagovernance has been defined as ‘government + governance in the 

shadow of hierarchy’ (Jessop, 2016: p. 13). It encompasses all activities in which 

governments and private networks of the state are heavily implicated. It offers a 

decentralised view of the state as it can be performed “not only by state actors but also 

by various networks of public and private actors and a whole range of supranational, 

regional and local levels in the formal political system” (Sorensen, 2006: p. 102). The 

role of the nation-state may be changing within the EU but metagovernance suggests 

that government policies and the wider state apparatus still have a crucial function in 

supporting new forms of governance (Bell & Park, 2006: p. 64).   Metagovernance does 

not eliminate other modes of coordinating hierarchies. Actors and networks still exist, 

but they operate in a context of ‘negotiated decision-making’ (Jessop, 2008: p. 131). 

While a range of networks partnerships and other models of economic and political 

governance expand, governments remain first among equals.   

   This process was manifest in the way in which the EU was always studiously 

respectful of the sovereignty of the two member states involved (see chapter 4 and the 

example of INTERREG for details) in the promotion and support of cross-border and 

peacebuilding activities on the island of Ireland. In its engagement in relation to 

Northern Ireland, the EU privileged the position of the Irish and UK governments above 

all, and only subsequently had interactions with non-state actors. This means that 

network governance de facto operated within specific contexts pre-structured by the 

normative force of the state. Because government and governance mechanisms co-exist 

in a complex socio-spatial milieu, success in regard to political redesign, politics, or 

policies in one dimension of this background, may depend on practices and events in 

other dimensions, notably the European one. In addition, within the EU, government 

and governance are mutually constitutive such that more governing implies more 

governance and vice-versa (Kjaer 2010: p. 46-58). For all these reasons, and building on 
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these ideas, it is possible to argue that governance and metagovernance depend on; 

“reflexive self-organization among multiple stakeholders across several scales of 

territorial organization and, indeed, in diverse extraterritorial contexts.” (Jessop, 2016: 

p. 17) 

 The next section will now look at how the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland 

peace process became the object of strategic action by both Irish and Northern Irish 

public and private actors.  

 

The strategic-relational approach in practice 

While scholars study the role of national governments (Brenner, 2004) or European 

institutions (Metzger & Schmitt, 2012) in the creation and metagovernance of cross-

border spaces, the role of sub-national authorities is rarely taken into account. Rather, 

public and private actors are predominantly viewed as passive takers of opportunities 

created elsewhere.  

   The cross-border dimension institutionalised on the island of Ireland, first by the AIA 

and subsequently by the GFA, emerged as the result of strategic action by actors and 

governments at various levels. These strategies interacted in various ways with the 

context in which they took place. Results provided not just uniform opportunities for 

both the unionist and the nationalist communities but differential opportunities and 

constraints for different actors at the Irish and UK level. Public actors and 

representatives did not just seize these opportunities but actively interacted with them, 

trying to change them and attempting to impose their own logic upon them, as in the 

example of John Hume for instance (see chapter 1 for details). The dialogue, 

cooperation, and grassroots mechanisms enacted by different actors at the European 

level, at different times of the conflict and in different places, institutionalised a cross-

border, territorial, and functional life in Northern Ireland within which a long-lasting 

peace was possible.  

   At the beginning of the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process stood 

multiple actors - as shown in chapter 1 and 2 - who perceived the neutral framework of 

the EU as a suitable context to foster interests and gain additional political and 

economic support. The mutual interest in finding a solution to the conflict served as a 

starting point. Irish and Northern Irish nationalist representatives perceived the chance 

to attract more funds and to have their voice empowered. On the other hand, unionists 

feared that, in this context, their interests would fall behind and wanted to build a 
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counterweight. Nonetheless, unionists’ interests changed over time in parallel with 

changes within the two national governments of Ireland and the UK. As asserted by 

MEP Jim Nicholson, unionists learned a number of key lessons from the period of the 

Haagerup inquiry and the signing of the AIA (Interview with Jim Nicholson, 

27/11/2015). Their exclusion from both these experiences significantly influenced their 

approach to Europe and to cross-border cooperation. One lesson was the confirmation 

that Unionists could not depend anymore on a government in London to look after their 

own interests. They would have to positively engage in the administration of Northern 

Ireland by themselves and, to obtain the most, this also meant positively engaging with 

the European framework and accepting the newly created cross-border dimension 

(Interview with Jim Nicholson, 27/11/2015). This change in unionists’ attitude shows 

how nationalists and unionists adapted their interests on the basis of an observation of 

the material context, even if they perceived this context through different lenses (Jessop, 

1990: p. 299-300).  

   In Northern Ireland, multiple actors recognized the cross-border space as providing 

new opportunities to pursue their interests after 1985. Implementing EU cross-border 

cooperation was nonetheless a contested process in which actors and national 

governments with different visions, perceptions, and priorities participated. No one was 

able to impose his or her version of a peaceful Northern Ireland unconditionally. 

Moreover, the realization of specific strategies was dependent on the strategies and 

strategic responses of others (Hay, 2002: p. 210-211). The fact that there were benefits 

for all involved proves how EU metagovernance, whilst never producing perfect 

outcomes for Northern Ireland, has always formed a compromise between the feasible 

and the desirable. The outcomes of Europeanisation are highly contextual and they pose 

opportunities and constraints that are partly intended, and also partly unintended and 

contradictory.  

   The Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process and the implementation of 

EU cross-border initiatives on the island of Ireland involved strong roles for the EP and 

the European Commission (chapter 4 and 5). The fact that the EU always acted through 

the administrations of the two national governments involved, posed substantial 

challenges to either sub-national or civil-society action. Typically, these civil society 

groups and private actors were less experienced in acting on a European scale, were 

rarely present in the European institutions, and faced difficulties in mobilizing across 

borders. As a consequence, networks and interest groups in Northern Ireland and the 
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border region required years to fully grasp the opportunities provided by the EU. In this 

regard, this study also needs to take account of another issue described by Jessop 

(2016b). The move from government to governance may remove issues, but often it 

creates a political milieu in which the boundaries between legal, administrative, and 

domestic competences are ill-defined; “governance removes issues from the formal 

purview of a territorial state . . . and moves them into an ill-defined political sphere 

where diverse interests may contest how to define and govern them.” State authorities 

are provided with the necessary instruments to assert their competences and they are 

thus better placed to represent their interests at all levels of governance. Sub-national 

authorities, which may be less experienced and unprepared, require more time to better 

define their roles and defend their interests.  

   The re-establishment of executive politics in Northern Ireland and the North-South 

strand of the GFA provided an instance of such a governance realm that exceeded the 

formal control of the Irish and British governments. The North/South Ministerial 

Council (NSMC) was created within this framework to respond to issues at the heart of 

the Northern Ireland conflict, such as the consideration of the ‘Irish dimension’ 

(Meehan, 2014, p. 59) and the nationalist calls for recognition of their special link with 

the Republic of Ireland (Laffan, 2016, p. 164). The significance of the NSMC is that it 

provided a formal institutional channel for the office holders to “develop consultation, 

cooperation, and action on an all-island and cross-border basis” (Interview with Andy 

Pollak, 28 November 2015). Furthermore, by focusing on both an all-island and a cross-

border dimension, it also laid the foundation for the establishment of a series of 

implementation bodies (Murphy, 2014, p. 131), one of which had an exclusive 

European remit; the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB). 

   The SEUPB had responsibility for the management of cross-border EU Structural 

Funds programmes in Northern Ireland, the border region of Ireland, and part of 

Western Scotland. Given the history of EU programmes in the border region the 

establishment of the SEUPB was not unexpected, but not universally welcomed, as it 

was an organization working beyond the direct control of either the Irish or the 

Northern Ireland jurisdictions and with direct dealings with the EU Commission 

(Interview with Patrick Colgan, 16 May 2016). As such, the SEUPB was a unique body 

with no existing precedent for its operation and specifically designed to overcome the 

centralized nature of the participating administrations. The creation of a novel 

transnational body of this nature suggested innovation (McCall & O’Dowd, 2008: p. 38) 
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because the body de facto formalized links between the Northern Ireland regional 

administration and the Irish government. “The placement of EU all-island activities 

under the auspices of the NSMC and an executive cross-border body was of more than 

mere symbolic importance” (Tonge, 2005: p. 14) as it had political and economic 

significance. Scholars have suggested that a central objective of all cross-border bodies, 

thus including the SEUPB, was to provide the context in which civil society, business, 

and politicians could make North-South and cross-border cooperation work better for 

mutual benefit (Murphy, 2014: p. 147) - a view that fully fits with the metagovernance 

perspective. The support shown by the Irish and UK governments did not demonstrate a 

clear sense of a shared purpose, however, as both governments maintained a hold over 

the dynamics of the experiments in cross-border governance, making the ‘hand of the 

state’ an omnipresent element (Murphy, 2014: p. 148).  

   To sum up, these self-organized networks were built on metagovernance 

arrangements in order to shape the cross-border ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches 

of Europeanisation as an opportunity. The networks influenced the direction of change 

and likely influenced the operation of cross-border cooperation. Their success was 

highly dependent on the capacity of the SEUPB to establish and organize itself quickly 

enough to be an effective representative of the local level at Brussels, as well as the 

networks’ capacity to re-organize themselves quickly to ensure the involvement of 

wider societal interests (Interview with Patrick Colgan, 16 May 2016). Networks and 

politicians reflected upon the context and strove to change the contextual elements of 

Europeanisation to optimize the realization of their strategies. These metagovernance 

activities affected the goal attainment of different actors and changed the contexts in 

which others operated. Irish and Northern Irish politicians acted in pursuit of their own, 

specific, short-term interests and exploited strategically, or manipulated governance 

arrangements (Whitehead, 2003; Van Bortel & Mullins, 2009; Jessop, 2010). 

   The case of Northern Ireland, analysed here through the theoretical lens provided by 

metagovernance, shows the main role played by national and sub-national authorities in 

Europeanisation and cross-border cooperation. MEPs and networks in Northern Ireland 

and in the Irish border regions acted strategically and attempted to shape the 

opportunities and constraints of cross-border cooperation in order to find a solution and 

to foster an Irish dimension to the conflict. They did not just adapt to the context but 

also tried to actively shape cross-border cooperation through the EU institutions. The 

EP allowed exchanges, dialogue, and cooperation in this direction. Geographical and 
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thematic definitions, and the shaping of the metagovernance mechanisms, served as a 

means to turn the cross-border framework into an opportunity in which to fully 

implement the new institutions established by the GFA and EU ‘peacebuilding from-

below’ initiatives.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter examined analytically, through the theoretical lenses provided by Bob 

Jessop’s account on metagovernance, how changes in politics introduced by the EU in 

Northern Ireland contributed to a re-orientation of politics and policies towards peace 

and reconciliation. Specifically, the developments that this thesis will investigate in-

depth are: firstly, how the EU introduced and fostered dialogue among Irish, British and 

Northern Irish actors (chapter 1). While focusing on the actors, this first part of the 

analysis will encompass the role, the organization, and functions of the EP. The 

Parliament was, in fact, the arena in which such constructive dialogue was possible. 

Secondly, this work will examine how the EU introduced and fostered an Irish 

dimension to the Northern Ireland conflict (chapter 2 and 3). In doing so, these chapters 

will also encompass how the membership of the EU positively impacted on Anglo-Irish 

relations. Thirdly, this thesis will investigate on the development and implementation of 

a cross-border dimension on the island of Ireland (chapter 4) and, finally, this 

dissertation will describe the implementation of a specific EU bottom-up peacebuilding 

(chapter 5).  

   This strategic re-emergence and re-organisation of politics sponsored by the EU in 

Northern Ireland will be analysed by considering simultaneously how the Northern Irish 

political system was organised in the framework of the UK and what place Anglo-Irish 

relations occupied in such context. The theoretical lenses provided by metagovernance 

not only allow grasping both these dimensions, but also the role of the EU in the path 

towards the peace process. This last element is the most important constituted value of 

the metagovernance approach.            

   While the significance of governance and government is long established in the 

literature, metagovernance has emerged more recently (Jessop, 2016: p. 16). 

Metagovernance refers to the governance of governance and provides a new lens that 

can help in bridging the analytical gaps that are evident in the existing literature. In 

apply this framework, this thesis brings a new analytical perspective to bear on the key 

topics addressed in the various chapters, deploying the concept of metagovernance to 
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analyse cross-border cooperation and conflict amelioration; the interplay between public 

and private, national and sub-national authorities; and European metagoverning 

activities in the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 33 

                                                
1 DEBATES OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, “Anglo-Irish Agreement”, 12 

December 1985, The Historical Archives of the European Parliament, Luxembourg, No 

2-333/221. 
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Research methodology  

 

Introduction 

The main purpose of this work is to investigate the Europeanisation of the Northern 

Ireland conflict. The researcher needed accordingly to examine the role of both political 

and private actors at the supranational level, and in state action at both national and 

cross-border levels. This chapter sets out the details of the methodology used and the 

rationale for selection of that methodology. It describes the research design, providing a 

discussion of the methods used with due recognition given to their weaknesses and 

gaps, and describe the strategies employed by the researcher to address the issues in 

question. It concludes by reflecting on how the strategies employed bring history and 

political science together on a middle ground.  

   Previous academic work on the EU and Northern Ireland has drawn on a wide range 

of primary sources, including evaluation reports, newspaper articles, and the public 

speeches of representatives’ belonging to various European institutions, to the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service, and both the Republic of Ireland and the British governments. 

There has however been very limited use of archival sources, both public records and 

private collections, to bridge gaps in knowledge regarding the EU role in the Northern 

Ireland peace process. Archives not only include information that was not publicly 

available at the time (and can consequently be much more revealing about what was 

really going on), but they can also reveal internal struggles within a specific state or 

institution. The main primary source materials for this research are state archives, 

private papers and institutional records, along with semi-structured interviews with 

European officials and members of the European Parliament from Northern Ireland and 

the Republic of Ireland.  

   The archival sources referred to include; official Community reports, private 

correspondence, parliamentary motions for resolution, cabinet communications, and 

parliamentary speeches all belonging to the European institutions and the British and 

Irish governments. Archives and oral sources were crosschecked before drawing any 

conclusions while interviews were also cross-referenced with each other. This 

triangulation of sources established the validity of particular versions of events and 

strengthened the project’s conclusions.  

   The next section will discuss the use of archives and oral history in political science.  
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The role of oral history and archives in politics    

Archival research has long been associated with the discipline of history but in recent 

decades it has been growing as a vibrant qualitative research method in the social 

sciences, with contributions from a range of different disciplinary fields, 

epistemological standpoints, theoretical insights, and methodological approaches. 

Works such as Thompson’s (1986) research on the voices of the past have been 

insightful not only in showing the wide range of social issues that researchers can 

explore through archival research but also in shaping new methodological approaches to 

the study of documents and political discourses (Plummer, 2001). In this regard, 

scholars have at times questioned issues of material and discursive entanglements 

within archives (Tamboukou, 2014), while others have discussed the techniques 

employed in archival research and fieldwork practice (Grant, 1987: p. 27).  

Archives are widely understood to be an important research source but the use of 

archival material is still rare in political science and the material that is used is often 

misunderstood and misinterpreted (Lee, 2015: p. 2). Among the issues with archival 

sources is the very large volume of poorly organized documents, biases in the 

production and retention of information, and the considerable diversity of internal 

opinion within the corpus. Usually, scholars are unable to access the full extent of the 

material produced by any given institution, and, even when the material is perfectly 

preserved, “its sheer bulk and diversity make it necessary for researchers to base their 

analysis on a subset of what is available” (Lee, 2015: p. 6). These shortcomings present 

temptations for scholars to make inferences based on a biased subsample of the archive. 

One way in which these problems are addressed is by combining archives with other 

sources such as oral history and elite interviews. 

The complementarity of oral evidence and documentary records has been 

addressed by academics in history and social sciences (Gant, 1987; Strobel, 1999; 

Thompson 1986; Ballard, 2007). Historians, who place the solving of such problems 

connected with archives at the centre of their professional training, remain highly 

sceptical however of the procedures and claims made for oral history. Overall, oral 

history is based on the recollections of those who have personal experience of the past 

events or situations being studied (Gant, 1987: p. 27) and such a technique has two 

main roles in social scientific research. Firstly, to complement and to confirm the 

written historical record and, secondly, to generate new information and ideas by asking 

questions that cannot be answered from the archives. Historians argue that retrospective 
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data may be unrepresentative and that it cannot be verified. Furthermore, they have 

expressed grave reservations regarding the psychological process of selective 

recollection and question the accuracy of human memory concerning past events, 

beliefs, and emotions (Hindley, 1979: p. 108). In defence, oral historians have 

consistently drawn attention to the well-known deficiencies and biases of the written 

records thus highlighting the rich potential of oral history (Bulmer, 1975: p. 40).   

   Political scientists working in European studies are less familiar with archives and the 

problems associated with them. They often embrace a hypothesis-driven research 

method that makes very heavy demands on the source material. Historians, on the other 

hand, usually receive specific training in archival research but, by emphasizing an 

inductive and descriptive approach to the archival material, they can easily produce 

biases when testing these sorts of hypotheses (most commonly a bias towards 

confirmation of an existing hypothesis).  

   In order to avoid misinterpretations and misunderstandings this research had to 

establish from the very beginning a method to analyse archival material in a way that 

would integrate its unique features into standard political science methods. Examples 

existed in the work of past scholars who successfully combined these approaches, such 

as Evans (1976), Thompson (1973; 1975) and Ó Dochartaigh (2005; 2011). The same 

strategies feature in studies of memory and the legacy of the conflict in Northern Ireland 

(McBride, 2011; McKittrick et al., 2007) and all these works show how first-hand 

accounts are crucial in circumstances where the written record is sparse.  

 

Practices for archival research 

Archives and public records describing the EU relationship with Northern Ireland are 

limited, which represented an advantage for the researcher. The amount of documents 

available for public consultation on the specified fieldwork being relatively small, the 

researcher had the opportunity to examine all the existing material.  

   Firstly the researcher needed to start her work by identifying (through the finding aids 

in secondary sources, direct inquiries, and online research) what institution or individual 

created the records and how they were organized. Secondly the researcher studied what 

data were actually available in the archives. Data can be categorised in many ways. 

Some handbooks and researchers prefer the approach of stating that all that can be 

accessed in the archives is a public record, whilst others distinguish between private 

data (such as correspondence, diaries, personal notes not originally aimed for public 
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consumption) and public data (memos, published articles, documents which were 

widely disseminated) (Gidley, 1994: p. 516). This thesis fits with the first of these two 

approaches, since such distinction does not answer the question of how (or whether) the 

person who produced the data, or about whom the data were produced, gave consent for 

this information to be accessible in any archives.  

   Determining key words to identify and collect the data within an archival institution is 

an essential step in archival research. The researcher always employed the same key 

words to research the material to be examined for this thesis. These were ‘EU and 

Northern Ireland; ‘EP and Northern Ireland’; ‘EU and Ireland’; ‘cross-border 

cooperation Ireland’; ‘Hume MEP’. In addition, whilst researching, the researcher had 

numerous discussions with the archivists concerning the availability of documents 

related to the research topic. It was surprising to discover how many archivists were 

highly sceptical about the existence of documents related to the topic of this thesis, 

which increases the importance of findings. In addition to the results produced by key 

word searches, the researcher often requested the totality of fonds related to Northern 

Ireland for the given time period. This reduced the danger (encouraged by both 

traditional archival filing systems and modern content management software) to only 

investigate material that supported the initial hypothesis and ideas connected to the key 

words used to find the records. It avoided missing files that might have been catalogued 

under a different name and it enabled the researcher to be more aware of underlying 

patterns of absence within the different archives.   

   In the archival institution, considering the pressure of time, the researcher decided to 

use a camera and photograph many pages of data, even if they seemed only distantly 

relevant to the research. Substantial analysis came only at a later point. This was a 

research approach that consciously privileged quantity over quality and that had 

potential advantages. The data gathered during the day was categorized throughout the 

evenings. The researcher searched and found links between documents that might 

otherwise not have been studied in detail. This pre-analysis helped to make more 

informed decisions about which boxes to ask for in the following days, and about what 

information could possibly be inside them.  

Lee (2015) notes that: 

 
Many reports or policy proposals, for instance, contain large amounts of quantitative information 

that is otherwise scattered throughout the archival record. When such aggregation does not 

occur, the scholar has to perform it himself, viewing hundreds of files in search of the limited 
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information relevant to the research question. Such pre-selection of the material to be examined 

appears alien to many historians, who have a more inductive relationship to archival material, 

and may often change their reading strategy during research.  

 

This quotation suggests the advantages of the strategy employed by the researcher in 

archival research. It shows in addition how this method meets history and political 

science on a middle ground. Once the data from different institutions was gathered, the 

researcher proceeded to crosscheck the information through interviews.   

 

Practices for elite interviewing  

Three elements in research design are crucial to a successful investigation in oral 

history; firstly, the selection of competent respondents. Prospective interviewees should 

be carefully screened to determine the scope of their experience, their linkages with the 

documentary sources, their ability to effectively recall the facts, and their willingness to 

cooperate with the project (Gant, 1987: p. 28). Nevertheless, biases should not be 

underestimated, especially in relation to personalities accustomed to projecting a 

professional and public image who may be prone to adding a personal gloss to factual 

details.     

   The second essential element is the detection and elimination of biased recollections. 

Memory poses a further problem that is common to all investigations based on 

questionnaire techniques (Dixon and Laech, 1977: p. 54). Social psychologists have 

found, however, that the process of forgetting is neither uniform nor systematic and that 

accurate recall depends on the initial perception of the event (Baddeley, 1979: p. 14).  

   Finally, the third element is an effective strategy of interviewing. Thompson (1978) 

stresses the importance of the personal qualities and professional skills of the 

interviewer in retrospective investigations and advises practitioners to “cultivate an 

interest and respect for people as individuals, an ability to show understanding and 

sympathy for their point of view, and above all a willingness to sit quietly and listen.” 

Experienced interviewers have also suggested a number of guidelines for the research 

design and fieldwork practice, which can influence the quality of the survey material. 

Firstly, it is usually easier to question individuals about distinct events and the routine 

of everyday life rather than their former attitudes and opinions (Thompson, 1978: 46). 

Secondly, topics should be investigated by direct and simply worded questions (Dixon 

and Laech, 1977: p. 56). Thirdly, to ensure impartial reporting, the interviewer should 

strive to conceal his/her personal opinions from the respondent. Fourthly, it is sensible 
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to avoid unnecessary emphasis on precise, date-related, evidence since most people will 

have organised their memories by sequences of events and not calendar dates. Finally, 

and whenever possible, the internal consistency of evidence must be crosschecked 

against that of other witnesses and the documentary record (Gant, 1987: p. 28).      

   In the next section, the chapter will describe the methods of data gathering employed 

by the researcher in order to complete the picture and to explain how the study dealt 

with the issues mentioned above.  

 

Description of the sources   

One of the generic challenges of political science is explaining the behaviour of 

institutions and actors who have strong incentives to hide their real resources and 

motivations from outsiders (Lustick, 1996: p. 610). Scholars are, in this context, forced 

to choose between intensively scrutinizing the published material that does emerge, 

questioning those elites who consent to be interviewed (who may or may not be entirely 

frank), and inferring intentions from behaviour. Against this background, archival 

information can help a scholar to overcome the obstacles created by this pattern of 

secrecy and obfuscation. It also allows the researcher to see the same documents that 

were available to decision makers. These documents may include private sources of 

data and documents and memoranda in which policy was announced or debated. 

Properly used, archival material allows researchers access to topics that would be 

unreachable with available contemporary data (King, O’ Keohane, Verba. 1994, p. 149).  

   As stated above, any attempt to investigate the Europeanisation of the Northern 

Ireland conflict and the peace process must confront the flawed and partial nature of the 

published sources available, which is sparse and inconsistent. Nonetheless institutions 

such as the Historical Archives of the EP, which is the official record-keeper of the 

institution, manage and preserve the parliament's official public documents and other 

archival records dating back to 1952. In this instance the archivists closely assisted the 

researcher on the history of the parliament and on European integration by providing 

additional references and articles on these subjects. After a careful analysis it was clear 

that all useful documents were held in Luxembourg. This meant the researcher did not 

have to undertake additional work with the EU Historical Archives at the European 

University Institute in Florence and the House of European History. The advantage of 

working closely with the archivists in Luxembourg was that every single document 

related to the EU and Northern Ireland was sent by correspondence. The archival fonds 
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consulted were composed of 205 documents, including motions for resolution, EP 

plenary debates, parliamentary questions, and 15 reports. In addition, the archivists 

provided to the researcher full access to President Simone Veil’s private archives, which 

are organized into three series; Public Personality, Presidency of the Parliament, and 

Relations with the General Secretariat. The largest series is that relating to sponsorships 

and events, media image, assistance to private individuals, and defence of human rights. 

Over 40 of President Veil’s private documents and correspondence were consulted.  

   On the other hand, in the case of the UK National Archives it was first necessary to 

understand the structure of the relevant departments of the British state and, secondly, 

its internal flow of paper, to identify and locate the relevant fonds. This meant stepping 

back from viewing the archive as masses of sources and seeing them as their creators 

saw them - as individual cases flowing from desk to desk, or a pile of letters to be 

responded to. Accordingly, some of the important questions the researcher asked herself 

in such an analysis were, “who initiates these matters?”; “who received information?” 

and, “who made key decisions?”. Understanding this flow was important in choosing 

which departments to focus on in order to find the sources; in this case the Foreign 

Office and the Cabinet papers. All these collections can be searched using the National 

Archives’ online catalogue and such research was essential before going to London 

(also because documents can be ordered in advance). This is how the researcher was 

driven to the archive and got immersed in the dusty world of manuscripts. In six days, 

over two hundred documents a day were consulted and photographed, following the 

methodology described above. This research eventually created a personal collection of 

342 documents which were directly relevant to the thesis topic. Only a small proportion 

of these are directly cited in the thesis. The documents employed in this thesis are 

mostly related to the EU and the Northern Ireland hunger strikes and to the 1984 EP 

Haagerup Report.  

   The case of the Personal Archives of the former EU Commission President, Jacques 

Delors, is singular. In February 2017 the Jacques Delors Institute in Paris opened the 

personal archives of its founding President to the consultation of researchers and 

observers interested in the history of the European Project. The archive holds a never-

before-seen collection. Delors left a portion of his personal records to the Jacques 

Delors Institute, corresponding to his years as President of the European Commission. 

Among the files, it is possible to find the text of speeches and interventions made by 

Delors through the years, documents relating to the press and media, and preparatory 
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notes and reports relating to high-level meetings. The material is mostly written in 

French. Because of past linkages with French academia the researcher was able to 

access all documents related to president Delors’ work in Northern Ireland one month 

before the official opening of the archive. This cooperation between the researcher and 

the archivists of the Delors Institute produced a collection of 75 previously unseen 

documents and a detailed report of the Delors’ visit to Northern Ireland in 1992.  

   Through the experience of working in the archives the researcher has created an 

archive of her own, which has gradually become part of the wider fields and bodies of 

knowledge that went to constitute this thesis. The next section will elucidate how oral 

history contributed to filling the gaps.         

 

The Interviews 

The following people and bodies were asked to provide a representative to be 

interviewed, or to directly participate in an interview on the basis of their past and 

current presence and activism within the European institutions;  

 

! The Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP)   

 

! Sinn Féin  

 

! The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP)  

 

! The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) 

 

! The European Committee on Regional Policy  

 

! The European Commission  

 

! The Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB)  

 

! The Centre for Cross-Border Studies in Armagh 

 

In almost all cases the request was submitted by means of an email directly to a person 

in the party’s organisation who was familiar with European politics in Northern Ireland 
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and the recipient was asked directly to participate in the research project. In some cases, 

he/she was asked to consider the request on behalf of their respective organisation and, 

if it was considered appropriate for the organisation to participate, to nominate an 

interviewee. The ‘snowball effect’ played an important role in establishing a network of 

contacts, and producing positive outcomes related to participation. ‘Snowballing’ is a 

process that starts from an initial state of small significance and builds upon itself, 

becoming larger and potentially much more beneficial. In practice, this meant that the 

researcher contacted one subject, who in turn provided the contact details for another 

person, and so on (Cohen, Arieli, 2011: p. 424).  In each case, the person contacted by 

the researcher, with the help of the previous interviewee (who often wrote an email on 

behalf of the author), agreed to participate.  

   The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) constitutes the only exception to this 

framework; all attempts to establish contact with the party headquarters or directly with 

representatives (on average, one email and phone call per week over the period of a 

year), alone or with the help of influential individuals that were interviewed before, was 

ignored. Their lack of participation impacted on the even distribution of participating 

bodies and political parties in Northern Ireland in the research. To help overcome this 

the researcher always sought from MEPs, Civil Servants, and European Commissioners 

insights into DUP MEP Ian Paisley’s work related to EU politics and EU economic aid 

during the years in question.     

   The format of the interviews was semi-structured, with open-ended questions that 

were designed, insofar as possible, to be worded in non-political language. The 

questions focused on establishing the interviewee’s view or his/her party’s viewpoint on 

the issues under discussion. The aim was to enable interviewees to provide insights into 

the differing perspectives found in archives and public records. In addition, the 

interview topics encouraged a discussion on the broad set of institutional factors that 

influenced Northern Ireland politics from the European perspective, seeking to 

understand the circumstances that guided and constrained the behaviour of individual 

actors.  

   In order to elicit the views of the representatives and policy-makers under a wide 

range of headings an interview schedule was designed prior to the interview, containing 

questions pertaining to the oversight, the attitudes and the responses related to processes 

of Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict and peace process. When required, 

the schedule was provided to the interviewee in advance. The intention was to examine, 
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from the responses to the questions, whether the Europeanisation of the Northern 

Ireland conflict was, firstly, recognized as having a positive or negative impact on the 

peace process. Subsequently, the aim was to investigate whether there was potential for 

improvement. Considerations related to cross-border cooperation usually came at the 

end of the discussion.  Topics also included the background of Anglo-Irish relations. 

Such a set of broad subjects of discussion allowed the researcher to augment the 

interview schedule with supplementary questions, for example, where an interviewee 

expressed briefly or in passing a particular perspective or observation, but did not 

expand on it. In addition, material and quotes from archives were discussed and often 

used as points of departure for a broader conversation. Interviewees were prompted to 

continue speaking through some verbal cues (‘yes’, ‘of course’ etc.) and non-verbal 

cues like nodding to convey an understanding of the point being made. 

   Interviews were arranged for a time and location suitable to each interviewee and they 

usually lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour 30 minutes. With the permission of 

interviewees the interviews were recorded. In the case of European commissioners the 

interviews were conducted in languages other than English, since the interviewees were 

not native speakers, and this did not present a problem, as the researcher is fluent in 

French and Italian1. The full schedule of interviews is shown in the table below. 

 

Table 1 - Interviews conducted by the author 

 

Individual Number of 

interviews  

Date and location 

 

Ruth Taillon  

(Current director of the Centre for Cross 

Border Studies of Armagh)  
 

 

 

1 

 

10 March 2015 

(Belfast, Linen Hall Library) 

 

 

Hugh Logue  

(SDLP- European Commission) 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

23 April 2015 

and  

29 October 2015 

(Dublin, private residence of 

the interviewee) 
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   Having completed the interviews, transcriptions were made of the recordings. In order 

to maintain the security and confidentiality of the recordings the author carried out the 

Jim Nicholson 

(UUP, MEP) 

 

1 

27 November 2015 

(Belfast, UUP headquarters) 

Andy Pollak 

(Former director of the Centre for Cross-

Border Studies of Armagh) 

 

1 

28 November 2015 

(Dublin, National Library of 

Ireland) 
Carlo Trojan 

(Permanent Representative of the European 

Commission to the International Organisations 

in Geneva; Former Deputy Secretary General 

of the Delors’ Commission I and II, Head of 

the 1994 Northern Ireland Task Force) 

 

 

1 

 

29 January 2016 

(The Hague, private residence 

of the interviewee)  

Patrick Colgan 

(Former Head of SEUPB)  

 

1 

10 May 2016 

(Dublin, National Library of 

Ireland) 

Colm Larkin 

(Brussels-based European Commission 

economist and former SDLP Assemblyman. 

Former director of the EU Commission office 

in Dublin) 

 

 

1 

 

17 May 2016 

(Dublin, National Library of 

Ireland) 

Lynn Boylan 

(MEP for Sinn Féin)  
 

1 

25 November 2016 

(Dublin, Sinn Féin Office) 

Martina Anderson 

(MEP for Sinn Féin)   
 

1 

2 December 2016 

(Derry/Londonderry, Sinn Féin 

Office)  
Patricia Hume 

(Wife of John Hume and former director of the 

EU Commission office in Derry/Londonderry) 

 

1 

2 December 2016 

(Derry/Londonderry, private 

residence of the interviewee) 
Matt Carthy 

(MEP for Sinn Féin)  
 

1 

6 January 2017 

(Carrickmacross, Sinn Féin 

Office)   
Roberto Speciale 

(Brussels-based European Commission 

economist and former head of the Committee 

on Regional Policy)  

 

 

1 

27 February 2017 

(Genova, private office of the 

interviewee) 
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transcription herself. The time required for the author (with average typing skills) to 

listen to each audio recording and correct errors in the speech-to-text transcription was 

four to eight hours. All the transcriptions were made in the language the interview had 

been conducted in and quotations used in the thesis have been translated into English 

from French or Italian by the author.   

   The analysis was carried out through a thematic analysis of interview transcripts and a 

certain amount of comparative analysis. Thus, oral testimonies have been compared and 

cross-checked with a range of inquiry reports and archival material before drawing 

conclusions. Interviews have also been cross-referenced with each other. Maximum 

triangulation of sources can establish the validity of particular versions of events. This 

methodology means that the project’s conclusions will be strengthened as they will be 

drawn from more than one group or person (Thompson, 1986: p. 46). However, 

opinions that do not corroborate each other, or other evidence, have not been dismissed. 

It was vital to include a variety of views partly to show the reader the multiplicity of 

opinions, but also to explain why there are differing accounts of the Europeanization of 

the Northern Ireland conflict and peace process (Portelli, 1991; McBride, 2001).  

 

The private archives of Hugh Logue and Roberto Speciale  

While politicians and policy-makers are used to sharing details of their work and 

information about the organization they work for with researchers, they are sometimes 

unwilling or unable to provide evidence to support their claims, thus making their 

claims often less than fully convincing. The research is strengthened when interviewees 

are willing to support what they are saying by means of private sources which are 

directly related (Lee, 2015: p. 8). These private sources can be especially valuable in 

highlighting a lack of unanimity and the extent of disagreements at higher political 

levels, or can concern private discussions between politicians and other representatives 

in the form of letters, or by forgotten newspaper articles. The fact that a senior official 

or politician considers a newspaper article important enough to keep is often an 

indicator of the importance of the topic the article deals with and can alert us to aspects 

of an issue whose importance we might not have fully appreciated. 

   Such precious material does not always exist; politicians and policy-makers do not 

often keep documents for themselves, preferring to devolve what is in their possession 

to public institutions and archives after their retirement. Nevertheless, some of them do 

create an archive of their own that they can decide whether or not to share it with 
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researchers. Accordingly, this section is devoted to shedding light on a set of very 

particular sources that the researcher has accessed during her work and that have been 

employed in this thesis - the private archives of Hugh Logue and Roberto Speciale.    

    Both interviewees decided spontaneously to share their evidence with the researcher, 

although in a different way. In the case of Hugh Logue, who was accustomed to taking 

part in research projects on Northern Ireland due to his active past within the SDLP and 

within the European Commission, the process took several months. During this period 

of time the researcher had several occasions to present her work to the former European 

commissioner, often sending him by email written pieces and showing the quality of her 

professional activity, which was acknowledged as proof of trust and the neutrality of the 

author. The researcher was invited to Dublin and allowed to photograph a set of private 

letters between Logue and the Deputy Secretary General of the Delors’ Commission I 

and II, Carlo Trojan, concerning the design of the Special Support Programme for Peace 

and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland. In addition, the researcher viewed copies of 

reports belonging to the Confederation of British Industry on the economic situation of 

Northern Ireland after the 1994 cease-fires and of special notes made to the report of the 

1994 Northern Ireland Task Force, in preparation for what would become the EU 

programme PEACE I.  

   On the other hard, Dr Roberto Speciale had never been questioned before on his role 

as the Head of the EU Committee on Regional Policy, on his involvement as such in 

Northern Ireland affairs, nor on his key role in the design and presentation of the EU 

Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation. The researcher and the 

interviewee shared the same nationality, the same native language, and the same 

willingness to shed light on this undervalued facet in the history of the region. His 

openness was total and he spent many days preparing for the interview and gathering 

material for the benefit of the researcher. These sources were inestimable. Among notes 

related to events and the media image of the EU in Northern Ireland, the researcher 

could photograph draft speeches, instructions given by Commission members to Dr 

Speciale on how to express himself when publically addressing Northern Ireland issues 

(eg the importance of using non-contentious phrases such as ‘aggravated social and 

cultural disaffection’; ‘package to be accountable, democratic and inclusive’ and to 

avoid by any means the use of the sentence ‘ex-offenders’), and even on how to 

structure the sitting plans in formal events or dinners with Northern Ireland 

representatives.  
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   A necessary part of the work of the researcher was identifying, crosschecking and 

considering the biases present in these sources. Among the questions asked were; “Why 

are certain files present while others are not?” and “how have the backgrounds of the 

creators of the archives influenced the contents and the availability of this data?”  

 

Analysing the sources 

The above-mentioned steps were all essential parts of the research design. Once these 

steps had been accomplished the next stage was to identify the most appropriate method 

to answer the research questions, which included interpretation and the creation of a 

specific narrative to structure the thesis.  

   An extensive literature argues for the importance of analysing political discourse in 

order to understand interpretations, responses, definitions, and the conceptual changes 

of a given historical context. Scholars, such as Hajer, have defined political changes as 

“a struggle for discursive hegemony in which actors try to secure support for their 

definition of reality” (Hajer, 1995: p. 59), advocating further that these alterations are 

firstly reflected in discourses, because of the firm dual relationship between political 

practice and official addresses. The particular power enjoyed by governing elites in 

following through on ideas with practice is directly reflected in official discourses (such 

as texts produced by governing elites to explain and legitimise policy action and 

principles) therefore giving their official discourses a unique, explicative, and functional 

role in the legitimation of newly introduced social conditions (Wodak et al. 1999: p. 8). 

Thus, official discourses encapsulate state practices, the worldview in which it is 

framed, and the language used to legitimate it (Hayward, 2006: p. 898).  

   Accordingly, the thesis proceeded by analysing the political discourses contained in 

the public records and in the archival documents. It sought to describe a historical 

reality created from the sources. The interviews that complemented the analysis further 

explored attitudes and responses to the discourses identified in the archives. This 

approach provided insights into the priorities of governments, their assumptions about 

what and whom they govern, and the way in which they meet competing pressures. The 

fact that those in power used this type of discourse to legitimise their actions gives it 

significance in and of itself. Nevertheless, this same discourse is also intended both to 

respond to and to influence public opinion. Therefore, the views expressed by 

interviewees in a semi-structured interview format may provide insight into the 



 48 

subjective perspectives of stakeholders from Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, 

and the EU.  

   The main accomplishment in gathering archives and oral history was the creation of a 

specific narrative chronologically organised, where material conditions and discourses 

are intertwined. The research apparatus and the structure of this thesis are consequently 

inevitably entangled with the succession of experiences in the history of the 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict and of the Northern Ireland peace 

process. This work has considered these entanglements between spaces, documents, and 

subjects, both material and textual. It has noted that archival research is fragmented 

through and through; there is always something missing because not everything found a 

place in an archive. This often happens because of serendipity, because of intentional 

selection, as well as because of specific rules and classification that allow certain 

documents of life to be preserved and others to become obscure or marginalized. 

Interviews were fundamental to fill the gaps and to illuminate the documentary 

evidence (or to produce more evidence).  

 

Conclusion   

This chapter was devoted to discussing the research methodology and the rationale 

behind the selection of that methodology. It detailed the use of archives in political 

science and the practices of using oral history to complement archival sources and to fill 

the gaps and address the weaknesses often featuring in archival research. The last 

sections provided a concrete description of the sources employed in the thesis, a 

detailed list of the interviews conducted, and the private archives made available by 

politicians for the benefit of the work.  

   The reflection concluded on the importance and on the potential of archival material 

for political scientists. Archives allow the researcher to examine aspects of institutional 

behaviour and information-gathering that are impenetrable in a contemporary setting or 

through oral history. Acknowledging the possible biases inherent in the sources,  

verifying and cross-checking the information gathered with interview material, and a 

maximum triangulation of archival and oral history were the methods employed to have 

the most comprehensive reading of the sources and to build the narrative of the thesis.     

   The sources determined the research questions and directly impacted on the final 

structure of the thesis, the main ontological unit of the work becoming the phenomenon. 

Such techniques enabled claims on the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict 



 49 

to be made more credibly, improving the standing of archival evidence within political 

science and improving our understanding of the inner workings of the EU political 

institutions in relation to the Northern Ireland peace process.   
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1 Quotes reported in this thesis, which were originally in languages other than English, 
were all translated by the author.  
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 The European Parliament: a political arena for addressing the Northern Ireland 

conflict 

 

Introduction  

In the early 1980s, the European Parliament (EP) was the sole forum where elected 

representatives from both parts of Ireland and from Britain could sit and work together, 

thereby taking the edge off their conflicting views about Northern Ireland. Organized in 

political groups rather than national delegations, the EP established itself as the first 

political arena where they could overcome some of the usual obstacles to engagement 

associated with the Northern Ireland conflict. The evolution of the EP after the first 

direct election to the parliament in 1979 had an essential influence in fostering the 

process of Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict.  

   The EP was born as a forum composed of delegations from national parliaments in 

1952. Prior to 1979 it was merely consulted on a small range of legislative proposals 

prior to their adoption by the Council, the institution that defines the European Union's 

overall political direction and priorities. It is the Council that sets the policy agenda, 

traditionally by adopting ‘conclusions’ during European Council meetings, which 

identify issues of concern and actions to take and scholars have in general always 

considered the Parliament’s powers to be too limited (Tsebelis, 1994: p. 134; Boyron, 

1996: p. 301; Crombez, 1996: p. 206). Changes in the Parliament’s dynamics of power 

came about incrementally: in 1979 the EP was elected by universal suffrage for the first 

time, with consequent greater democratic legitimacy and greater public debate on 

European issues. The success it gathered in fighting for its powers brought added value 

to the scrutiny of EU legislation and policy-making, through which it was also possible 

to impact on EU member states’ domestic issues. Following the direct election, the 

internal organisation of the Parliament was subjected to a number of changes that 

influenced positively its structure and the transparency of its activities, as it de facto 

changed the representative role of the MEPs. The combination of these elements 

influenced positively the processes of communication and understanding among the 

Irish, the Northern Irish, and the British MEPs, thus fostering cooperation towards 

conflict amelioration in the long-term.      

   Accordingly, this chapter’s main undertaking will be to analyse this political milieu 

and the interactions within this space, since, as evidence will show, the EP is the key 

EU institution that ultimately provided the instruments for Irish and Northern Irish 
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political actors to place the Northern Ireland conflict in the broader European context. 

In such a milieu, the UK government was de facto at the same level as any other 

member state. By addressing concepts such as lobbying, power, and influence, this 

chapter locates itself among the discussions on the powers and practices of policy-

making in the EP. It will underline how essential this forum has been for creating ways 

in which actors influenced politics in Northern Ireland with the aim of changing the way 

in which the UK government dealt with the conflict. Crucially, the exercise of power 

through this new forum was mainly achieved by the sole Northern nationalist Member 

of the European Parliament (MEP), John Hume, in cooperation with Irish Fianna Fáil 

MEPs and with Irish government support. 

   This chapter, after outlining the EP institutional framework, will focus on the 

parliament’s political configurations and on its information-sharing processes in order 

to understand how this institution works, its features, and its structure. Accordingly, 

these sections of the chapter will give prominence to the concept of transnationalism, 

which is at the basis of the EP’s organisation. Such an analysis will help explain the 

ways and the means by which John Hume gradually developed his lobbying role. 

Hume’s role was vital in delineating the ways in which the EU addressed the Northern 

Ireland situation. The investigation will subsequently focus on how the Irish nationalist 

MEP built alliances across party lines, while also building links with the two Unionist 

MEPs, John Taylor and Ian Paisley. In its last section, the chapter will provide a 

detailed description of the 1981 Martin Report, 1  considered of particular interest 

because it encompasses all the processes related to the Europeanisation of the conflict. 

The conclusion will describe how political actors could influence EU policy-processes 

and outcomes related to the Northern Ireland conflict through lobbying, and through 

policy instruments such as the motions for resolution and the EP reports.  

 

The European Union and the European Parliament institutional framework  

Every parliament has its own history, culture, and powers and operates within a 

particular political environment. The EP has three main roles: legislative (passing EU 

laws together with the Council of the EU, based on European Commission proposals; 

deciding on international agreements; deciding on enlargements; reviewing the 

Commission's work programme and asking it to propose legislation); supervisory 

(democratic scrutiny of all EU institutions; electing the Commission President and 

approving the Commission as a body; possibility of voting a motion of censure, 
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obliging the Commission to resign; granting discharge, i.e. approving the way EU 

budgets have been spent and examining citizens' petitions and setting up inquiries); and 

budgetary (establishing the EU budget, together with the Council).  

   It is of most interest to notice the special characteristics that set the EP apart since 

they determine the manner in which the EP politically acts and has acted in the past. 

The analysis will give prominence to the EP inclusivism, allowing Irish and Northern 

Irish MEPs to sit within the European party groups, thus facilitating dialogue and 

cooperation at European and national levels. The growing influence of the EP 

throughout the years provided additional communication channels for Northern Ireland 

and Irish representatives to exchange information, to communicate and lobby jointly 

within the ‘neutral’ EU framework (Tannam, 1999: p. 120).            

   Accordingly, and most relevantly, it needs to be taken into account that the EP is the 

world’s most far-reaching experiment in transnational democracy (Corbett, Jacobs, 

Shackleton, 2005: p. 2), meaning that this institution serves the widest and largest 

electorate in the world and that its structure is organized in political groups instead of 

nationalities. Secondly, the EP forms part of a unique and historically unprecedented 

institutional system, the EU, with its mixture of supranational powers and 

intergovernmental cooperation (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 4; interview with 

Roberto Speciale, 17/03/2017). Third, its very existence is controversial, with some 

politicians in some member states opposing its creation and its possible further 

development, and others arguing the opposite (Abeles, 1993: p. 12). Consequently, 

being subject to all the above-mentioned political forces and dynamics, the EP is an 

institution, which evolved quickly and that combines unique characteristics with 

elements common to international assemblies and traditions originating in democratic 

national parliaments.  

    The EP has based its internal organisation on the principle of transnationalism since 

the very beginning and the inter-institutional dynamics of the EU place demands on 

both the parliament as a whole and its transnational party groups (Corbett, Jacobs, 

Shackleton, 2005: p. 72). This is extremely relevant in the context of the Northern 

Ireland conflict. De facto the transnational organization of the EP set the Northern 

Ireland conflict in both a wider European context and a broader Anglo-Irish context at 

the same time, with Irish, British, and Northern Ireland actors all participating as equals 

within this forum. Accordingly, it is important to describe the organization of the EP by 

ideological groups instead of nationalities. Initially, members took the decision to form 
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transnational groups as they saw such a principle as necessary in order to avoid the 

dominance of national viewpoints in the establishment of European cooperation (Heidar 

& Koole, 2000: p. 232). The parliament’s Rule 29 clearly states that members “may 

form themselves into groups according to their political affinities” (Heidar & Koole, 

2000: p. 233). MEPs are elected from individual member states and are drawn from 

governing and opposition parties, representing not just capital cities but the regions in 

their full diversity. Three main political groups were formed in 1953: the Christian 

Democrats, the Liberals and the Socialists (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 70). 

Throughout the years the political groups - in particular, the Party of European 

Socialists (PES) and the European People’s Party (EEP) - have developed their internal 

organisation and consolidated their position inside the assembly. Currently (2017) the 

EEP includes 76 parties and is the largest group in the Parliament. The PES has 33 full 

member parties, 13 associate, and 12 observer parties. Yet these groups differ from their 

counterparts in the national parliaments in terms of their composition, internal division 

of labour, and their role in the decision-making system. All the aforementioned features 

were important but the principle of transnationalism, in particular, had positive 

implications in the context of the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict. 

   With regard to the actors, it is important to notice that the direct election process 

provided the EP with full-time members focused on European matters. The existence of 

a body of full-time representatives at the heart of the decision-making process in 

Brussels, asking questions, knocking on doors, bringing the spotlight to shine in dark 

corners, in addition to dialogue with their constituencies back home, made the European 

system more open, transparent, and democratic than would otherwise have been the 

case. Following direct election, the functional efficiency of party groups became 

significant in two respects: firstly it enabled the EP to perform its role in the EU’s inter-

institutional decision-making system; secondly, it enhanced the credibility and influence 

of the parliament and its political groups at the nation-state level (Tsebelis, 1994: p. 

135).  

   In the next section this chapter will proceed to a general presentation of the Irish and 

Northern Ireland MEPs, whose role will be further explored in this thesis. The chart 

below provides details of all MEPs who made regular contributions on this issue. They 

were the ever-present MEPs in the plenary discussions, making speeches, asking 

questions, and signing motions for resolution. In addition, the archival sources have 
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been crosschecked with the interviews and the role and activity of these representatives 

has been additionally confirmed and clarified by oral sources.      

 

The European Parliament’s key actors 

The Parliament’s rules state that MEPs “shall not be bound by any instructions and shall 

not receive a binding mandate” (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 55). They are 

therefore free from any external constraint as to how they vote, how they organise their 

work, and what they say. An individual member may put questions to the Commission 

or the Council (for question time or for a written answer), table a motion for resolution 

or a written declaration, table and move amendments to any text of the committee, 

explain their reasons for voting, ask questions related to the parliament’s leadership and 

raise points of order (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 54; interview with Lynn 

Boylan, 25/11/2016). In practice, this means that the MEPs control the agenda and 

focus the issues to debate within the EP. The main constraint on members is time:  

 
Parliamentary business takes up one week a month in plenary session in Strasbourg and much of 

the next three weeks by committee, plenary and Group meetings in Brussels (especially if an 

MEP is active on two committees), and with occasional meetings in other countries as well. This 

is compounded by the time it takes to travel between these various locations and Ireland.    

(Interview with Matt Carthy, 06/01/2017) 

 

In addition, as assessed by the Sinn Féin MEP Martina Anderson, members are 

expected to keep in touch with their political base at home:  

 
Members of the European Parliament with geographical constituencies, such as the Irish and the 

British members, typically spend a couple of days each week dealing with individual 

constituents, NGOs, local government leaders and staff, businesses, trade unions, development 

agencies, MPs, party bodies etc. in their areas. Moreover, since the Brexit referendum results 

have raised further issues, meetings related to future special negotiations on the Northern Ireland 

status have to be taken into account.  

(Interview with Martina Anderson, 02/12/2016)  

 

All these activities mean that an individual MEP is therefore faced with tough choices. 

An active member may well gain greater influence within the parliament with 

prestigious rapporteurships, but being in touch with his or her political base at home is 

equally fundamental to being re-elected. While the choice is not usually as stark as this 

(members who have built up their reputations within the parliament may well gain 
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domestically as well), a member must select an appropriate balance of priorities. For 

example, the Northern Ireland MEP John Hume was not interested in pursuing political 

office goals for himself (in Europe or elsewhere) other than ensuring the advance of 

initiatives within the group concerning the Northern Ireland conflict (interview with 

Roberto Speciale, 17/03/2017). Nor was he active on a wide range of issues: for much 

of his time as an MEP (and he had a triple mandate, which means that he stayed in his 

role for three terms from 1979 to 1999, as shown in the chart below) his priority was 

exclusively Northern Ireland. Hume focused on developing Northern Ireland as a 

region, channelling his energies into numerous reports in order to shape policy that 

concerned that area. On the other hand, the other two Northern Ireland MEPs, Paisley 

and Nicholson, remained more generalists; Nicholson having been involved through the 

years on many issues concerning farming in Northern Ireland and in Europe. His 

interests always spanned from Northern Ireland issues to more generic aspects of 

politics and policy-making within his own EP political group.    

   Accordingly, what generally determined the nature of the work of Northern Irish 

MEPs, were their interests and responsibilities. These interests differed on the basis of 

their different profiles, but they nevertheless became known as ‘men of the House’ 

(well-regarded MEPs) and were all constantly present in plenary meetings (interview 

with Roberto Speciale, 17/03/2017). In this regard, it is essential to observe that Hume 

and the DUP representative, Ian Paisley, both carried a long-standing mandate in the EP 

(for details, please see Table 2). Jim Nicholson, who followed John Taylor in 1994, 

retained his seat as an Ulster Unionist in the 1994, 1999 and 2004 European elections, 

making him one of the longest ever serving MEPs (interview with Jim Nicholson, 

27/11/2015). Overall differences in their backgrounds played a role, with different 

emphases being put on different aspects of a parliamentarian’s role and even on the 

importance attached to attendance at meetings. Unionists, following the British 

tradition, put more emphasis on question time in the plenary (interview with Roberto 

Speciale, 17/03/2017), while Hume “never embraced the Westminster style of politics 

because of its lack of opportunities for creative approaches” (interview with Patricia 

Hume, 2/12/2016). On the other hand, from his first election to the EP in 1979, Hume 

became “a passionate advocate and a real activist of the Brussels policy mode” 

(interview with Colm Larkin, 17/05/2016).       
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List of the Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) for Ireland and Northern 

Ireland who expressed opinions about the Northern Ireland conflict in 

parliamentary sections from Direct Election onwards 

 

For the Nationalist community 

 
 

Name 
 

Constituency 
 

National party 
 

European Parliament group 
 

John Hume 
 

Northern Ireland  
 

Social 

Democratic and 

Labour Party 

 

! 17.07.1979 / 23.07.1984:  

Socialist Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 17.07.1979 / 08.03.1982:  

Socialist Group - Treasurer 

 

! 24.07.1984 / 24.07.1989:  

Socialist Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 20.04.1993:  

Socialist Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 21.04.1993 / 18.07.1994:  

Group of the Party of European 

Socialists - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 19.07.1994 / 19.07.1999:  

Group of the Party of European 

Socialists - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 20.07.1999 / 07.03.2000:  

Group of the Party of European 

Socialists - Member 

 

! 08.03.2000 / 16.01.2002:  

Group of the Party of European 

Socialists - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 17.01.2002 / 19.07.2004:  

Group of the Party of European 

Socialists - Member of the Bureau 
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Neil Blaney 
 

Connacht - 

Ulster 

 

Independent 

Fianna Fáil 

 

! 17.07.1979 / 10.02.1984:  

Group for the Technical Coordination 

and Defence of Independent Groups and 

Members - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 11.02.1984 / 23.07.1984:  

Group for the Technical Coordination 

and Defence of Independent Groups and 

Members - Member 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 18.07.1994:  

Rainbow Group in the European 

Parliament - Treasurer 
 

Patrick Joseph 

Lalor 

 

Leinster 
 

Fianna Fáil 
 

! 17.07.1979 / 23.07.1984:  

Group of European Progressive 

Democrats - Vice-Chair 

 

! 24.07.1984 / 24.07.1989:  

Group of the European Democratic 

Alliance - Vice-Chair 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 18.07.1994:  

Group of the European Democratic 

Alliance - Vice-Chair 
 

Sile De Valera 
 

Dublin 
 

Fianna Fáil 
 

! 17.07.1979 / 23.07.1984:  

Group of European Progressive 

Democrats - Member 

 
 

T. J. Maher 
 

Munster 
 

Independent 
 

! 17.07.1979 / 08.02.1981:  

Liberal and Democratic Group - Vice-

Chair 

 

! 09.02.1981 / 08.03.1982:  

Liberal and Democratic Group - Vice-

Chair 

 

! 09.03.1982 / 23.07.1984:  
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Liberal and Democratic Group - Vice-

Chair 

 

! 24.07.1984 / 12.12.1985:  

Liberal and Democratic Group - Ally 

 

! 13.12.1985 / 13.05.1988:  

Liberal and Democratic Reformist Group - 

Vice-Chair 

 

! 14.05.1988 / 24.07.1989:  

Liberal and Democratic Reformist Group - 

Vice-Chair 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 26.01.1992:  

Liberal and Democratic Reformist Group - 

Ally 

 

! 27.01.1992 / 18.07.1994:  

Liberal and Democratic Reformist Group - 

Vice-Chair 
 

John Joseph 

McCartin 

 

Connacht - 

Ulster 

 

Fine Gael  
 

! 17.07.1979 / 23.07.1984:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

 

! 24.07.1984 / 05.04.1987:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

 

! 06.04.1987 / 24.07.1989: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

of the Bureau 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 20.01.1992:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

of the Bureau 

 

! 21.01.1992 / 18.07.1994:  
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Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Vice-

Chair 

 

! 19.07.1994 / 19.07.1999:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

 

! 20.07.1999 / 19.07.2004:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian Democrats) and European 

Democrats - Member 
 

Lynn Boylan  
 

Dublin  
 

Sinn Féin 
 

! 01.07.2014:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member 

 
 

Matt Carthy  

 

Midlands - North 

West  

 

Sinn Féin 

 

! 01.07.2014:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member 

 

 

Martina 

Anderson  

 

Northern Ireland 

 

Sinn Féin 

 

! 12.06.2012 / 08.07.2012:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member 

 

! 09.07.2012 / 30.06.2014:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member of the 

Bureau 

 

! 01.07.2014 / 14.12.2015:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member 

 

! 15.12.2015:  

Confederal Group of the European United 

Left - Nordic Green Left - Member of the 

Bureau 
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For the Unionist community 

 
 

Name 
 

Constituency 
 

National party 
 

European Parliament group 
 

Ian Paisley  
 

Northern Ireland 
 

Democratic 

Unionist Party  

 
! 17.07.1979 / 23.07.1984:  

Non-attached -Member 

 

! 24.07.1984 / 24.07.1989: 

Non-attached - Member 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 18.07.1994: 

Non-attached - Member 

 

! 19.07.1994 / 19.07.1999: 

Non-attached - Member 

 

! 20.07.1999 / 19.07.2004: 

Non-attached - Member 

 
 

John Taylor 
 

Northern Ireland 
 

Ulster Unionist 

Party 

 

! 17.07.1979 / 31.08.1981: 

European Democratic Group - Member 

 

! 01.09.1981 / 08.03.1982:  

European Democratic Group - Vice-Chair 

 

! 09.03.1982 / 10.04.1983:  

European Democratic Group - Member of 

the Bureau 

 

! 11.04.1983 / 23.07.1984:  

European Democratic Group - Member 

 
 

James Nicholson  
 

Northern Ireland 
 

Ulster Unionist 

Party 

 

! 25.07.1989 / 18.07.1994: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

of the Bureau 
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! 19.07.1994 / 27.07.1994: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

 

! 28.07.1994 / 12.01.1997: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian-Democratic Group) - Member 

of the Bureau 

 

! 13.01.1997 / 12.05.1997: 

Group of Independents for a Europe of 

Nations - Member 

 

! 13.05.1997 / 19.07.1999: 

Group of Independents for a Europe of 

Nations - Vice-Chair 

 

! 20.07.1999 / 11.10.1999: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian Democrats) and European 

Democrats - Member 

 

! 12.10.1999 / 07.03.2002:  

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian Democrats) and European 

Democrats - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 08.03.2002 / 19.07.2004: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian Democrats) and European 

Democrats - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 20.07.2004 / 13.07.2009: 

Group of the European People's Party 

(Christian Democrats) and European 

Democrats - Member 

 

! 14.07.2009 / 30.06.2014:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member 
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! 01.07.2014 / 13.10.2014:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member 

 

! 14.10.2014 / 12.12.2016:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 13.12.2016 / 15.01.2017:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 16.01.2017 / 08.02.2017: 

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 09.02.2017 / 04.07.2017: 

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member of the Bureau 

 

! 04.07.2017 / 04.07.2017:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member 

 

! 05.07.2017:  

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group - Member of the Bureau 
 

This chart begins by outlining John Hume’s activity within the EP and it ends by 

outlining the work of Jim Nicholson. Overall these two were (and are, since Nicholson 

is still serving) the most dynamic and active Northern Ireland politicians in Europe, 

with Nicholson being also the longest-serving MEP. Hume was the only representative 

from Northern Ireland on behalf of the nationalist community and he remained the only 

one until 2004 and the election of the Sinn Féin candidate Bairbre de Brún.   

   Ian Paisley retained his seat in every European election until he stood down in 2004, 

receiving the highest popular vote of any British MEP (Patterson, Kaufmann, 2007: p. 

199), but, as is shown by the table, he was less dynamic and he never positioned himself 

in any of the EP political groups. This shows to a certain degree a lack of commitment 
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and a certain unwillingness to fully engage with the EU policy-making processes. 

Nonetheless, his commitment in Europe was positive when the interests were evident, 

and he adopted a cooperative attitude towards John Hume’s proposals on many 

occasions.  

   John Taylor only retained his seat for one mandate but it is interesting to note that he 

sat with the European Democratic group. British Conservative MEPs such as Henry 

Plumb, James Scott-Hopkins, and Baroness Lady Elles sat in the same transnational 

group during the same years as Taylor, which partly explains why, when expressing 

himself in plenary, he was always aligned to the British government position. This 

thesis will present evidence of this assessment in this chapter and, especially, in chapter 

2.  

   Moreover, it is important to notice that the Irish MEPs occupy an important place in 

this chart. Representatives from Fianna Fàil and Fine Gael played a pivotal role in 

Europeanising the Northern Ireland conflict and in setting an example to John Hume on 

how to work through the EP machinery to add a European and an Irish dimension to the 

Northern Ireland situation. There is nonetheless an unanswered question: why did 

politicians such as Blaney, Lalor, and Maher choose to express their stances on 

Northern Ireland within the EP? The answer can be found in these politicians’ 

backgrounds.  A number of them had a particularly strong interest in the issue because 

they were from border constituencies where the Northern Ireland conflict had a direct 

and immediate impact on local politics and economic development. 

   Neil Blaney was born in Donegal, close to the border with Derry, and his name 

became synonymous with a strong Irish republican viewpoint in whatever forum he was 

in (Murdoch, 1995: p. 2). When the Northern Ireland conflict erupted in 1969 Blaney 

made a series of forceful speeches attacking the British handling of the crisis, repeatedly 

underlining Dublin's warning that it “cannot, and will not, stand idly by” (Murdoch, 

1995: p. 3) in the face of wide-scale attacks on Catholic areas. He left Fianna Fáil 

because he felt they were not Republican enough and established his own ‘Independent 

Fianna Fáil’ party that was strong only in his own constituency. Blaney's victory in the 

1979 European elections, drawing an enormous 81,000 first preferences, showed his 

strength2. In that same year and the following, he repeatedly made fierce speeches in the 

EP strongly objecting to any endorsement of Britain's policy in Northern Ireland, which 

he denounced as a continuation of Britain's colonialist past and which is thus entirely 

consistent with his background. 
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   Patrick Lalor was a Fianna Fàil TD who particularly distinguished himself within his 

party for having resented the Irish government’s lack of a strong position during the 

Sunningdale collapse (O’Donnell, 2007: p. 8). He lamented the lack of Dáil time given 

over to debate the Sunningdale Communiqué and he accused the government of 

deliberately withholding information from Fianna Fáil in a way that made Jack Lynch 

look inept. 3  Such a parliamentary background was consistent with his future 

involvement in Northern Ireland issues as they were discussed within the EP. This 

thesis will show how he always used wisely the motions for resolution and the plenary 

discussions to debate the conflict from a human and solidarity perspective.  

   Fine Gael MEP John McCartin played a key role in Ireland and in county Leitrim in 

the employment sector. He was sensitive to discussion concerning paramilitary activity 

across the border and to debates around the Irish border in general. Thus, it was 

coherent with his political position that he was also active and committed to these same 

topics when they were touched on within the EP plenary sections. After 1984 (the year 

of McCartin’s first election), cross-border cooperation became one of the main priorities 

of the EU in Northern Ireland and, not surprisingly, these are also the years of 

McCartin’s most dynamic activity within the EP.      

   Finally, T.J. Maher was a distinguished farmers' leader and even within the EP he 

often emphasised that he was not a politician but a public representative (The Irish 

Times, 2002: p. 1). He held strong nationalist views on the Northern Ireland conflict, 

speaking on a wide variety of topics and very outspoken regarding the treatment of 

prisoners in detention centres. He often worked with Hume and in 1991 argued that 

Northern Ireland should be made a ‘protectorate of the EU’ (The Irish Times, 2002: p. 

4), which reflected his political position and his commitment to Europe.  

   Sinn Féin representation in the EP began at a much later stage with the first SF MEP 

being elected for West Belfast in 2004. The current (2017) Sinn Féin MEPs Lynn 

Boylan, Matt Carthy, and Martina Anderson, two from the Republic and one from 

Northern Ireland, define themselves as ‘all Ireland representatives’ (interview with 

Lynn Boylan, 25/11/2016). They belong to the same EP political group, they often write 

and jointly sign the EP motions for resolutions concerning the Northern Ireland peace 

process (especially in the context of Brexit), and they are all actively involved in EU 

funding and the EU PEACE programmes. Their contribution to this research study was 

essential in explaining and describing the mechanisms and the functioning of the EP 

and the role of the MEPs within the arena.  
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   Having examined the specificities, the backgrounds and the activities of these MEPs 

in relation to the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict, the next section 

examines and analyses their speeches in plenary and their signed motions for resolution. 

This chapter will now proceed to describe the business committees, the information 

processes, and the interconnected mechanisms of lobbying within the EP.    

 

The committees’ business and the importance of lobbying the European 

Parliament  

Many of the most important initiatives on the Northern Ireland conflict and on the 

Northern Ireland peace process came out of the committees’ decisions. It is 

consequently essential in this chapter to explain how the EP committees work. 

   Committees were a central part of the parliament’s work from its inception and, after 

the direct election in 1979, 16 standing committees were set up. It is in the 

parliamentary committees that much of the detailed work of the parliament is carried 

out. In addition, it is within the committees that individual members can play a crucial 

role (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 59; interview with Matt Carthy, 06/01/2017). 

Accordingly, the main aim of this section is to understand how the EP committee 

system works in order to investigate how the MEPs were/are able to influence the flow 

of information, lobby interested parties, and influence the eventual contents of the 

policy outcomes (reports, debates etc.). Individual preferences, personal interests, and 

expertise do play an important role in the process of committee allocation. Despite the 

balance generally achieved between the political groups, committees do tend to develop 

a corporate identity and do tend to attract members with a particular sympathy for the 

sector concerned. This explains in part why Irish and Northern Ireland MEPs have 

always shown a strong preference for certain committees; Irish members, for example, 

have always been keen to sit on the Agricultural Committee (interview with Lynn 

Boylan, 25/11/2016) because the agricultural sector has always been extremely 

important on both sides of the border. Irish farmers rely to a great extent on EU 

subsidies and constitute a much more important part of the electorate than in most EU 

countries. Consequently, by defending the interests of agriculture within the EP, the 

Irish MEPs could hope at the same time for better results in their national elections. On 

the other hand, Hume privileged the Committee on regional policy (interview with 

Roberto Speciale, 17/03/2017) since regional policy usually targets EU regions and 

cities, boosting economic growth, and improving quality of life through strategic 
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investment. It is also an active form of solidarity, which focuses support on the less-

developed regions; such strategic priorities could certainly have a greater impact on 

conflict amelioration and conflict resolution in the Northern Ireland context.           

   The bulk of committee business is concerned with the consideration and adoption of 

draft reports and opinions, in fulfilment of parliament’s legislative, budgetary, and 

agenda-setting roles. When the parliament receives a formal Commission or Council 

proposal it is referred to the appropriate committee and often to one or more of the other 

committees for their opinion (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 60; interview with 

Matt Carthy, 06/01/2017). In sum, committees have the task to prepare the legislation 

that might be passed by vote in plenary (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 61).  

Once the decision to draw up a report or opinion is taken, the next task is to nominate a 

rapporteur.  

   Rapporteurs and MEPs rely on secretariat officials to provide policy information that 

is independent from their assigned interests. They require this information to be 

provided quickly so that lobbyists’ policy claims can be verified ahead of the 

completion of a draft document. Secretariat officials and MEPs often lack the detailed 

policy information that they are called upon to supply and this was particularly true in 

specific cases, such as in the Northern Ireland situation (interview with Colm Larkin, 

17/05/2016). Emblematic from this point of view are the instances of the Northern 

Ireland prison protests, which will be explored in the next chapter. In that context 

members of the EP Socialist group officially asked ‘our Irish colleagues’4 to enlighten 

them as to the origins of the Northern Ireland conflict for lack of personal knowledge 

and access to information. The knowledge that Irish and Northern Irish MEPs provided 

was almost certainly influenced by their individual and party political backgrounds. 

This example is not used to assess that the EP secretariat officials play a biased role in 

the European legislative process or in updating MEPs and rapporteurs on specific 

issues. They correctly serve as the source of independent policy expertise, but deep-

rooted interests, including Commission involvement and its duty to fill the voids by 

providing officials with policy information, indirectly act in lobbying the rapporteurs 

and EU policy-makers, affecting thus at the same time the content of official texts.  

   This process of lobbying and influencing content and information also applies to the 

knowledge that the MEPs receive, which can generally be less independent than might 

have been expected (Marshall, 2012: p. 1375). The strategic practice of indirectly 

lobbying rapporteurs via their principal source of independent policy information, the 
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committee secretariat, has the result that the information they receive often turns out to 

be endogenous to the lobbying process and often reflects personal interests of the 

specific network of MEPs and policy-makers. In sum, EP officials often provide the 

independent advice sought, in order to overcome policy uncertainty, but this process is 

endogenous to the lobbying behind the EP public face (interview with Matt Carthy, 

06/01/2017) and is reflected in the policy outcomes. These policy outcomes always 

reflect influence exerted by backgrounds, deep-rooted interests, and specific expertise. 

In practice, this means that, through lobbying and through the above-described 

information processes, the Irish and Northern Irish MEPs had the means to bring topics 

related to the conflict and to the political situation on-going in the six northern Ireland 

counties, on to the EP agenda. These issues could be subsequently debated within the 

political groups and in plenary. The MEPs could vote on the proposed legislation and 

the proposed amendments within the committees, thus bringing Northern Ireland 

effectively under the European spotlight.      

   The structure and determining factors for lobbying MEPs are now very well 

understood (Wessels, 1999; Crombez, 2002; Marshall, 2010;) and evidence shows that 

the system was also fully understood by Irish MEPs and John Hume. As assessed by Pat 

Hume:  

 
John spent years examining and learning from the work of the Irish Members and their ways of 

using the European Parliament in support of national stances. Subsequently, he developed 

positive relationships with them, particularly with Maher.  His successful campaign to extend the 

borders of the Less Favoured Areas brought into the stream of assistance for deprived rural 

communities huge areas of Northern Ireland deliberately excluded by Stormont, because the 

inhabitants were mainly Catholics. John signed the resolution, but Maher, showing how far their 

cooperation truly went, drafted the report. This was only possible in the framework generated by 

the European Community. 

(Interview with Patricia Hume, 2/12/2016) 

 

With this quotation Ms Hume precisely describes the years that John Hume spent 

observing and studying the functioning of the EP. She refers to how he carefully 

witnessed the Irish Fianna Fáil representatives acting during the debates held in 

Brussels and Strasbourg during the Northern Ireland prison protests and hunger strikes. 

Careful scrutiny also explains why Hume did not take an active part in those discussions 

and that will be more carefully investigated in the next chapter. Nevertheless, at this 

point of analysis, the role of John Hume needs to be explored.    
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John Hume MEP  

 
While countries like France and Germany, who only 25 years ago were engaged in mutual 

carnage are today building bonds of friendship, in Ireland there is little or no sign of the 

communities coming together. It seems somewhat contradictory that each part of Ireland seems 

willing to participate separately in the planned integration of Europe, but not in the planned 

integration of this little island. 

(Hume, 1971: p. 5-6) 

 

John Hume has always been considered the best positioned to work the EC machinery 

towards his own political ends. A politician from Derry/Londonderry and also a 

founding member and later leader of the SDLP, Hume was also the only Northern Irish 

nationalist in the EP. With his election in 1979 Irish nationalism in Northern Ireland de 

facto got a political position and a powerful voice in Europe for the first time. Hume 

gained extensive experience of the Brussels bureaucracy during the years before his 

election as an MEP and, certainly, the fact that he was perfectly fluent in French 

constituted an advantage (interview with Hugh Logue, 23 April 2015). It is of interest, 

therefore, to understand how Hume acquired such a deep knowledge of the European 

institutions’ mechanisms, which permitted to him to become later one of the main actors 

that triggered the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict. As early as 1971, 

with the SDLP still at the beginning of its political journey and with Irish and British 

membership conditions within the EC still to be outlined, Hume had already assessed 

the relevance of Europe as a context in which the Northern Ireland problem should be 

easier to manage. As a historian, Hume was passionate about the EU as a model for 

conflict resolution and from the beginning he saw in Europe a blueprint for a structure 

capable of accommodating the various sets of relationships that were needed to foster 

dialogue not only within Northern Ireland but also across the Irish border (Laffan, 2016: 

p. 162). 

   The specific opportunity for experimentation and learning arrived in 1977 when 

Hume took up a position working as a political advisor to Dick Burke, Ireland’s EC 

Commissioner for Transport, Trade and Administration. His wife Patricia defined this 

as “an incredibly valuable time. Over those years, John built a lot of major contacts in 

Europe and got to know the European scene inside out, following particularly the 

operating of the Irish MEPs such as Lalor, Maher and Blaney” (interview with Patricia 

Hume, 2/12/2016). Based on this assessment it is easy to reflect on how Hume 
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understood, for example, that Europe was the ideal context in which to forge new links 

between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. He understood how to use EP 

motions for resolution as an instrument to draw attention to Northern Ireland issues, 

often with the support of his Irish colleagues. In addition, public records suggest that 

during his first eight years in the parliament, Hume made sixteen speeches, asked four 

questions, signed at least five motions for a parliamentary resolution and was associated 

with two written declarations (interview with Hélène Lhoumeau - EP Historical 

Archives Unit - 06/03/2017). These documents are proof of the incredible action and 

energy Hume devoted to his parliamentary activity in Strasbourg and Brussels.  

   One of the main principles Hume supported tirelessly within the EP was the argument 

for a comprehensive solution to the Northern Ireland problem, which included the 

Republic of Ireland. This position had initially been asserted by Fianna Fáil Irish MEPs 

during the years of Northern Ireland prison’s protests and hunger strikes (interview with 

Patricia Hume, 2/12/2016) as evidence presented in the next chapter will attest. In 

Hume’s opinion, Europe not only represented a model of conflict resolution but also an 

arena where fostering an agreement on the whole island of Ireland was possible.  

Consequently, his work has to be considered as the enactment of his core political 

beliefs, values, principles and way of being in the world:  

 
This work began within his family, within his local community and the region in which he lived. 

His early commitment to this philosophy could be clearly seen in his immersion in the building 

of the Credit Union movement right across Northern Ireland, specifically aimed at empowering 

individuals and small communities to better organize their resources and build their family 

infrastructures. In addition, his involvement in the University for Derry campaign reflected his 

commitment to the advancement of his home city and the development of its resources. 

(Interview with Patricia Hume, 2/12/2016)  

 

In this assessment it is possible to understand how Hume began his work at the local 

level and how he later brought these beliefs and strategies into all the theatres of politics 

that he was engaged with; particularly, he brought these to Europe, which symbolised 

the best existing example of how to accommodate differences at a larger scale 

(McLoughlin, 2010: p. 225).   

   Within such a framework it is important to remember that Hume could also benefit 

from the advice and friendship of colleagues such as Colm Larkin. Larkin, a former 

SDLP assemblyman from Derry/Londonderry, met Hume when he was Minister for 

Commerce in the first power-sharing executive and during the 1979 election campaign 
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to the EP they started a close cooperation, which became even tighter in Brussels where 

Larkin had worked for the Commission since 1972  (he later became the director of the 

Commission office in Dublin). Larkin was at first more experienced than Hume on 

European policy-making and policy processes and he was willing to share his 

knowledge with Hume (interview with Colm Larkin, 17/05/2016). Hume is described 

by Larkin as very “pragmatic” about his time within the EU institutions and;  
 

He found his time there invaluable in communicating the complexities of the political situation 

in the North to the various European parties. Hume’s approach to the European Parliament in 

supporting his stance has always been strategic: he was interested and committed to using the 

European Parliament as an arena to underline the Northern Ireland situation and a place to 

strengthen the role that the Community could play in addressing the conflict. The epicentre for 

this activity was the European Parliament’s strong committee system. 

(Interview with Colm Larkin, 17/05/2016).  

 

In addition, Hume was consistent in employing strategies towards political action within 

the EP; firstly, he introduced a specific issue into the European agenda by getting the 

support of his colleagues and lobbying within the institutions. After having ensured that 

one of the EP’s committees drafted a report he used this to influence the Commission’s 

adoption of the report. Finally, he could move to the next issue, having secured his 

objective (interview with Colm Larkin, 17/05/2016). He worked in this way, for 

example, to extend special assistance to the rural parts of Northern Ireland and he was 

successful in his campaign by embarrassing the British government into applying for a 

special programme for the less favoured areas in the region, which massively enhanced 

the inflow of European resources into deprived rural communities across the region, 

thereby stimulating their development (Laffan, 2016: p. 163). These processes were 

clearly modelled on the tactics previously employed by the Irish MEPs, although these 

are only early examples.        

      Of great significance is the fact that with the SDLP already a member of the 

European PES, Hume was able to sit with the largest and therefore the most powerful 

political bloc in the EP. Upon election to Strasbourg he was immediately offered a place 

on the Socialists’ front bench, acting as the group’s treasurer. His wife Patricia set up 

and ran his office while he remained in his role until 2005. Hume’s election to 

Strasbourg came about with a record vote for the SDLP and both biographies of Gerry 

Fitt (Campbell, 2015: p.76) and Paddy Devlin (Devlin, 1993: p.65) have suggested that 

this undermined Fitt’s position as party leader and thus contributed to his subsequent 
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departure (White, 1984: p. 204; Mcloughlin, 2009: p. 606; Campbell, 2015: p. 272–

273). This also meant that the SDLP as a whole had considerable influence because it 

was represented among one of the biggest EP transnational groups and its views were 

supported by other socialist parties across Europe. In fact, socialist parties from every 

other member state usually supported the SDLP line on the Northern Ireland problem. 

During his time working as an advisor in Brussels Hume also established close personal 

relations with senior figures from the Federal Republic of Germany. Further lobbying, 

aided partly by the former German Chancellor, Willy Brandt, helped to win officials’ 

sympathy from diverse countries, whose leaders were more cautious in taking any kind 

of position on such a sensitive matter for fear of a British reaction (interview with Colm 

Larkin, 17/05/2016). Given that the SDLP provided only one parliamentary seat to the 

Socialists, this suggested the high regard in which Hume was already held amongst 

leaders of the European left and which he was keen to exploit in his efforts to 

internationalise the Northern Ireland conflict. Accordingly, his choice of committees 

echoed his interests and his prevailing strategy towards this end. Together with his 

election he also gained a long-standing position within the Regional Policy Committee 

(which altered its title to include transport and tourism from 1999 onwards) (Laffan, 

2016: p. 162). In addition, Hume acted as a substitute on the Agricultural and Fisheries 

Committee from 1979 onwards, which reflected the importance of these sectors, 

particularly agriculture, to Northern Ireland (interview with Patricia Hume, 2/12/2016). 

He also served briefly on the influential Institutional Affairs Committee (Laffan, 2016: 

p. 162).  

   In the next section this chapter will analyse the first tangible proof of the EP’s 

parliamentary functions in the context of Northern Ireland. The 1981 Martin Report 

constitutes also the first tangible achievement resulting from Hume’s lobbying and 

work within the EP.    

 

The 1981 Martin Report  

 
The troubles in Northern Ireland, as known for the last ten years or so, have also harmed the 

region’s economy, particularly tourism which seems to have potential for development and the 

distributive traders. The troubles have also had their harmful effects on living conditions and the 

environment, particularly in urban areas of Belfast and Londonderry, the more so in Belfast, 

where it has not yet been possible to start reconstruction: I know because I have seen it during 

my visit to Belfast with Mr Taylor and Mr Paisley. And yet, when the public, particularly young 

people, no longer have enough room at home, when they have nothing to do - for there is no 
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work - they are open to any temptation … And when in addition they are living against a 

background of violence it is quite natural for them frequently to be attracted by it. This is why 

we have a duty to do everything we can to help this region of our own Community find the way 

out of its present problems.5 

 

Within months of the first directly elected EP (7-10 June 1979), Northern Ireland was 

strategically raised in the new agenda, as part of a strategy to use the new forum as a 

way to broaden the context for resolving the conflict. On 15 November 1979 the MEPs 

Hume, Balfe (British Labour Party) and Desmond (Irish Labour Party) tabled a motion 

for resolution on behalf of the Socialist Group, on Community Regional Policy and 

Northern Ireland, calling on the Parliament to present a report on the impact of 

Community membership on the six northern counties.6 It is highly symbolic that an 

Irish, a Northern Irish, and a British MEP jointly made the first of such calls. This 

shows at the same time the power of the EP’s transnational organization, which was 

able to bring three different individuals, from three different -sometimes antagonistic – 

jurisdictions, together to speak on behalf of the same political group. On the other hand, 

by including an Irish MEP in the motion, Hume was able to symbolize the importance 

of Irish involvement in the Northern Ireland conflict. Motions for resolutions tabled by 

individual members were/are referred to the relevant committee, which must then 

decide whether or not (and by which procedure) such resolutions should be considered. 

In practice, only very few such resolutions were taken up (interview with Colm Larkin, 

17/05/2016) and the very fact that the initiative of Hume, Balfe, and Desmond was 

accepted in April 1980 is evidence of the growing importance the Northern Ireland 

conflict was gaining in Europe.  

   Once a committee has decided to draw up a report its next task is to nominate a 

rapporteur. Committees choose rapporteurs and draftsmen by a system whose broad 

lines are common. Generally, the majority recognizes that the rapporteur has to be a 

specialist on the issue. The reports and rapporteurs system stems from continental 

parliamentary practice and is unfamiliar to those, for example, with a British 

parliamentary background (interview with Roberto Speciale, 17/03/2017), which 

certainly contributed to the reticence often shown by Unionists and British MEPs to 

cooperate with reports. Mrs Simone Martin was chosen as rapporteur to conduct this 

inquiry on Northern Ireland. Simone Martin was a French MEP belonging to the Liberal 

and Democratic group. She was from the same generation as Simone Veil, with whom 

she did not only share the name, but also the values. Mrs Martin was known among the 
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MEPs as a strong and serious woman, sensitive to injustices, and particularly to gender 

inequality issues. Her communication skills were positively acknowledged within the 

EP and she had already shown a particular interest in Northern Ireland problems since 

the time of the on-going prison protests and hunger strikes (interview with Colm Larkin, 

17/05/2016).  

   The ensuing ‘Martin Report on Community Regional Policy and Northern Ireland’ 

was published in May 1981, while the Northern Ireland hunger strike was on-going. 

The report reviewed the outlook for the economy of Northern Ireland and assessed the 

policies and resources needed to bring the region up to the Community average as 

regards living standards and employment. Furthermore, it put forward proposals as to 

how these necessary resources should be made available. Focusing on these issues - 

mainly of an economic and social nature - was part of a clear strategy used by Hume 

and his colleague Larkin;  

 
I probably was the main person who suggested to Hume the route of using resolutions in the 

European Parliament as a way to draw attention to issues in Northern Ireland and as a way to get 

support. For example I drafted a resolution for him about… economic and social issues in 

Northern Ireland and that turned into the Martin Report. Part of the strategy I used with him was 

to only focus in the European Institutions on economic and social problems, don’t talk about 

sovereignty or political problems. That’s between the two governments… Europeans tend to be 

unwilling to take sides between the British and the Irish. The other point was that, if you drafted 

the resolution in a careful enough way, it would be possible to get support from the other two 

Members of the European Parliament, Ian Paisley and John Taylor. So we managed to draft a 

resolution calling on the European Union to look at ways to improve the economic and social 

situation in Northern Ireland and we got Taylor and Paisley to agree. And then that made it much 

easier for the likes of Madame Martin and others groups in the European Parliament to get 

involved and get interested.     

(Interview with Colm Larkin, 17/05/2016)  
 

In this assessment, it is visible how Hume and Larkin had a deep knowledge of the EP 

policy-processes. Most importantly they knew how to catch the EP’s attention, which 

was intrinsic to a joint approach by Northern Ireland MEPs and good will to cooperate 

on the region’s issues. They gained unionists’ support by strategically drawing up the 

motion focusing only on the economic issues of Northern Ireland, underlining clearly 

the benefits that economic aid from the EC could bring to the region. Hence, 

cooperation and dialogue were essential elements at the foundation of any European 
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economic and political support. Without cooperation, conditions of European support 

did not exist.  

   The Martin Report constituted only the beginning of the continuous role of the EU in 

Northern Ireland. Following its publication a rule was passed providing for special 

assistance for Belfast, namely, the allocation of £63 million for housing development in 

the deprived inner-city areas because of its deteriorating economic and social situation7. 

However, almost as important as the extra resources for housing in Belfast was the fact 

that this initiative established Northern Ireland as an area for special assistance in the 

European budget. It placed the foundations of the future implementation of the EU’s 

structural funds in Northern Ireland and this role, as it was globally recognized, was 

initiated and catalysed by John Hume’s initiative with the full support of the other 

Northern Ireland MEPs. This support was very explicit in the debate held in the plenary 

in which the outcomes of the report were presented.  

   Thus, although Northern Ireland’s three MEPs disagreed fundamentally on many 

things and the EP elections underlined the depth of political polarization in the six 

counties, they worked together in Europe to ensure that Northern Ireland would benefit 

from the EU budget and programmes. The first expression of this cooperation dated 

back to 1981,8 even if reports and initiatives related to Northern Ireland were in those 

times cautious and not very radical. Nonetheless, these constituted an important marker, 

recognising how the conflict was, in fact, a legitimate area of European and 

international concern and that discussing those issues within the EP had the potential to 

advance progress in the region in unimaginable ways (interview with Patricia Hume, 

2/12/2016).  

   With the EP being the very arena for providing additional channels of communication 

in order to start dialogue and networking, it assumed an essential and central role for 

Northern Ireland. The fact that Hume used these channels exclusively to positively work 

the European machinery for the benefit of Northern Ireland and that, in doing so, he was 

able to include Paisley and Taylor, is an additional proof of the value of direct lobbying 

and the significance of the parliament. The next section’s aim is to explore how Hume, 

Paisley, and Taylor articulated for the first time their mutual support in the neutral arena 

offered by the EP.  
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Debate around the Martin Report 

 

Unlike some national parliaments, the EP is master of its own agenda. It may discuss 

(or not) what it likes, when it likes, and according to its own priorities. It cooperates, of 

course, with the other institutions in dealing with proposals for legislation, and they, in 

turn, have a vested interest in cooperating with the parliament in order to ensure smooth 

passage of proposals. As such, the EP blends a wide variety of national parliamentary 

traditions through its procedure and its style. It also has distinctive features of its own 

arising from the evolution of its powers in the EU system, the linguistic constraints that 

it faces, and its treaty obligations, such as deadlines. Of course, the debating phase is 

essential, even if EP debates are not considered as lively or as interesting to the media 

as those of some other parliaments (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 73). Of most 

interest, is the fact that the EP has developed methods to enhance the role of its 

members in actually shaping policy outcomes rather than being a rubber stamp or a 

simple forum (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 74). For these and many other 

reasons, not least the contents, this section draws heavily on the parliamentary debate 

discussing the outcomes of the Martin Report.    

   The plenary started with a declaration by the EP President concerning the institutions 

and the Community as a whole. The member states subsequently acknowledged that 

their most serious problems of development and growth should be solved jointly, 

economic convergence being an essential requirement of the European monetary 

system. Interestingly, the rapporteur Simone Martin, when called to present the outcome 

of the investigation leading to the Report, started her speech by asserting:  

 
Community funds are limited; it is to be hoped that they will have a multiplying effect when 

combined with National aid. This effect will be achieved by coordination and concentration on 

priorities within the framework of overall regional development programmes. This presupposes 

that Community aid is actually combined with national aid, that is to say, that it should 

supplement it. However, it would seem that such additionality has not been achieved in Northern 

Ireland.9 

 

 

   In this regard, some clarifications are necessary. Northern Ireland representatives, 

being legally part of the UK, were not members of the Council of Ministers and were 

represented from Whitehall by the British government and its civil servants (Murphy, 

2014: p. 28). The existence of separate Northern Ireland economic interests implied that 
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Westminster representation might not always reflect the preferences of Northern Ireland 

civil servants and citizens. Thus, in the context of a multilateral bargaining framework 

that drove negotiations on priorities and budgetary issues within the Council, Northern 

Ireland coalition-building and lobbying was politically tense because of this lack of 

representation (Tannam, 1999: p. 119). In addition, the UK had always involved 

regional representatives in applications for European funds, with the primary aim of 

maximizing budgetary transfers from the EU. The bargaining, as well as the 

implementation stage, were administered by London from the onset, and renegotiations 

at the national level often produced considerable ‘cuts’ to the amount of funding 

destined for the six counties (Interviews with Logue, 2015; Pollak, 2015; Nicholson, 

2015; Colgan, 2016 and Larkin, 2016). This dispute is extensively explored in the EP 

debate considered here and its most remarkable feature is that Hume, Paisley, and 

Taylor express themselves jointly for the first time, on this occasion against the absence 

of additionality.  

   Hume stated; 

 
The three Northern Ireland members of this Parliament - and let us not disguise the fact that we 

have deep and indeed bitterly divided views on the political situation in Northern Ireland - today 

make common cause in this parliament. Today we speak with one voice on the issue of 

economic and social deprivation in Northern Ireland. We appeal to this parliament and to the 

institutions of this Community for solidarity and for practical help. We appeal to you in the name 

of the common concern for the future of all our people in Northern Ireland.10 

 

 

   With this short sentence, Hume was able to emphasize his certainty, which was based 

on the belief that the search for peace in Northern Ireland was intimately linked to better 

living and working conditions in the region. Violence cost jobs and no one should be 

asked to build a peaceful political system on the ruins of a shattered economy. For this 

reason, and based on the principles expressed in the funding treaties, the Commission 

was called on successively in the debate to carry out a rapid study of the impact of 

Community membership in Northern Ireland, reviewing the prospects of the Northern 

Ireland economy.  

   Paisley answered:  

 
Mr President, this is by far the most important debate held to date in this Assembly on Northern 

Ireland. We are all, and not least the Northern Ireland Members - Mr Hume, Mr Taylor, and 
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myself - deeply indebted for the diligent way in which she has prepared her report. […] Since 

Northern Ireland entered this Community at the end of 1980, it is credited to having paid into the 

EEC budget 166.7 million but received a gross figure of only 141 millions. Of this 141 millions 

given to Northern Ireland by the various community funds, the United Kingdom Government 

admits in parliamentary replies that I have that it has retained 83.44 million to offset its own 

spending in Northern Ireland and passed on, as additional expenditure, a mere 57.66 million. 

That, I suggest to this House, is a public scandal, which needs to be publicly examined by this 

Community because not only is this a fraud by the United Kingdom Government on the people 

of Northern Ireland, it is equally a fraud on this Community, for the funds given to Northern 

Ireland by the EEC are intended to be additional to the national’s governments contribution to 

the problem of Northern Ireland.11 

 

 

   This highly detailed statement from Ian Paisley was generally welcomed. The Irish 

MEPs Maher and Blaney expressed their solidarity and their full support regarding any 

proposal that could come forward. Here the emphasis was placed on Northern Ireland as 

one of the most troubled areas of the whole Community and, as recognized even by 

Paisley, this placed the region under a special responsibility of the EC, to address in the 

best way it could.  It was key to implementing the request and invitation of the report to 

get an in-depth study of the problems affecting people to such a degree and to come up 

with new additional proposals and solutions, particularly on what was called a ‘fraud by 

the United Kingdom Government’. More impressive is the joint demarche of the three 

Northern Ireland MEPs, who outside the European framework had a fraught 

relationship. This is the first example of such an action. The EP is usually represented 

as a weaker institution compared to the Commission, nevertheless, this debate, as with 

the later debate on the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985, proves the opposite. The EP 

sitting ended on the 19 June 1981, with Mr Taylor concluding;  
 

I thank John Hume for his initiative in this respect and I direct everyone’s attention here, and 

more especially back to Northern Ireland, to the fact that when it comes to the economic and 

social problems, the three Northern Ireland MEPs, irrespective of their political divisions, have a 

common love and concern for the future of their province.12 

 

   The reflections, the analysis and the quotations presented in this section showed the 

importance of political discourse at the core of the Martin Report, but also how a 

parliamentary debate can underline issues and principles that would not otherwise be 

discussed. The Martin Report constituted the first major step taken by the EC towards 
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the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict. The parliamentary debate that 

followed its presentation is the very first instance of the three Northern Ireland MEPs 

expressing themselves together, in mutual support and agreement, for the good of the 

region they represented. The last quotation of John Taylor is another valuable example 

of the above assessment and, in sum, these circumstances constitute the very genesis of 

the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict and also the first time in which 

nationalist and unionist politicians agreed publicly that Europe could constitute a force 

for good in the future of the region.      

 

Conclusion 

Contrary to popular opinion, which argues that the EP’s powers are too limited to have 

a real influence on EU policy-making processes, this chapter showed instead how its 

institutional framework was essential in bringing the Northern Ireland conflict onto the 

European agenda and in shaping the strategies and work of the main Irish and Northern 

Irish political actors.  

   An emphasis on the EP’s formal committee rules, which created the conditions that 

enabled strategies of lobbying to initiate change, was also necessary to understand how 

individual members, such as John Hume, could play an important part in influencing EP 

policy outcomes. Under the above-described circumstances the three Northern Ireland 

MEPs - particularly John Hume - could play an important part in influencing the 

direction of the discussions. The committee system of the EP was characterized by the 

absence of an executive determining the outcomes of a committee debate, which 

resulted instead from the interplay between the positions of the different political 

groups. The relationship between the groups was marked by a mixture of conflict and 

cooperation, which meant that, even with profound disagreements between Paisley, 

Hume, and Nicholson, a strong esprit de corps, positively advanced by the neutral 

environment of the EP and with a strong positive input coming from Hume, enabled 

them to find a degree of consensus in Europe. Indeed, there was within the EP a level of 

informality and openness within which relations of trust could develop that transcended 

the original political divisions of the three Northern Ireland representatives. Their 

priorities being the same and their interests being closer than they would ever be 

elsewhere, their cooperation became important in determining the direction and the 

responses of the EP on the whole Northern Ireland conflict in the following years.  
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   Nonetheless, their different backgrounds had an influence on their willingness to fully 

engage with processes of Europeanisation. Hume, who never fully espoused the 

Westminster style of politics, was the more prone to embrace the Brussels policy-

making mode of politics. Paisley, Taylor - and then Nicholson - remained more 

generalists, focusing more on taking an active part in the debates or within their own 

national party representation.  

   From such a perspective and in order to show a concrete example of the above-

mentioned cooperation, this chapter subsequently described the 1981 Martin Report. 

Although the focus of the Report was social and economic issues, the references it made 

to the civil unrest within Northern Ireland, and its particular circumstances, underlined 

for the first time one of the major issues concerning the relationship between the six 

counties, Brussels, and the British government - additionality - thus also creating the 

first precedent for cooperation among the three Northern Ireland MEPs. They jointly 

expressed their support for the Martin Report outcomes during the parliamentary 

plenary session, in which the report was presented. In the same instance, Paisley, Hume, 

and Taylor took a unified approach against the lack of additionality characterizing the 

linkage between Brussels and Northern Ireland. Thus, the Martin Report created a 

precedent, which led to many special measures for Northern Ireland in the future, while 

it showed at the same time room to accommodate diverse points of view from various 

backgrounds, specifically located within the European framework.  

   The next chapter will investigate another important milestone in the process of 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict: the Northern Ireland hunger strike of 

1981.  
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The European Union response to the Northern Ireland hunger strikes  

 

 

Introduction  

The Northern Ireland prison protests and the Northern Ireland hunger strikes constituted 

the first real chance for the EP and for the MEPs to test their capacity and their recently 

acquired powers with a very specific political aim. In fact, since 1979 and the direct 

election, the parliament moved from being a solely consultative assembly to become a 

genuine co-legislator in an EU that had itself evolved considerably beyond its original 

scope and powers. MEPs had become the representatives of ‘the people of Europe’, 

which involved interconnected cultural, economic, social, and, especially, political 

elements. Their capacity to exercise powers in lobbying, influencing, and discussing the 

whole EU legislative process and its policy outcomes allowed the EP to become part of 

a network of contacts extending well beyond the European institutions, proclaiming an 

overall determination to make the European system more accessible and visible to 

European citizens. This was part of a broader effort to improve the legitimacy of the 

EU. Accordingly, this chapter’s main undertaking is to describe how the Northern 

Ireland prison protests and the Northern Ireland hunger strikes constituted the very first 

circumstance when MEPs could act autonomously on a wide range of political 

initiatives, in response to the concerns of a portion of European citizens, in relation to 

the situation in the six northern counties.  

   By stressing how essential this forum has been to creating ways in which actors have 

been able to Europeanise the Northern Ireland conflict, this chapter continues with the 

trend established by chapter 1 in addressing concepts of lobbying, power, and influence. 

Consequently, it locates this argument among global discussions on the power of the EP 

and its capacity to influence EU policy-making processes (Tsebelis, 1994: p. 134, 

Boyron, 1996: p. 301; Crombez, 1996: p. 206; Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 2). 

Of most importance, this chapter will demonstrate the prominence of the EP as the first 

European forum where a joint approach between the UK and the Republic was 

theorized as the best solution to tackle the Northern Ireland conflict.   

 The analysis starts with a brief chronological contextualization of the Northern Ireland 

prison protests and of the Northern Ireland hunger strikes, in order to understand the 

strategy taken mainly by the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs to bring the topic onto the EP 

agenda. Subsequently, the chapter will give an account of the EP position towards the 
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1980 hunger strikes, as carefully expressed in the parliamentary session held in 

Strasbourg on 18 December 1980. The outcome of this discussion essentially 

recognized that the EP had at the time insufficient expertise on the Northern Ireland 

conflict’s genesis, which prevented it proceeding with a stronger approach. Nonetheless, 

considerations and concerns expressed in plenary brought to light the awareness and 

consciousness among MEPs and member states about the reality of the Northern Ireland 

conflict and put pressure on the EP president to take a firmer stance on the Northern 

Ireland hunger strikes against the British government. This certainly played a role in the 

subsequent and more concrete involvement of the EU in conflict amelioration as 

represented by the 1984 Haagerup Report (Haagerup, 1984).1 Finally, the chapter will 

discuss the parliamentary position on the death of Bobby Sands, which is explored in 

contrast to the British government’s internal discussions and public quarrels in response 

to the rise of European interest in the Northern Ireland conflict.  

 

The Northern Ireland prison protests and hunger strikes: the historical context  

The Northern Ireland prison protests and the Northern Ireland hunger strikes resulted in 

a showdown between Margaret Thatcher, the Republic of Ireland, and Northern 

Ireland’s politicians and ultimately led to the death of ten prisoners. Widespread 

concerns were voiced amongst various political groups in the Republic of Ireland, 

within Northern Ireland, and with related echoes extending also to the European 

institutions where the hunger strikes generated much publicity and interest. When the 

on-going Northern Ireland prison dispute and subsequent hunger strikes came to the 

attention of the parliament, MEPs debated not only the conflict as a whole but also the 

cornerstones of the EU, undermined in its deepest meaning by this terrible affliction that 

was tearing apart a region of the community. To explore further it is necessary to 

describe the genesis of this crisis in order to locate the related debates taking place 

within the EP.  

   With the conflict in Northern Ireland reaching its highpoint in 1972, changes to the 

powers of detention and the admissibility of evidence led to many charges and 

imprisonments. Most notably the Diplock Courts system was subjected to much 

international criticism: conviction was possible on the sole basis of confessions and a 

single judge heard the cases without jury (Dickson, 2010: p. 55). In addition, 1976 saw 

the removal of ‘Special category status’ for all those sentenced for offences after 1 

March 1976 (English, 2006: p. 360). From then on, those who previously would have 
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been regarded as political prisoners were now to be treated as common criminals and 

forced to wear prison uniform and do prison work. The Republican prisoners refused to 

go along with the policy and, as a consequence, they were locked in their cells 24 hours 

a day with no access to books, magazines, TV, radio, or exercise (McKeown, 2001: p. 

72; Hennessey, 2014: p. 84).  

 After four years of protesting against the new regime and refusing to go along with it 

seven prisoners began a hunger strike on 27 October 1980. Information about the fast 

spread across Europe. The hunger strike was called off 53 days later when news 

circulated among the prisoners that an agreement with the British government had been 

reached. The rumour of the ending was met with a mixture of confusion and excitement 

across the prison, although only several days later it became evident that the 

government had no intentions of making any concessions relating to the five demands 

of the prisoners (English, 2006: p. 361). A second and more organised wave of hunger 

strikes was then called, which began on the 1 March 1981, the 5th anniversary of the 

abolition of the special category status (Hennessey, 2014: p. 97; McKeown, 2001: p. 

75). Bobby Sands began his fast on the 1 March 1981 and was followed two weeks later 

by Francis Hughes. Sands’ plight received enormous international publicity and on the 

10 April he was elected to the British Parliament in a by-election in the Fermanagh-

South Tyrone constituency while on the 41st day of his hunger strike (English, 2006: p. 

362). Eventually, the 1981 hunger strike claimed the lives of ten prisoners in the spring 

and summer of 1981, Bobby Sands being the first to on 5th May. The hunger strike was 

called off on 3rd October of the same year.  

   Between the months of April and May, correspondence between the EP president, 

Simone Veil, and private groups and associations within the whole community 

intensified. The EP and other European institutions were called upon to save the 

strikers’ lives and to take a stronger approach to help resolve the Northern Ireland 

conflict. Such a development confirms how, in parallel to its expansion of powers, the 

EP came to be seen internationally as a respected institution with the capacity to help 

bring about a resolution of such conflicts. Such international and transnational pressure 

on the EP and on the EP president to act against British government policies pushed the 

EU to take a stronger and a more active involvement in the Northern Ireland conflict.  
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Exploring the functions of the European Parliament 

A classical parliamentary function performed by the EP is that of a political forum and a 

channel for communication. With the high level of autonomy the EP developed after the 

1979 direct election it could not only undertake tasks imposed upon it by the treaties, 

but it could also take on a wide range of political initiatives, many of which were in 

response to the concerns of citizens or to answer MEP’s motions for resolution (Abeles, 

1992: p. 368). Such functions are important to describe before analysing the text of 

motions for resolution and the contents of EP debates concerning the Northern Ireland 

prison protests and hunger strikes since it is through these mechanisms that the MEPs 

were able to bring Northern Ireland onto the EU agenda. Accordingly, this section 

focuses on highlighting the purposes and features of the instruments made available to 

MEPs and, in general, to underline how the representatives interacted with their 

colleagues and within the parliament in order to bring the topic of the prison protests 

under the spotlight in Europe.       

   The motions for resolution, tabled by individual members, only occasionally gave rise 

to a report from a parliamentary committee but they did allow individual MEPs to raise 

issues within the parliament. Such motions were translated into all EU languages, 

distributed, and therefore very useful, even where no follow-up took place (Corbett, 

Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 306). The motions were thus an excellent means for the 

individual MEPs concerned to demonstrate their activities on behalf of their 

constituencies, to place a viewpoint on record, to draw attention to a particular problem, 

or to contribute to discussions in other very specific frameworks (Corbett, Jacobs, 

Shackleton, 2005: p. 304; Interview with Lynn Boylan, 25/11/2016).  

   The EP is one of the few parliaments that can carry out casework on individual human 

rights violations (Lodge, 1997: p. 267). For many years a specific administrative unit 

dealt with this work, the whole role of the EP in this field being informal since it 

derived mainly from its position as a mirror of public opinion rather than from a 

specific legal competence. Nonetheless, the judgements of the European Court of 

Human Rights (whose work was driven by the EP to which it was directly 

interconnected) has increased awareness of patterns of human rights violations across 

geographic boundaries (Lodge, 1997: p. 268), bringing attention to issues such as 

freedom of expression, modern slavery, and rights of minorities, which were 

subsequently discussed in plenary (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 308). As 

asserted by the Sinn Féin MEP Matt Carthy; “In this regard, you have to consider that 
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the field of human rights usually gets lots of attention in plenary and within the 

committee debates” (interview with Matt Carthy, 06/01/2017). In particular, the 

parliament has always put considerable effort into being a channel through which 

questions of human rights could be raised and;  
 

Because of the nature of the widespread concerns among international public opinion during the 

time of the hunger strikes, this is exactly what happened. The sensitivities of the EP for such 

delicate issues and the mechanism of using the motions for resolution as an instrument to catch 

attention, allowed the MEPs to raise those concerns within the European arena and, in general, to 

bring the topic to the EP agenda. 

(Interview with Martina Anderson, 02/12/2016) 

       

These quotations indicate the existence of a number of motions for resolution 

concerning human rights violations in Northern Ireland at the time of the prison 

protests. The motions for resolution, presented to the parliament by the Independent 

Fianna Fáil MEP Neil Blaney and co-signed by members from varying nations 

represented in the EP, point to a concerted effort to draw attention to the situation in 

Northern Ireland. In addition, the fact that the focus of such motions was human rights 

violations in a region of the community is evidence of a strategic choice. The decision 

to use the language of human rights improved the possibility of placing the status of the 

hunger strikers on the EP’s agenda in the short term. Precedent for such a strategy had 

been set in the late 1970s when the ECHR had adjudicated on the issues of the Northern 

Ireland prison protests. The ECHR found no basis in international law or the European 

Convention on Human Rights for the claim to political status. According to the motions 

for resolution presented to the EP by Blaney and others the British government was 

nonetheless found to be responsible for having been more concerned with the 

punishment of prisoners than with seeking a way out of this impasse2 (Dickson, 2010: p. 

56). Shortly afterwards, the EP ratified this assessment, which became, therefore, its 

official parliamentary point of view on the question.3  

   The next section of this chapter describes how the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs broadened 

the EP agenda through motions for resolutions, lobbying and discussions in order to 

Europeanise the Northern Ireland conflict. In this way, they found the international 

support they were seeking for their stance on the conflict, which also concerned the 

territory of the Republic. At the same time, by demonstrating their active role in Europe 

on behalf of their constituencies, they were also responding to public opinion and 



 87 

widespread concerns about the British government’s handling of the situation within the 

Island of Ireland and within Europe.  

 

The ‘human rights’ motions for resolution to EP     

In the early 1980s a series of motions for resolutions were tabled by MEPs, on behalf of 

several different political groups, urging the institution and the EC as a whole to involve 

itself more definitively in the political issues of Northern Ireland. In general, these 

motions endorsed Irish nationalists’ aspirations to various degrees and were therefore 

regarded suspiciously by Unionists and British MEPs. Nonetheless the motions were 

generally supported by the vast majority of the EP, which condemned the British 

government for violating human rights in Northern Ireland, “in a cruel and merciless 

fashion”4. More specifically, criticisms were levelled at the British government for the 

inhuman conditions in which, as expressed in public records, “political prisoners are 

being detained in Northern Ireland, […] in solitary confinement and damp, unheated 

cells and they are obliged to do compulsory work and their rights to receive visitors, 

correspondence and education are restricted”.5 It is important to notice that different 

groups within the EP all proposed critical motions in this regard.  

   The Independent Fianna Fáil MEP, Neil Blaney, tabled the majority of these motions 

with the support of his colleagues, MEP Luciana Castellina (Group for the European 

United Left/ Italian Communist Party), MEP Mauritis Coppieters (Independent/ Belgian 

Volksunie), and the Belgian Jaak Vandemeulebroucke (Independent/ Belgian 

Volksunie). The text noted that the territory of the six counties, under the direct rule of 

the government at Westminster, was subject to special legislation which provided, 

among many other features, for detention without trial and for detention for up to seven 

days in isolation with relentless interrogation while denied access to legal advice.6 

Furthermore, the text described trials conducted by special non-jury courts, the ‘Diplock 

Courts’, in which confessions extracted during such interrogations might be accepted as 

sole evidence for conviction.7 The same case was reiterated one year later, adding that 

the Diplock courts had been in use in Northern Ireland since 1974 and that ‘all those 

accused of political offences in the six counties of Northern Ireland are tried in courts 

without juries’.8  

   Approximately 360 people convicted by these special non-jury courts refused to wear 

prison uniform on the grounds that they were special category prisoners and 

consequently:  
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They are at present stripped naked and denied all basic rights. These prisoners held in the H-

Blocks of the prison at Long Kesh are provided only with a blanket and no other furniture than a 

mattress thrown on the floor, locked in their cells for 24 hours a day, allowed no exercise, no 

books, newspapers, video or television, permitted only one visit from screened relatives per 

month, denied the right to write and send out letters and alleged to be subjected to regular 

beatings and ill-treatment and denied access to legal or medical advice.9  

 

This statement - and the descriptions of the Diplock Courts - constitutes an accurate 

report on the prisoners’ conditions. It spared details regularly conveyed by press 

coverage concerning the cells’ sanitary situation and the health of prisoners, but 

nonetheless the motion for resolution tabled by Blaney precisely articulates concerns 

about the denial of human rights in a region of the community.    

   In response, the EP president examined the motion for resolution presented in relation 

to the issues Northern Ireland was facing. The text was considered admissible for 

consideration in plenary and subsequently added to the agenda of the next plenary 

session  (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 307). In practice, this meant that the 

parliament accepted the importance of the motion and allowed the matter to be further 

investigated and subsequently discussed in plenary. In doing so the parliament was 

expressing a certain continuity with its condemnation of the ill-treatment of prisoners in 

Northern Ireland, in line with the position previously taken in the European Court of 

Human Rights’ judgment in the late 1970s. This judgment had found the British 

government guilty of human rights infringements and responsible for not having 

undertaken any efforts to bring to justice - or even remove from office - those persons 

responsible for such a situation10. In addition, the British authorities refused to allow 

inspections of the H-Blocks by the International Red Cross, by Amnesty International, 

or by public representatives other than selected British MPs. The text of the motion also 

states that the government brought forward no valid justification for such a refusal. The 

mention of this obstructive behaviour is alone sufficient to understand the arousal of 

suspicions, which began to spread across the EP political groups.11 

   These motions for resolution, tabled by individual members, were the main expression 

of growing attention to this particular problem and contributed to discussions. In 

addition, a specific importance needs to be accorded to the text of the resolution itself; 

drafted in a careful enough way so that it could more easily get the support of the other 

MEPs, thus creating a fertile political landscape for a positive EP reaction and thereby 

begin to address the requests of those concerned MEPs (interview with Colm Larkin, 
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17/05/2016). In the specific context of the Northern Ireland prison protest the MEPs - 

but particularly the Irish MEP Neil Blaney - had a variety of ways and means of 

pursuing the issues within the European institutions;  
 

They were certainly aware of the possibility to maximise strategic impacts among their 

colleagues by means of the motions for resolution. Furthermore, the Irish MEPs were certainly 

conscious of the autonomy the EP had in subsequent procedures of EU public policy-making.  

The way in which the motions were presented and particularly their focus on human rights 

protection needs to be accounted for, as part of a specific strategy aimed at raising awareness and 

gaining sympathy for the cause of the strikers. 

(Interview with Martina Anderson, 02/12/2016) 

 

In this quotation, the MEP Martina Anderson underlines the openness and transparency 

of the EP mechanisms of lobbying and discussions, which needs to be seen as one of the 

main advantages of Europeanisation. In addition, such a strategy also enhanced the Irish 

network within and beyond the European institutions, national governments and 

national parliaments, ensuring a certain degree of international support for the cause and 

also for future related political and economic demands interconnected to the situation in 

Northern Ireland. The next section analyses the public debate held by the EP on the 

1980 Northern Ireland hunger strike.  

 

The 18 December 1980 European Parliament plenary session  

The political forum and role of any parliament is most clearly visible in its public 

debates. This is true for all debates but some set-piece debates give members an 

opportunity to take a wider view that may not fit easily into the more specialised 

discussions. Political debates raise issues on a larger scale and are also a means to 

establish contacts between different political groups. Common interests can also push 

individual MEPs belonging to different political groups towards greater cooperation. In 

turn, such collaboration can constitute the basis for establishing a policy network 

through creating a broader foundation of support for interconnected matters in need of 

greater European backing.  

   In investigating the contents of the parliamentary session held on 18 December 1980 

(the day the 1980 hunger strike was called off), in which Northern Ireland figured as a 

matter of urgent discussion for the first time, the importance of this debate is not simply 

its novelty but also the role it played in raising awareness of the situation. Even if this 

EP debate did not have a concrete short-term outcome it nonetheless had an extremely 
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important role in building intense and regular contacts between MEPs and between 

different political groups. Such interactions and connections between Irish Fianna Fáil 

MEPs and other political groups (the most important to note is the Socialist group in 

which the Northern nationalist John Hume, who was directly involved in the hunger 

strike negotiations with the British government, sat) developed within a coalition, 

whose links and joint work contributed in time to making a positive impact on the 

political and economic situation in Northern Ireland.  

   The Irish Fianna Fáil MEP, Patrick Lalor, was called by the EP president to make the 

opening statement. After an assertion about the health of the seven prisoners on hunger 

strike in Long Kesh (whose fast had been on for over 50 days) the MEP highlighted the 

humanitarian aspects of the situation, deliberately leaving aside the most political facets. 

This was part of a strategy aimed at gaining the highest possible level of support among 

the MEPs. Reactions can be encapsulated in the Socialist Group declaration, whose 

spokesperson Ernest Glinne, from the Belgian socialist party, asserted; 

 
A problem of a humanitarian kind is by nature urgent and it has to be tackled and solved with the 

utmost speed. The parliament would, in my view, be demonstrating a lack of sympathy if it 

failed to adopt urgency on this matter. However, in this particular case, we do have strong 

reservations on the question whether it is opportune to have in this Assembly at this moment a 

full-scale debate. We feel that such a discussion, instead of helping […] might increase the 

danger that lives will be lost. We need the benefit of the knowledge and insight of our Irish 

members from North and South before we can make a judgement. The Socialist group is 

satisfied that our colleague John Hume […] is doing his utmost to resolve this tragic situation.12  

 

This quotation shows how, although significance was certainly accorded to the matter, 

there was a certain degree of reticence, based in part on an apparent lack of knowledge 

of Northern Ireland’s internal political dynamics, which “our Irish members from North 

and South”13 should accordingly elucidate. In addition, it is not by accident that such a 

call was launched from the sole parliamentary group which had one of its members 

(Hume) directly involved in the negotiations aimed at ending the protests (Hennessey, 

2014: p. 124). Hume was an MP, but he was also taking part in the hunger strike talks 

as an MEP, thus raising his status with the British government and giving a European 

dimension to these efforts. In turn, this raised the profile of the EP internationally and it 

also legitimated Northern Ireland as a matter of concern for Europe since one of its 

representatives was directly involved in processes of mediation and negotiation in order 

to resolve the crisis. Secondly, as is evident from this quote, the MEPs still placed an 
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unwarranted trust in the on-going negotiations ignoring that Thatcher had made clear on 

that same morning in news bulletins that nothing would be done by the British 

government to negotiate an end to the protest.14  

   The debate proceeded with Ian Paisley’s considerations on the prison protests, which 

represented well the spectrum of Unionist positions on the subject;  

 
These men and women are not detained. They have been sentenced and imprisoned by the due 

process of the law, made by the United Kingdom parliament and upheld by both the present 

government and the previous Labour administration. The prisoners concerned are not people of 

high political ideals and integrity but are perpetrators of the most diabolic crimes. […] I am one 

of the few […] who has been in the prison. I have sat in the cell with these republican protesters, 

who smashed their furniture, who have urinated on the floor and have sought in every way 

possible to make imprisonment impossible. The House needs to know today that these prisoners 

are allowed to wear civilian clothing supplied by the prison authorities and after 7 o’clock each 

evening, at weekends and during all visits are allowed to wear their own clothing. They should 

also know that they have three hours of free association each week-day, that recreational 

conditions and facilities are provided for them, that they are given two visits a month and are 

allowed four letters per month.15 

 

To which the Irish MEP and Fianna Fáil politician Neil Blaney immediately retorted:  

 
Madam President, having listened to the previous speakers I can only commend to you the 

Hilton Hotel conditions described by my colleague Ian Paisley. […] The hunger strike is not 

being undertaken by people sentenced under due process of law. Eighty per cent of the inmates 

of Long Kesh today are there by virtue of forced confessions under what we call a Diplock Court 

set up in 1979 in order to criminalize those prisoners who were, in fact, given special status from 

1969 to 1976. We are not seeking political status today; the concessions these men seek have 

nothing to do with their being released from prison. […] That is what we should be thinking of, 

not quoting what the Court of Human Rights said about the demand for political status. […] Let 

us put on the record when we come to consider why these people are dying today in what Mr 

Paisley describes as the Hilton-like conditions of Long Kesh. The truth is that they are in a hell-

hole in Long Kesh, being treated like animals and dying for their determination not to stand for 

that sort of treatment.16  

 

In these quotations, the arguments on both sides, which were usually advanced 

nationally and within the Irish and British media, are stated in front of a European 

audience which embodied European popular and public opinion. Consequently, Blaney 

and Paisley’s assessments are maybe expected in their contents, but the analysis needs 

to stress to a greater extent the objective, which lay beyond these statements. Gaining 
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the attention of fellow MEPs meant Blaney could bring an added dimension to the 

conflict which had great potential for putting pressure on the then British government 

not only in this instance but in the future as the occasion arose. The Independent Fianna 

Fáil MEP did not underestimate the possibility that this might have the outcome of a 

greater involvement of the Irish Republic in Northern Ireland affairs, as will be more 

strongly demonstrated later in this chapter. On the other hand, Paisley’s objective was to 

avoid by any means a firmer involvement by the EU in the Northern Ireland conflict, 

partly in order to avoid a closer political relationship between the two parts of the 

island.  

   Three essential elements surfaced in this disagreement between these two opposing 

representatives articulating the positions of large sections of the two Northern Ireland 

communities. Firstly, Ian Paisley advanced the argument of the self-inflicted nature of 

the prisoners’ conditions in Long Kesh who had taken by themselves the decision to not 

conform to prison rules and subsequently to go on hunger strike. This assessment is 

similar to the British government’s political line on the question (English, 2006: p. 362). 

Clearly, this viewpoint was not shared by the southern representative Blaney who 

focused instead on the humanitarian aspect of the situation – along the same lines as his 

colleague Lalor. Secondly, Blaney questioned the British government’s legitimacy in 

the exercise of law in Northern Ireland. Peculiarly, Paisley did not mention the Diplock 

Courts system - on which the EP had already expressed itself - while, on the opposite 

side, Blaney specified the illegitimacy of such a judicial power. Finally, in Paisley’s 

opinion the Republican prisoners’ objective was to publicly discredit the UK 

government by creating inhuman conditions that were self-inflicted in order to gain 

publicity at an international level. This view would be supported during the same debate 

by the British Conservative Party MEP Scott-Hopkins.  

   Thus, Paisley took the exact same political line as the British administration, while on 

the opposite side, Blaney expressed a viewpoint that was close to the Sinn Féin position 

in the North but that also enjoyed widespread support south of the Irish border. Blaney 

supported his argument by stating that, even if there were concessions on special 

category status, the republican prisoners would still be Britain’s prisoners. Thus, 

Blaney’s contribution to the debate avoided dealing with the political substance of the 

conflict, despite references to the illegitimacy of many British government procedures 

in force, imploring Europe to focus instead on “saving human lives, to save misery, and 

to save a useless escalation of violence if men die on hunger strike”.17   
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   The EP rejected the request for urgent action on the 1980 hunger strike but the motion 

was referred to the appropriate committee. In practice, this meant that a committee was 

called upon to give its opinion on the subject and could decide on the adoption of the 

motion or on a report in fulfilment of the parliament’s legislative, budgetary, and 

agenda-setting role. The decision to not take urgent action on the 1980 hunger strike 

was based, firstly, on the trust placed in the on-going negotiations between the prisoners 

and the British government, as the Socialist Group mentioned. Secondly, and more 

importantly in the long-term, the Socialists recognized the EP’s deficit of knowledge on 

the origins of the Northern Ireland conflict. This argument became the basis for the 

drawing up of the Haagerup Report, the subject of the next chapter.     

 

The role of the President of the European Parliament  

There have been more than 25 different presidents of the EP since its establishment in 

1952. They have come from several different countries and at least four different 

political groups, most regularly the Socialists and the Christian Democrats (Corbett, 

Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 109). Simone Veil was elected as an MEP in the 1979 EP 

election and, in its first session, she was designated as its President (Adler, 1994: p. 25-

27). She was then the first President of the EP to be elected by MEPs chosen on the 

basis of universal suffrage.  

   The president’s formal duties are, ‘to direct all the activities of the parliament and its 

bodies”; “to open, suspend, and close parliament’s sittings’; ‘to ensure observance of 

the Rules, maintain order, call upon speakers, close debates, put matters to the vote, 

announce the results of votes, to refer to committees any communications that concern 

them’; and, to “represent the parliament in international relations, on ceremonial 

occasions and in administrative, legal or financial matters”.18 In addition, in the early 

stages of the EP’s existence, in which relations between European political groups 

within the EP and national parliaments were still inextricably interconnected, the 

president held a centralising and leading role in administrative, representational, and 

directorial EU discussions and, in a very limited manner, also in policy-making 

(Neunreither, 2005: p. 468). 

   The way in which presidents approached their duties in the past varied. Some adopted 

a direct style of leadership, others a more consensual one (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 

2005: p. 111). Presidents also differed in the emphasis they put on the various functions 

and duties mentioned above. Some attached a particular importance to their external 
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functions, such as relationships with other Union institutions, or their activities in the 

international sphere. Others have taken a greater interest in the EP internal 

administration and others again have devoted more energy to improve the image of the 

institution in the media (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 111).  

   President Simone Veil (1979-1982) belonged to the former group. She always 

stressed the strength and vigour with which the EP addressed major issues of the day. 

She always maintained close contacts with the other evolving EU institutions and she 

focused greatly on the prospect that the EP could become a significant social and 

political force in Europe, since its members were elected by universal suffrage.19     

   From a Jewish family, Simone Veil had a very unusual background. She survived 

Auschwitz-Birkenau and Bergen-Belsen and in many documentaries and public 

interviews she talked extensively about the humiliation and agony of those days, 

presenting herself at the same time as a sensitive female character, but one with strength 

and willpower (Adler, 1994: p. 26). Because of this, she attracted much attention 

amongst many public political circles across Europe, particularly during the Northern 

Ireland prison protests, having herself suffered huge deprivations in her past. Thus, 

reflections on the EP president’s background are in this context extremely important 

because they partly explain why MEPs and private associations across Europe chose to 

appeal to her to proceed with a stronger approach to the British government in efforts to 

save the 1981 hunger strikers’ lives. Secondly, President Veil’s background also 

explains why she demonstrated a particular sensitivity towards the hunger strikers, 

whilst simultaneously justifying her subsequent instructions to the EP concerning future 

procedures. In turn, the existence of a significant corpus of letters on this issue to 

Simone Veil, coming from all across Europe and from within the EP, indicates the 

positive international perception of the EU institutions and the awareness and faith 

placed in the EP President’s capacity to influence - or at least to have a say - on a very 

specific internal political issue concerning two member states of the community. On 

this basis, Simone Veil’s private correspondence provides an important insight into the 

EP perspective on the 1981 Northern Ireland hunger strike.  

   An overview of the letters reveals a regular correspondence between the EP President 

and the “Groupe Parlmentaire Rassemblement Wallon” - the Parliament of Wallon -.20 

The MEP Gustave Ansart wrote to Veil both privately and on behalf of the EP 

Communist and Allies group and the French Communist Party (PCF).21 Moreover, 

regular contacts were kept between Veil and the Parisian “Comité de défense des 
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prisonniers politiques Irlandais” (‘Committee for Irish Political Prisoners Defence’), 

which was founded in the late 1970s to support the Northern Ireland republican 

prisoners’ five demands.22 Finally, voices came from Italy and, particularly from a 

number of Italian Trade Union groups, such as the ‘CGL’, the ‘CISL’ and the ‘UIL’,23 

which jointly tried to influence the president to act more firmly to save Bobby Sands’ 

life.  

   All the letters have several common features. Firstly, they offer a generic summary of 

Sands’ fast, motives, and medical conditions, as represented by the following lines;  

 
The agony of Bobby Sands, MP (British House of Commons) [...] hit the workers all across 

Europe. We recall that the fast has been initiated only with the aim of obtaining a humane prison 

treatment, with the right to wear civilian type of clothing, the right of association among 

prisoners, the right of refusing compulsory work and to obtain a weekly visit from relatives.24 

 

L’agonia di Bobby Sands, Membro eletto del Parlamento Britannico (British House of 

Commons) […] ha colpito i lavoratori di tutte le nazionalità. Ricordiamo che l’azione di digiuno 

è stata iniziata per richiedere soltanto un trattamento carcerario più umano, con diritto di 

indossare vestiti civili normali, permesso di riunione tra detenuti, possibilità di rifiutare il 

lavoro obbligatorio e visite settimanali dei parenti. 

 

 

Secondly all the letters express their consternation towards Thatcher’s government, 

which refused any negotiation;  

 
At this very moment, the life of an Irish political prisoner, Mr Bobby Sands, is in danger as a 

result of a hunger strike. This point has been reached particularly due to the British Prime 

Minister's obstinacy in refusing to respond positively to the Long Kesh and Armagh prisoners’ 

legitimate demands. [...] In addition, Mr. Bobby Sands has just been elected MP and Mrs 

Thatcher still refuses any negotiations. We don’t understand why […] a solution could not be 

found by the British government to save the prisoner’s life, taking into account all the 

international mobilization in this instance.25 

 
En ce moment même, un prisonnier politique irlandais Monsieur Bobby Sands est en danger de 

mort à la suite d’une grève de la faim, décidée en raison de l’obstination du Chef du 

gouvernement britannique à refuser les revendications légitimes des prisonniers des prisons de 

Long Kesh et Armagh. […] Monsieur Bobby Sands vient par ailleurs d’être élu député et 

Madame Thatcher refuse toujours toute négociation. On ne comprend pas […] qu’une solution 
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ne puisse pas être trouvé par le gouvernement Britannique pour sauver la vie du condamné, 

spécialement suite à la mobilisation internationales en ce sens.  

 

 

Finally, the letters have in common an urgent appeal to the EP president, together with 

the European institutions, to take a stronger and firmer position against the British 

government’s behaviour in order to save Sands’ and the other hunger strikers’ lives.26 

The president Simone Veil was then explicitly asked to bring this topic to the following 

EP sitting27 and she was questioned about the possibility of calling a permanent inquiry 

to inspect human rights adherence in Northern Ireland and all over the United 

Kingdom28. These letters were sent to express concern about the escalation of violence 

in Northern Ireland and the possible death of the strikers. The very fact that they are 

privately addressed to the EP President is more substantial and indicates the urgency of 

the matter.  

 Another group of letters written by MEPs needs to be analysed from the same 

perspective. Their aim was to urge the EP president to use her international influence in 

order to avoid the death of a man, but also of a British MP, legally elected by universal 

suffrage;  

 
Bobby Sands, MP, and other hunger strikers at Long Kesh prison are seeking to obtain treatment 

compatible with their basic human rights and deeply concerned that the hunger strikes can lead 

very soon to unnecessary and avoidable deaths and concerned at the wave of escalating violence 

that would result.29  

 
Bobby Sands, membre du Parlement britannique, et d’autres grévistes de la faim à la prison de 

Long Kesh cherchent d’obtenir un traitement compatible avec le respect de leurs droits 

fondamentaux et profondément préoccupé que les grèves de la faim peuvent avoir pour résultat 

très prochainement des mortes inutiles et qui auraient pu être évitées et très préoccupé de la 

vague de violence croissante qui s’ensuivrait.        
 

 

The urgency of the matter is additionally stated in the following paragraph, which 

states;  

 
You will appreciate however, that the matter is one of extreme urgency, where a life could be 

saved and violence averted in the coming few days. May we, therefore, appeal to you, without 

prejudice to the outcome of the Parliament’s procedure, to use your influence with the British 
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authorities in favour of a humane and reasonable settlement on the issue of prison conditions so 

as to avoid the escalation of tension and potential violence involving peoples of two 

neighbouring member countries.30           
 

Vous voudriez bien cependant considérer que cette affaire est d’une extrême urgence puisqu’une 

vie peut-être sauvée et la violence évitée dans les jours prochains. Pouvons-nous donc faire 

appel à vous, sans préjuger l’issue de la procédure engagée  devant le Parlement, pour que vous 

usiez de votre influence auprès des autorités britanniques en faveur d’une solution humaine et 

raisonnable concernant les conditions d’emprisonnement des intéressés, afin d’éviter une 

aggravation de la tension de la violence qui touche les populations de deux états membres 

voisins.  

 

These quotations, with their call to Simone Veil to act more strongly against the British 

government handling of the 1981 hunger strike, express and confirm at the same time 

the perception among private groups and MEPs about the capacity of the EP president 

to formalise the EU legislative process and EU policy-making within member states. 

This means that, by his/her representative role, the EP President, within the limits of 

his/her competencies and despite all differences in status, constituted by him/herself a 

forum which could initiate and, to some extent, even authorise, direct action within the 

member states of the community (Neunreither, 2005: p. 474). This was also important 

for any administrative follow-up. Without the awareness that the EP President had the 

means and the powers to act in order to save the strikers’ lives there would have been no 

reason to summon her.  

   Nonetheless, this process has always been considered slow due to the convention that 

communication between the parliament and the member states should be based on the 

principle of reciprocity (Corbett, Jacobs, Shackleton, 2005: p. 110). In other words, this 

meant that national parliaments should provide comparable access to information for all 

MEPs but this did not work in the same way in all member states (Neunreither, 2005: p. 

475). In fact, British, Irish, and Northern Ireland MEPs did not have the same access to 

information related to the situation in the North because of specific objectives of the 

British government and the Unionist administration, which persistently asserted that 

Northern Ireland was an exclusively domestic matter under the jurisdiction of local and 

national administrations. Nonetheless, the British government’s internal power 

structures, which prevented external involvement in what was deemed a domestic 

situation, ultimately pushed the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs and John Hume to cooperate 

because together they could present their case to the EP in order to gain support. 
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   In support of the argument previously made, which stated the positive public 

perception of the EP President’s capacity to influence EU public policy-making 

processes, it is important to mention that the Unionist MEP John Taylor also wrote a 

private letter to Simone Veil, in which he asserted: 

 
I understand that you have received representations from […] members of our Parliament in an 

effort to involve you and the Parliament in the matter of prison conditions in the Maze Prison. 

[…] I also understand that Members from Southern Ireland have prompted several of these 

representations. As a resident in Northern Ireland as well as Member of Parliament for all of 

Northern Ireland, I must appeal to you to resist any pressure to become involved. As their 

Member of Parliament, I know that the overwhelming majority of people in Northern Ireland are 

strongly opposed to the demands of the present I.R.A. hunger strikers, i.e. that they, and not the 

State Authorities, should control conditions within the prisons. […] The only opposition comes 

from the Dublin government and a minority within Northern Ireland. Intervention by you would 

be interpreted in Ulster as support by the European Parliament for the I.R.A. tactics - an 

intervention that would be strongly resented by the vast majority of Northern Ireland citizens. 

[...]31   
   

These lines encapsulate not only Unionists’ worries related to a conceivable European 

involvement in such a delicate issue as prison conditions and the hunger strikes in 

Northern Ireland, but they also show a well-founded fear of a tangible input into 

Northern Ireland affairs from the EP, in this case coming from the Republic of Ireland 

MEPs. This quotation thus indicates a growing awareness among the Unionist 

community of the potential consequences that the awakening of European attention to 

the Northern Ireland conflict could have and that it should be avoided. It also suggests 

that such fears were based on the belief that the EP President did indeed have some 

capacity to influence EU policies and to have an impact on the conflict, otherwise there 

would have been no need to appeal to her not to get the EU involved. 

   Thus, the EP had already been conceived at this early stage as an additional arena for 

seeking international support. In fact, the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs could not act at the 

national and local levels where Unionists rejected any discussions, and the British 

government was reticent in engaging in European consultations. This attitude 

constituted a common ground between the Unionists and the UK government for a 

number of years.     
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   Nevertheless, Simone Veil instructed the EP and the responsible committees to add 

the matter of the on-going Northern Ireland hunger strike to the European parliamentary 

agenda for the 7 May 1981 sitting.  

 

 

The 7 May 1981 European Parliament plenary session: the Fianna Fáil MEPs and 

the joint approach 

The EP demonstrated a degree of political wisdom by deciding to debate the subject. It 

demonstrated how it had grown over the years and how it specifically exerted its 

functions as a political forum that gave voice not only to social, regional, and 

ideological differences between people and states, but also how it worked concretely 

vis-à-vis the world outside to faithfully represent people and minorities. The analysis 

below takes into consideration not only the contents of the speeches but also the 

background of the individual MEPs who intervened on behalf of the various political 

groups. This is because interventions on this issue were often associated with a political 

position on more global issues affecting Europe during those years. Expressing support 

for the prisoners’ demands could, for example, represent a way to attack a NATO 

country on human rights issues. This was especially useful because the Western Bloc 

had attacked the USSR on these same matters many times previously. In addition, it is 

interesting to notice that the ‘political colour’ of those who spoke, their affinity to a 

specific EP political group, or their individuality in taking an interest in the Northern 

Ireland conflict, had potentially different meanings for the British government. If 

criticisms came from the far left they might not particularly worry the UK 

administration. However, if condemnation came from the centre, the right, or from 

individual MEPs who took a personal interest in the situation, they constituted a more 

serious source of concern for the British government.  

   The EP received two resolutions on the 1981 hunger strike32 and the parliamentary 

sitting, held in Strasbourg two days after the death of Bobby Sands, opened by calling 

on the UK authorities to modify their prison regulations in order to enable the hunger 

strikes to be honourably called to a halt.  

   In their parliamentary addresses, the MEPs displayed a certain effort to sketch out 

Northern Ireland’s historical background in order to understand the circumstances that 

had brought forth the protests. Accordingly, the speeches often used sentences such as 

“a large section of society in the heart of Europe has been suffering under vicious 
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colonial repression for decades”.33 In addition, regardless of which government was in 

power, Labour or Conservative, the British policy in Northern Ireland is described as 

“built on discrimination”;34 “on consistent refusal to enter any negotiation”;35 and “on 

the blind refusal to accept Irish nationhood”.36 In sum, of the 18 MEPs who spoke, 16 

of them argued that the Northern Ireland question should be discussed as an issue of 

importance for Europe as a whole and that the absence of Northern Ireland issues on the 

agenda of the EP on a long-term basis would discredit all the European institutions and, 

in particular, the EP, which “had so often condemned violations of human rights in 

countries so far from the community”.37  

   President Veil appealed subsequently to the Irish MEPs to make their statements. The 

Irish MEPs De Valera, O’Connell, and Blaney had been involved in the effort to end the 

hunger strike. They all visited Bobby Sands in prison, specifying that they were doing 

so as MEPs and not as TDs (Hennessey, 2014: p. 182). Sands had asked for the meeting 

(Hennessey, 2014: p. 181) and the British government granted permission in spite of 

Unionists’ objections, which declared themselves “disgusted and outraged by the 

decision. In no other country would a convicted terrorist be allowed to receive foreign 

sympathisers”38. During the meeting, Blaney spoke about the position of the Republic’s 

government, stating that the Taoiseach would not want to be personally involved and 

that “his hands were tied”,39 with Sands repeating on several occasions that he did not 

want to die, but that he wanted to win something.40 In the aftermath of the meeting, the 

three MEPs requested an urgent consultation with Mrs Thatcher, which was refused 

(Hennessey, 2014: p. 181). In addition, they demanded reforms to the prison system. 

They demanded that the European Court of Human Rights involve itself in the dispute 

and sent telegrams to Ms Gandhi (the Indian Prime Minister), to the President of the 

USA, and others member of the US administration (Hennessey, 2014: p. 182). Thatcher 

replied to these requests as follows:  
 

It is not my habit or custom to meet MPs of a foreign country about a citizen of the UK resident 

in the UK. If they wish to make representations and if they wish to do so with speed, they should 

do so through their own government in the customary way.41 

 

Margaret Thatcher referred to them as ‘MPs of a foreign country’ but did not 

acknowledge that they were also members of the EP. This elision of the European 

aspect of their intervention shows a certain anxiety about the potential force of this new 

European dimension to the involvement of the Republic of Ireland in the North. 
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Concerned not to put in jeopardy the good relations between the UK and the Republic 

following the 1981 Dublin summit between Thatcher and Haughey, whilst trying to 

outbid those extreme Republican politicians who would seek to capitalize on Sands’ 

death in the period leading up to the forthcoming Irish general election, the actions of 

the Irish MEPs constituted a real attempt to Europeanise the Northern Ireland hunger 

strike. The fact that Thatcher called them ‘MPs of a foreign country’ shows a concern to 

keep the issue as far as possible from Europe, a community to which the UK belonged.      

   Within the EP the first to intervene “on behalf of all the Irish political parties in the 

Republic represented in this House and in the Irish Parliament back home”42 was 

Patrick Lalor. He envisaged the great majority of Irish people as fundamentally 

disagreeing with the methods espoused by the IRA and their advocates, but nonetheless 

the hunger strike, which resulted in the death of Bobby Sands, was not considered as an 

act of terrorism. “The death of Bobby Sands was not a suicide; regrettably, it was the 

supreme sacrifice of an Irishman in an effort to achieve simple humanitarian prison 

conditions being denied in the United Kingdom.”43 For her part, Síle De Valera 

described her time spent with Bobby Sands two weeks before. She pointed out that, 

over more than an hour of conversation, Sands did not mention once the term ‘political 

status’. She then cited the prisoners’ five demands, describing them as ‘rights’, which 

were already granted in the Republic of Ireland and, finally, she called on the British 

authorities to concentrate on finding a solution “for the good of all young Irish 

people”.44 Neil Blaney followed Ms De Valera’s example, starting by stating that he had 

just returned from the funeral of Bobby Sands where he “saw the grief of a nation in the 

matter of a few hours in Belfast city”.45 He prided himself as one who knew better than 

most what the situation in Northern Ireland was, “for I am one of the people of Northern 

Ireland”46. Blaney was referring to the fact that although he was based in the Republic 

his constituency in Donegal was in the northernmost part of Ireland and was part of the 

province of Ulster. Subsequently, he addressed the British Conservative Party directly;  

 
My particular plea to you is that […] you would be doing a great good turn to your leader 

particularly, who has achieved as a woman the highest office in your land and in your 

government. Perhaps you could make her even greater […] persuading her to exercise her 

compassion because greatness cannot exist and never has existed in any leader at any level 

without there being compassion, mercy, and justice. […] Madam President I challenge the 

government that has put the prisoners in Long Kesh to bring the cases […] before any 

democratic court in the world with normal evidence […] and I will abide by their decision.47 
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In analysing these quotations, this work attempted to encapsulate the two positions 

expressed at the same time by Neil Blaney. The first one is the viewpoint representative 

of the mainstream Irish Fianna Faíl perspective on the Northern Ireland conflict, and 

the second one is the Independent Fianna Fáil point of view. In fact, Blaney was 

expelled from Fianna Fáil following the Irish Arms Crisis (1969–1970) and founded 

Independent Fianna Fáil. His speech related to the hunger strikes in EP plenary sections 

usually embodied both these perspectives, which are reflective of his background. In 

general, the three MEPs all reiterated the need for prison regulations to be applied with 

greater flexibility by the British government across Northern Ireland. They generally 

endorsed the republican prisoners’ five demands, which they looked at from their 

humanitarian aspects thus not espousing the principle of political status. An essential 

point emerges in Blaney’s words. Blaney advocates for the very first time the potential 

of Europe to act as the ideal neutral framework to foster British-Irish relations in order 

to find a joint solution to the Northern Ireland problem. In doing so he uses sentences 

such as “[…] let us “grow up” in this parliament, in this community that promises so 

much and let us assume our responsibility”.48 Such language was part of a strategy to 

increase support on the prison issue but at the same time it suggested a mutual approach 

to the Northern Ireland conflict, the first time this idea had been expressed in the EP. 

Interestingly, the 1984 Haagerup report would reach the same conclusion.49       

   It is of particular interest to note that the MEP Niels Haagerup (the rapporteur in 

charge of the 1984 Haagerup Report) had already expressed himself favourably with 

regard to Neil Blaney’s position during this debate. Haagerup spoke on behalf of the 

Liberal and Democratic group and started by mentioning his personal attempts to try to 

get a deeper understanding of the issues affecting Northern Ireland. In fact, he was at 

the head of a small “discussion group on Northern Ireland issues”,50 the objective of 

which was to hold meetings to express concerns and to seek different ways for the 

European community to render some form of assistance which could relieve the 

tensions in Northern Ireland. Thereby, perhaps, the community could find ways to 

contribute to a peaceful solution in the region. Haagerup highlighted his awareness that 

the community could not interfere in the political, social and religious disparities that 

lay behind the “bloody conflict in Northern Ireland”,51 but, at the same time, it could 

find different ways and scope to act if the authorities and people concerned were ready 

to receive assistance. In sum, three years before the publication of the ‘Haagerup 

report’, the Danish MEP had already sketched out a few of the main points he would 
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subsequently explore in one of the most important EU documents on the Northern 

Ireland political situation.  

   Accordingly, the invitation to agree a mutual resolution that would be acceptable to 

both the Irish and “our British friends”52 was positively welcomed by the majority of 

MEPs and in particular among the Socialists and the Christian Democrats whose last 

speech, made by the Italia Luigi Macario, ended by asserting that the Irish and the 

British governments should mutually find a solution;  

 
I am quite convinced that it is up to both London on the one hand and Dublin on the other to find 

a solution to this problem [...]. What is it that our British and Irish friends are up against? It is not 

just a question of defending the rights of the majority in Northern Ireland but also of finding a 

solution to problems of an economic and social nature, which reflect serious social and economic 

disparities. A solution to these problems needs to be found which will meet with the agreement 

of the minority in Northern Ireland or at least with the agreement of most people within that 

minority because whatever happens their role will be vital. Given the circumstances, I feel I can 

only repeat what was said a short while ago in my own country; never give up negotiating! You 

must get around the table and carry on negotiating until the problems have been solved.53 

 

In the next section, this chapter will analyse the speeches made at the same plenary 

session by British and Unionist MEPs in response to the viewpoints expressed and 

quoted above.  

 

The 7 May 1981 European Parliament plenary session: British and Unionist 

perspectives    

It is easy to imagine how the idea of a joint Anglo-Irish approach and a direct European 

involvement in the Northern Ireland conflict raised concern among British and Unionist 

MEPs. Their addresses in the EP plenary section of the 7 May 1981 are a useful 

instrument to broadly understand their position towards the Northern Ireland hunger 

strikes and towards a possible European involvement in the conflict. In addition, 

elements can be found in these speeches that suggest the reasons for Unionist and 

British government reticence in engaging more actively with EU processes in pursuit of 

a solution to the conflict. 

   The Ulster Unionist, John Taylor, and the Conservative Party MP, Baroness Lady 

Elles, both sat in the European Democratic group. This party was an association of 

conservative political parties in Europe and one of the biggest coalitions within the EP. 

During the debate, Baroness Lady Elles called on the EP to take into account the 
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consensus between the Labour and the Conservative parties on the question of the 

Northern Ireland hunger strikes before the EP passed negative judgment on the Tory 

party. She stated firmly that there was no question of granting political status to the 

prisoners. She reminded all the MEPs “these prisoners are criminals with convictions 

for murder and causing explosions”.54 She recognized that the courts in which these 

individuals were tried did not have juries, but she justified the procedure by saying; 

“that is because the lives of the jurymen would be put at risk if they were asked to serve 

the community”.55 She next invited the European institutions to stick to the line 

articulated in 1980 when the EP expressed its deep sense of outrage at terrorist acts 

committed in Northern Ireland and Great Britain, because;  

 
The hunger strikes are not about prison conditions. The prison regime in the Maze is one of the 

most modern and progressive in Europe. The statement issued on the 5 February by the 

Provisional IRA on behalf of the protesting prisoners revealed the truth when it stated we are 

demanding to be treated as political prisoners. […] The future of Northern Ireland is an internal 

UK matter.56 

 

Unquestionably this view represents a more conservative stance on the Northern Ireland 

hunger strikes but it is curious that there is no mention, nor a direct answer, to the 

proposition previously made by the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs and Neil Blaney 

concerning a joint Irish and British approach to the issue.     

   Baroness Elles’ statement reflected her political group’s position on the subject. 

Another MEP, the German Otto Von Habsburg of Bavaria’s strongly Catholic Christian 

Social Union (CSU), was ready to follow her by saying that anyone prepared to take an 

objective view of things had to admit that what the ‘terrorists’ had been demanding 

were the kind of privileges which no state could possibly concede.57 The fact that both 

London and Dublin had so far been denied success was the result of the existence of 

elements that did not want peace within Northern Irish society “and it is these we are 

talking about in connection with the events which led to the tragedy of Long Kesh”.58 

Interestingly this statement showed how even political allies of the Conservatives in the 

EP belonging to the same political group, regarded Dublin as a legitimate actor in the 

Northern Ireland conflict.  

   The Unionist MEP, John Taylor, asserted that there was only one effective weapon 

against terrorism, which was under no circumstances to give in, or to share its outlook59. 

Curiously, the MEP appealed then to the churches on both sides in Northern Ireland and 
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to “Europe too, which has an important role to play in eradicating the scourge of 

terrorism”.60 It is important to note how Taylor reiterates the view that the European 

arena was understood as a legal space where employing more diplomatic weapons to 

combat terrorism was most suitable.  

   The parliamentary sitting ended with the EP adopting both the motions for resolution 

tabled by Lalor and by Mr Capanna and others on the 1981 Northern Ireland hunger 

strike and, more importantly, with a new awareness in the EP of the deep divisions and 

violence affecting the region. Moreover, the debate asserted more strongly the need for 

European institutions to act more concretely to help eradicate violence and build peace 

in the six counties of Northern Ireland, also by specifically fostering positive British-

Irish relations within the neutral framework of the EP. The analysis continues in the 

next section by investigating the UK internal cabinet discussions, which chronologically 

follows the events this chapter described.    

 

UK reactions to the European Parliament’s increased interest in the Northern 

Ireland conflict  

The UK government, as established by the conditions of membership, had permanent 

representatives within the European institutions. Consequently, exchanges of 

information between London and Brussels on points of contention and EP debates 

related to British affairs could be achieved in real-time. In addition, a constant flow of 

communication reached the British Foreign Office straightforwardly from British 

MEPs, thus keeping the administration continuously well-informed on what was 

discussed and debated in Europe.  

   The Northern Ireland situation presented itself in a very complex way in the early 

1980s, not least because of the presence in the EP of Paisley, Hume, and Taylor. Copies 

of the various motions for resolution tabled by different MEPs between the years 1979 

and 1981 reached the British government, which promptly asked the Northern Ireland 

Office (NIO);  

 
To provide information of a factual and legal nature relating to the basic issues. […] The recent 

motions, which stem from the period of the hunger strikes and I believe will be referred to the 

Political Affairs Committee, put forward Community involvement in an attempt to reach a 

‘political solution’ including European Parliament hearings.61  
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The issues concerned were, of course, the provision for detention without trial and the 

special ‘Diplock Courts’ system. Moreover, they noted the judgement of the European 

Court of Human Rights and, by inference, police methods of interrogation and the 

treatment of republican prisoners. Another paragraph of the same document states:  

 
The motions recently remitted to the Political Affairs Committee on the political situation in 

Northern Ireland marked a new departure and unless carefully handled could result in pressure 

on HMG from the Parliament to take a new initiative on Northern Ireland which would involve 

the Republic of Ireland or some acknowledgement of the benefits of Irish Unity and this pressure 

could of course influence the political situation in Northern Ireland, e.g. by encouraging the 

SDLP to hold out for more than was on offer in the Assembly.62 

 

These quotations show how EP motions for resolution concerning the Northern Ireland 

conflict had not been feared before by the British government, as they were usually 

matched by similar texts concerning issues affecting many other member-states. As 

long as the UK, especially through sympathetic MEPs, could continue to put up a 

reasonable defence, these documents did not pose any particular difficulties. On the 

opposite side, the motions for resolutions presented before the EP during the years of 

the Northern Ireland prison protests and hunger strikes were perceived as ‘a new 

departure’ for several significant reasons. Firstly, they provoked a constant and long-

term EP attention to the Northern Ireland political situation. Secondly, the presence of 

Irish MEPs within the EP unquestionably contributed to keeping the matter constantly 

on the European agenda. It was in this regard, not surprisingly, that a number of texts 

carried the signature of an Irish representative. In addition, Irish MEPs were also able to 

guide the discussions and they often opened the parliamentary sittings. Consequently, 

the British government feared that the conjunction of these elements, with the clear 

support of the EP for these stances, could constitute an encouragement to the aspirations 

of those who pursued the objective of Irish unity. As such, it was stated that; “Irish 

MEPs might be worth cultivating and we shall bear their names in mind in case they 

come our way.”63  

   Furthermore, in the context of the same evolution of the EP, Irish and Northern 

Ireland MEPs were anxious to gain more powers. They strongly sought to become 

active actors in the hunger strike negotiations and they wanted their voices to be heard 

on the overall Northern Ireland political situation. On the other hand, The British 

government saw the potential this empowerment could have on the outcome of the 

hunger strikes and on the conflict as a whole. In addition, the UK administration did not 
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want to alienate the Unionist community. This view is precisely asserted in the 

following lines:  

 
Motions had been tabled by the Socialist group (Hume), the Christian Democrat group, and the 

Fianna Faíl /Gaullist group (Lalor). The latter in particular was revealing in that it had been 

tabled jointly by M Gerard Israel, the group’s spokesman on the Political Affairs Committee 

who had consistently opposed efforts by members of his group to bring Northern Ireland into the 

European Parliament. His signature of this motion meant that he had been forced to drop this 

line. […] I said we were inclined to be helpful but that it was difficult to see how HMG’s views 

could be put to the Political Affair Committee. There would also be considerable Unionist and 

domestic criticisms [...].64   

    

 

The MEP Gerard Israel was a French politician born in Algeria, and a member of the 

Group of European Progressive Democrats. In this letter the British government 

implicitly recognizes the weight and influence the European institutions had gained over 

the previous years. In Europe, representatives could change their political line through 

information and lobbying. The EP could efficiently put pressure on the administration 

and have an impact on the Northern Ireland political situation, thus provoking an 

unwelcome Unionist reaction.  

   This view had already been advanced at the end of 1981 in relation to the possible use 

of the EP as a forum for informal discussion and interaction between Northern Ireland 

politicians and MEPs. The NIO supported this idea, assessing that the three Northern 

Ireland MEPs had fairly easy relations with each other in Strasbourg and that this was 

encouraging.65 The British government expressed many reservations in this regard, 

however, particularly concerning the process of ‘floating ideas’ within the EP: 

 
Even if in the relaxed atmosphere of Strasbourg they can sometimes say reasonable things to 

each other about, for example, the role of the minority in any political development in Northern 

Ireland, this provides no guarantees that they can sell it to their supporters back home (that 

applies especially to Paisley). […] Things move so quickly, and the relations are so complicated, 

that I do not think we could ever try to float ideas to Strasbourg without on-the-spot NIO advice. 

The faces of the NIO officials concerned are too well known to Paisley and Hume, to do that 

covertly, […] we must also beware of other MEPs, especially from the Republic, getting drawn 

into discussions of Northern Ireland’s future - John Hume would grab any such opportunity if he 

could. […] We cannot prevent emergency and other motions on Northern Ireland political issues 

[…] but we certainly want to keep debates of this kind to the minimum.66 
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By 1981 the British government, the Republic of Ireland’s Fianna Fáil MEPs, and all 

three Northern Ireland representatives in Europe had already explored and understood 

the potential of the EP as a political forum and an additional channel for 

communication. Within the EP, Northern Ireland and Irish MEPs could interact, far 

from the hostile atmosphere of the homeland context. The British government 

deliberately chose not to support this development in order to keep the parliament’s 

attention away from issues potentially inconvenient for the UK on the public scene. 

Nonetheless, the possibilities offered by the European context had now been fully 

grasped by the Irish MEPs who had been carefully observed by John Hume. Hume 

learned from their example. The practice of consensus politics and the high level of 

debate characterizing the EP offered a model for peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. The 

Irish MEPs and Hume, in espousing these concepts and working in close cooperation 

within the parliament, were now better placed to start the process of Europeanisation of 

the Northern Ireland conflict. The transnational organization of the EP set the Northern 

Ireland conflict in both a wider European context and a broader Anglo-Irish context at 

the same time. In addition, working in this transnational milieu allowed the Irish MEPs 

and Hume to develop alliances with MEPs with very different political backgrounds. 

Irish, British and Northern Ireland actors were all participating as equals within this 

forum and they were de facto operating outside the framework of their respective nation 

states. These mechanisms opened-up new perspectives for conflict amelioration and for 

a joint Anglo-Irish approach to the Northern Ireland situation.    

 

Conclusion  

This chapter investigated the response of the EU to the Northern Ireland prison protests. 

It demonstrated that the process of Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland conflict 

started during the Northern Ireland hunger strikes. In doing so, the chapter established 

how the EP acted as a new forum and an essential additional channel for 

communication for the main political actors involved, the MEPs, and the EP president. 

Unusually, the main exercise of power in lobbying, putting motions forward, and 

discussing Northern Ireland in plenary sessions during the period of the hunger strikes, 

was exercised by the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs, Patrick Lalor, and Síle De Valera, along 

with Independent Fianna Fáil MEP Neil Blaney. One of this chapter’s objectives was 

consequently to determine the full extent of their role.       
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   Thanks to the instruments provided by the EP to raise awareness among the MEPs 

and within the other European institutions, including the motions for resolution and the 

plenary discussions, the Irish MEPs developed a degree of formal and informal 

cooperation on the Northern Ireland political situation. These motions and subsequent 

discussions awoke awareness among MEPs about their insufficient knowledge of the 

Northern Ireland conflict’s origins, which hindered them in effectively assessing the 

situation. Secondly, the calls for urgent procedures within the EP established the 

importance of the matter; Northern Ireland being the only region of the community to 

be in a situation of intense violent conflict in addition to being a subject of concern 

within all the member states regarding human rights violation in the region. Thus, 

Northern Ireland officially gained a long-term place on the European agenda. Finally, 

and of most importance, given the support the Fianna Fáil MEPs gained within the 

parliamentary arena and their primary role in guiding the discussions, the EP provided 

them the space in which to articulate for the first time the idea and ideal of Europe as 

the framework and place to foster positive Anglo-Irish relations in order to solve the 

Northern Ireland conflict. The strategies and practices grasped and enacted by the Irish 

MEPs, with the EP President Simone Veil’s support, worked because of the relative 

freedom enjoyed by the parliament in the exercise of influence. Through the EP 

communication channels the MEPs were able to persuade the other EP political groups, 

and consequently also the other European institutions, that all the parties concerned 

would gain from pragmatic cooperation on the Northern Ireland political situation.         

   Hence, during the Northern Ireland prison protest and hunger strikes the EP gained 

ground and gained in importance over the years with the active onset of cooperation 

between John Hume and the Irish Fianna Fáil MEPs. This research will show how, in 

time, this cooperation expanded further by including Jim Nicholson and Ian Paisley.  

   The British government hesitated a long time before even considering the value of the 

parliament as a neutral forum in which to foster positive dialogue and cooperation 

among the main Northern Ireland political actors. The EP was not considered as a fair 

broker, especially when matters of influence and power were concerned. Moreover, the 

administration was hesitant to risk alienation among the unionist community. Such a 

reticence in engaging positively with EU public policy-making related to the conflict in 

Northern Ireland will be analysed further in the next chapter. This investigates the first 

major initiative the EP took in relation to the political situation in Northern Ireland, a 
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step aimed at broadening its knowledge of the conflict’s history and parameters; the 

1984 Haagerup Report.   
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THE 1984 HAAGERUP REPORT  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 
[…]Real progress towards improving the overall political situation could be accomplished if a 

degree of consensus is achieved among Irish and British political parties respectively. […] Such 

a consensus must provide ways and means as to how the Irish dimension of Northern Ireland 

could find many more legitimate and visible expressions than is the case today, even including 

the establishment of joint British-Irish responsibilities in a number of specific fields, politically, 

legally and otherwise.  
(Haagerup, 1984: p. 73)1 

 

The Haagerup report was commissioned in 1983 in response to calls from a solid 

majority of MEPs, with the aim to “explain a terribly complicated situation of conflict 

and strife, alienation, and sectarianism to non-British and non-Irish members of the 

Parliament” (Haagerup N., 1984: p.13) and, through them, maybe to a wider section of 

the European public at large. The explicit objective of the investigation, reflecting a 

belief growing in the Community, was to see if and how the institutions of the EC could 

be of additional assistance to the people of Northern Ireland beyond the support already 

rendered within the framework of the Community’s regional policy and the Social 

Fund. During the preparation of the report the rapporteur had conversations with 

government members, political leaders, and other elected representatives from the UK 

and the Republic of Ireland, and with representatives of all major constitutional political 

parties in Northern Ireland. In addition, many conversations were conducted in the field 

with people from industry, agriculture, trade unions, churches, and from educational 

institutions as well as officials, farmers, and workers without any distinct political 

affiliation. The outcome of this investigation, presented in Strasbourg on 2 December 

1983 and passed by 124 votes to 3 in March 1984, was balanced and moderate. The 

report called on the EC to create an integrated plan to provide economic support to 

Northern Ireland.  The report considered broadly the need to establish a link between 

constitutional and policy aspects of the conflict. For the EC, the report was its first 

attempt to help in a situation where so many others had failed before. It also strongly 

condemned all acts of violence and terrorism. Furthermore, the EC aimed to support 

cooperation between British and Irish governments in combatting radicalism and 

suggested the urgency of setting up a joint Anglo-Irish parliamentary body with 

representatives of the two countries’ parliaments and of “any elected body truly 
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representative of Northern Ireland” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 71). In this way, the report 

recommended cross-border cooperation at a time when regional policies were the 

priority of EU member states.  Furthermore, the report proposed that the EC assume 

greater responsibility for economic and social development and for improved 

intergovernmental cooperation on security issues. Both suggestions were in areas that 

related to constitutional affairs and that some might argue exceeded the EP’s 

competencies. Generally the report was sympathetic to a stronger and more formalized 

involvement of the Irish state , even before the New Ireland Forum published its report 

supporting joint authority over Northern Ireland in 1984 (as one of three options) 

(Hume, The Irish News, 1984: p.8). It is therefore unsurprising that the Haagerup report 

was met with public resistance among representatives of the unionist community in 

Northern Ireland, and in the UK. Ian Paisley and other Ulster unionists openly 

condemned the investigation and the British government insisted that no EC body had a 

right to meddle in Northern Ireland’s constitution. Nevertheless, The Guardian reported 

that the inquiry was quietly welcomed in London, because of the potential deployment 

of European funds for Northern Ireland’s economy (Palmer J., 1983: p. 14).  

     This chapter considers the connection between internationalisation and 

Europeanisation on the one hand, and nationalisation and regionalisation within the EC 

structures on the other. Moreover, this study focuses on Europe as a political entity, 

which was strengthening its transnational dimension via the single market and, at the 

same time, becoming a common arena where both the governments of the UK and the 

Republic of Ireland strengthened their partnerships. In this context, the EC expressed its 

support in the Haagerup report for new forms of joint cooperation for the British and 

Irish governments on Northern Ireland matters and subsequently supported the 1985 

Anglo–Irish Agreement (AIA).    

   Transforming borders from barriers to bridges was part of the normative and 

functional dynamic of European integration, which gathered momentum in the late 

1980s. Underlying this aim, the main European strategy has always been characterised 

by a growing regionalism. The European Commission has always tried to foster a model 

of cross-border cooperation based on programming, institutional linkages, partnership, 

and ‘bottom-up’ mobilisation (Laffan & Payne, 2001: p. 11) with the aim of creating the 

potential for an escape from ethno-national conflicts, which were perceived to be zero-

sum by protagonists, where success is measured by the capacity to claim or control 

particular bounded territories (Hayward, 2006: p. 4; McCall & O’Dowd, 2008: p.80).  
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The chapter considers how this facet of European integration was connected to the 

conceptualisation of the conflict as a conflict between two national identities defined in 

relation to the Irish border (Hayward, 2006: p. 6). Furthermore, the chapter emphasises 

the role of Europe in supporting an Irish-British understanding of Northern Ireland 

matters by analysing the political discourse at the core of the Haagerup report.  Lastly, 

the chapter through a substantial engagement with the same document assesses whether 

it was truly a precursor to the 1985 AIA.  

   To consider all the nuances and complexities of the Haagerup document, this chapter, 

after a brief methodological outline, will firstly focus on the British government’s 

attitude to the report. The chapter will subsequently examine the way in which 

Haagerup’s investigation analysed the history of Northern Ireland from the “rise of the 

Irish nation” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 17) to the definition of Northern Ireland as a 

“constitutional oddity in the UK” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 37). Findings in the chapter will 

show how the 1984 Haagerup report articulated the crucial role of Europe in British-

Irish cooperation, and in shaping new relations between Northern Irish political parties.    

 

Methodology in analysing the report  

The impact of EU membership on state borders has been central to the transformation of 

governance in contemporary Europe (Diez, Stetter, Albert, 2006: p. 575). New 

interactions across internal and external territorial borders of the Community have been 

driven by several factors including economic considerations, facilitated by political 

adjustments and legitimated through conceptual changes (Hayward, 2006: 897). In 

addition, an extensive literature argues about the importance of analysing political 

discourses in order to understand interpretations, responses, definitions, and the 

conceptual changes of a given historical context. By reflecting on this idea of official 

discourse and by considering the spotlight offered by the Haagerurp report this study 

aims to consider this first and unique representation of the EP’s perspective on the 

political situation in Northern Ireland. The historical background of the Northern 

Ireland conflict is seen to be generated by “a sequence of interconnected Irish rebellions 

and British suppressions” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 18). This work will analyse the content 

of the report relating to the origins of the Northern Ireland conflict while also placing an 

emphasis on the intensification of the Anglo-Irish dimension. This investigation will not 

be driven by the objective of minimising the importance of institutional arrangements, 

nor to seek hidden causes behind the actions of politicians, but rather to carefully 
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examine the European ‘public face’ in Northern Ireland and its reception in the larger 

context of the UK.  

   The chapter also analyses political discourse in public records to complement the 

analysis of the report through exploring attitudes and responses. This wider analysis 

will provide insights into the priorities of governments, their assumptions about what 

and whom they govern, the way in which they meet competing pressures of external 

pragmatism and ideology, stability and change, such as those delivered by the EU 

(Pollack, 2010: p. 15). The fact that those in power use this type of discourse to 

legitimise their actions gives it significance in and of itself. Nevertheless, this same 

discourse is also intended both to respond to and to influence public opinion. While 

exploring local and national attitudes to the report both before and after its publication 

this research identified an important body of archival material of responses to the 

Haagerup report, which produced a total of 210 unpublished files. These included UK 

government documents and correspondence with Brussels and the Republic of Ireland, 

internal Cabinet communications, Foreign Office records, European Parliament motions 

for resolutions, and newspaper articles. The whole corpus is available to the public in 

the UK National Archives in Kew (London).  

    This chapter will firstly focus on Northern Irish and British attitudes to the EP 

decision to set up the Haagerup inquiry. In the words of the resolution, the decision to 

undertake the investigation was taken: 

 
Considering the gravity of the situation in Northern Ireland with its accompanying toll of death, 

human suffering and waste of resources; concerned that the conflict in Northern Ireland and its 

effect in the Republic of Ireland impose enormous security costs on two of the member states of 

the Community […]; mindful that the failure to date to find a peaceful solution to the problems 

of Northern Ireland is damaging the image of Europe in the world and considering that the 

search for peace can be assisted by the support of the Community.2  

 

Secondly, this chapter will proceed with a closer analysis of the report itself, focusing 

particularly on the view of the rapporteur and the opinion that Northern Ireland was a 

British and Irish joint issue. For this reason, the author suggested a mutual approach as 

the only way to bring tangible improvements to essential matters such as Northern 

Ireland’s legal status and sectarianism. In addition, analysis of the EP’s official 

discourses shows the use of the EU as a benign model for the re-interpretation of key 

nationalist principles. This study, using analysis of public records, will then focus on 
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Northern Ireland and British reactions to the report’s publication, therefore filling an 

academic gap, as these sources are mostly unpublished. Findings and conclusions will 

reconsider the Haagerup report as an embryonic but essential contribution to the 

subsequent peace process in Northern Ireland where the border is fully part of the EU 

and all parties are involved and subjected to forces of the integration process (Diez, 

Stetter, Albert, 2006: p. 564).  

 

The Haagerup Report: attitudes and public resistance 

The EP warmly welcomed the initiative to hold hearings in London, Belfast, and 

Dublin, which had been successfully supported by 124 votes to 7 on the 24 February 

19833. The motion had been backed by three of the EP’s largest groups, the party of 

European Socialists (PES), the European People's Party Group, and the liberals, whose 

spokesman on the Committee was the MEP Niels Haagerup, as described by The 

Morning Star (Myant, 1983: p. 3).  

   Haagerup was a former Danish journalist with a considerable reputation in the 

parliament as a moderate and well-informed commentator on international political 

issues4. The report needed to be led by someone outside the Socialist or Christian 

Democratic groups because those were the political denominations to which Hume and 

the Irish MEPs belonged. A rapporteur too close to a nationalist MEP could potentially 

alienate Unionists and jeopardize the balance of the report.  In addition, the person in 

charge needed to be accepted not only by the EP as a whole but also by both the British 

and Irish governments. Sceptics believed that this last element might mean the results of 

the report could only create limited new ground (Palmer, 1983: p. 14).  

   Haagerup personally expressed his good will and willingness to conduct the inquiry in 

a thorough and professional manner. In addition, Haagerup’s moderate reputation and 

his previous experience made him a suitable person to carry out this controversial task. 

By nominating Haagerup, the parliament showed care and balance, particularly in trying 

to avoid any possible deterioration of relationships between Strasbourg and London.  

   The EC’s historic interest in the Northern Ireland situation needs to be taken into 

account. The interest in Northern Ireland that stimulated the Haagerup report was not a 

new interest for the EC but rather an historic one as shown in public records; 

committees and discussions had previously considered possible ways of improving 

cross-border economic co-operation on the whole island of Ireland and the 1982 

European Assembly had condemned the use of plastic bullets by the British Army 
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(Hennigan, 1982: p.4). Subsequently, the EP tabled several motions for resolutions on 

human rights issues, which were also raised in relation to the 1981 Northern Ireland 

Hunger strike (see chapter 1 for further details). The Guardian reported that this interest 

had been sufficient for Unionists MEPs to suspect a conspiracy hatched in Brussels to 

provide financial initiatives to encourage Northern Ireland Unionists to accept closer 

links with Dublin (Palmer, 1983: p. 14). Although certainly no such conspiracy existed, 

it is a fact that Northern Ireland and the Republic were frequently reported as having 

similar interests within the EC, whether this involved defending the Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP) or increasing regional development spending. The Guardian 

concluded its discussion of Haagerup on a positive note stating “the MEPs will tread 

very carefully in distinguishing ‘political’ from ‘constitutional’ issues when they 

investigate”. 

   The decision to hold hearings on Northern Ireland when drawing up this report was 

met with fierce resistance in Belfast and London’s public political circles5. The inquiry 

was declared “unhelpful” by the Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, giving prominence 

to the view that the affairs of the province were not the business of MEPs in Strasbourg. 

The suggestion of any external ‘interference’ in a government’s domestic affairs seemed 

to challenge traditional British supremacy on these issues. It was feared that the 

reinforcement of the EP’s interest in Northern Ireland could in time pave the way for 

other international and non-governmental organisations to interfere in Northern Ireland, 

with the potential for similar condemnation on issues such as the use of plastic bullets 

and other controversial measures like Diplock courts.6 The attention that the EP had 

already devoted to these issues had been defined by one civil servant in public records 

as “mischievous”,7 indicating a concern to keep these EP proceedings as far as possible 

from the international media.  

   Moreover, Unionists’ possible hostility to any European interference in domestic 

affairs reflected the belief that Brussels was the antechamber of Rome (Ganiel, 2009: 

p.3). Furthermore, as shown in public records, the EP’s work was all the more 

unwelcome because it would involve the Republic of Ireland’s direct participation 

through the European arena; 

 
 

Leaving the Nationalists, from the Irish government (either directly or via the Irish MEPs) to the 

SDLP with a clear field. […] Blaney, Richard Balfe and all would no doubt ensure that extremist 
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Republican groups had their say as well. The hearings would become a free and highly 

publicised forum for anti-British spokesmen against which we could offer no ready defence. 

(Cooney, 1983: p.3) 

 

  

The press coverage of attitudes to the controversial EP stance mainly focused on 

Britain’s unpopularity and isolation in Strasbourg, which had been considered “a gift to 

the cause of John Hume, who had pulled off a stroke by engineering the defeat of the 

British by eight votes to three” (Cooney, 1983: p.4).  

   In the same way, The Belfast News Letter, the main unionist-leaning daily newspaper, 

reflected on the role of the SDLP leader in this event, which had been apparently 

instrumental in convincing the EC’s legal and political affairs committee to hold the 

investigation. The Irish Times, in contrast, reflecting a large body of opinion in the 

Republic of Ireland, described the British government’s decision not to co-operate with 

the proposed examination as “deplorable” (The Irish Times, 1983: p. 4). On the 10 

March 1983, the UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher declared in the House of 

Commons; “the European Assembly has no business discussing the internal affairs of a 

member state. We are absolutely against it”.8 Geoffrey Martin9, at the time editor of a 

pamphlet entitled ‘Europe in Northern Ireland’, which was published by the European 

Commission office in Belfast, responded to Thatcher’s statement by saying; “For the 

first time in the history of the EEC a member state is unwilling to co-operate with the 

European Parliament. Why has such an impasse been reached?”  

   The very fact that the EC was making this attempt to outline its responsibilities with 

regards to the situation in Northern Ireland was highly significant. The EC’s role was 

encouraged by the Irish government and moderate nationalist politicians but strongly 

opposed by the British government and unionist representatives. The reasons for these 

stances were varied; firstly, and in general, the Conservative party’s position reflected 

their sceptical attitudes towards Europe. Margaret Thatcher vehemently opposed the 

idea of any EU attention to UK internal affairs. However, when some of the British 

Conservative MEPs welcomed the Haagerup report at the committee stage they cited 

the prospect of additional funding for Northern Ireland (though Conservative MEPs 

eventually abstained at the plenary vote because of the UK government’s view).10 

Baroness Diana Elles stated the following;  
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Any assistance into the economic and social situation in Northern Ireland can only be proof of 

the concern of the United Kingdom government for the well being of people living there. There 

is nothing to hide. It should be recalled that more than £2,000 million was given last year to 

Northern Ireland in support of its economy. A balanced report on the social situation would also 

make it quite clear to those people who have been subjected to the IRA propaganda for so long 

that the vast majority of people in Northern Ireland - Catholic and Protestant - are British, want 

to stay British and are sickened by the amount of violence created by terrorists. Anyone trying to 

use the tragedies of Northern Ireland for mischievous political purposes will have the blood of 

innocent men, women and children on his hands.11  

 

Diana Louise Elles was appointed to the British government in 1972 and the following 

year Heath sent her to the EP where she headed the International Office until 1978. In 

the 1979 election to the EP she won a Conservative seat, serving from 1982 as the 

Parliament's Vice-President, unsuccessfully standing two years later for the 

presidency.12 In this passionate quotation Baroness Elles attempted to neutralize any 

potential criticism of the British government in respect of its attitude towards the 

Haagerup inquiry. In her opinion, the government had nothing to hide and consequently 

it should not fear any external investigation into the province’s political and social 

affairs, having always been concerned only with the well-being of its people. A tangible 

sign of this interest had been shown in the generous economic support provided by the 

Conservative government in 1982 and any balanced and truthful report could only stress 

this point even more. This view is strongly interconnected with the political context of 

that time, which saw the government’s position firmly against violence and the IRA 

campaign. A sensible report, in her view, would undoubtedly make it clear that this 

view reflected the majority of Northern Ireland’s citizens, who were tired of the 

instability, exhausted by the questioning of their ‘Britishness’, and against any possible 

change in the province’s status.  

   In 1983, the possibility that Thatcher might have been open to new thinking about 

Northern Ireland was inconceivable. Scholars such as Adrian Guelke and Elisabeth 

Meehan argue that, peculiarly, Thatcher’s view about the Irish State differed from that 

of her predecessors in one important way in that she was the first British Prime Minister 

to really think of Ireland as a proper sovereign state without reservation. She was the 

first to understand the importance of accepting Northern Ireland as a problem that there 

was a common interest in solving (Guelke, 1988: p. 54). Unfortunately, there was no 

direct influence of changing British attitudes to sharing sovereignty in the EU on British 

resistance to the idea that the Irish government could exercise a shared role in the 
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governance of Northern Ireland (Meehan, 2014: p. 58). Reluctance to accept Irish 

involvement in the North was still underpinned by traditional and conservative British 

views on sovereignty. 

   Predictably, both the UUP and DUP refused to cooperate with the Haagerup inquiry. 

The UUP’s statement was fairly measured and it was left to John Taylor to write a letter 

of complaint to the Prime Minister about the briefing from officials, which he claimed, 

represented an abandonment of the British government’s political line.13 Questioning 

the EP’s nature and role was at the core of the Unionists’ argument against the EP’s 

decision. The EP was not recognised as a body empowered to enact legislation, nor an 

organization that was able to alter the legal status of any Member State. This view is 

emphasized in the motion for resolution tabled by the MEPs, Paisley and Taylor, where 

they argued along the same lines as the British government, that “the European 

Community has no competence to make proposals on the constitutional and political 

affairs of Northern Ireland and we deplore and repudiate the contrary assertion of the 

previous motions”.14 In addition, the suspected nationalist conspiracy hidden behind a 

possible involvement of the Republic in Northern Ireland affairs through the MEPs was 

sufficient on its own to neutralize any possible openness to cooperation with the EP. 

European representatives, who decided regardless to proceed with the investigation, had 

taken these arguments into account and therefore gave Niels Haagerup the go-ahead to 

start his inquiry in September 1983. Territory, culture, identity, and economic resources 

were the key concepts covered in the report. 

 

The Haagerup Report: a brief historical outline of the Northern Ireland conflict 

 

The EP motion for a resolution presenting the Haagerup Report started by stating:  

 
The Political Affairs Committee hereby submits to the European Parliament the following 

motion for a resolution: […] recognizing that the European Community has no competence to 

make proposals for changes in the Constitution of Northern Ireland […] aware that improvement 

in the situation requires the closest possible co-operation between the United Kingdom and Irish 

governments, taking inspiration from the resolution of conflicts already achieved in other parts 

of the Community […] aware that the conflict, deeply rooted in British-Irish history, is less one 

of religious strife than of conflicting national identities in Northern Ireland.15 

   

The news media gave publicity to the proposed report long before Haagerup began his 

work; some had waited for its publication with great expectations. Others had been 
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animated by bitter resentment. The explanatory statement outlined the report’s attempt 

to produce new formulas, new proposals, and new ideas that could help Northern 

Ireland to solve its difficulties. However, there was no thought or plan to impose these 

new proposals at the time, as any improvements would have to come exclusively from 

within (Haagerup, 1984: p. 15). Moreover, the rapporteur stated the importance of 

considering the people of Northern Ireland as united by a common desire to live in 

peace and tranquillity. Despite the distinctive ethnonational identities of the 

communities in Northern Ireland they valued peace as much as anyone else in Europe 

and their wishes to live an ordinary life had been reinforced by years of violence, 

killings, and intimidation (Haagerup, 1984: p.14). By emphasizing the desire for peace 

Haagerup was asserting the legitimacy of the report’s goal of contributing to a 

resolution of the conflict. Even if the inquiry and report did not have the power to 

impose structural changes in Northern Ireland it could at least produce new 

formulations aimed at helping the process of peace and reconciliation at the societal and 

national level. Secondly, Haagerup emphasised his goodwill in approaching the 

situation. The rapporteur expressed his personal scholarly effort to analyse, to 

understand, and if possible, to improve the situation and help to address “the terribly 

complex problems of Northern Ireland” (Haagerup, 1984: p.14). In doing so, Haagerup 

placed his work as close as possible to civil society, party to counter the impression of 

the EC as a supranational actor that was distant and remote from everyday concerns and 

problems. Haagerup attempted to minimize the potential for strong reactions, angry 

responses, and disappointment that the descriptive and analytical parts of the report, 

together with its conclusions, might evoke. The discussion that follows focuses on the 

narrative and historical outlines used by the rapporteur to summarize, or briefly try to 

explain, the situation of Northern Ireland to outsiders.  

   The enquiry provided an introductory historical outline including a few of the dates 

and events which were central to a basic understanding of the sources of the Northern 

Ireland conflict. Evidence was considered in chronological order, from pre-Christian 

times, the invasion of the Celts, the battle of the Boyne, the Act of Union, and the Great 

Famine, as well as specifically the period after 1921 in Northern Ireland. The report 

noted that Northern Ireland consisted of only six out of the nine counties in the old 

province of Ulster; “If the three other counties had been added to Northern Ireland, in 

conformity with the original Ulster province, the proportion of Catholics and Protestants 

would have been 1:1” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 23).  



 127 

   It is crucial that the history of Northern Ireland is understood as “a sequence of 

interconnected Irish rebellions and British suppressions” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 22) and 

the emergence of Northern Ireland is the product of “an historical accident”. The report 

continues by saying: “Ulster, as it was then called, did not become what it is today by 

sheer accident. In fact, it was carefully planned, even if nobody could foresee the 

consequences”’ (Haagerup, 1984: p. 22). Popular descriptions of the conflict in 

Northern Ireland as between Catholics and Protestants were considered both shocking 

and misleading. Religion was rather a declining force, although Church attendance, 

especially among the Presbyterians, was significantly higher than in most of Europe. 

Many people who had little understanding of doctrine and who seldom attended 

Protestant or Catholic services, appropriated the terms ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’ as 

badges. However, since the establishment of Northern Ireland in 1920, Haagerup argued 

that the Churches had silently accepted the political opinions of their congregations, 

rather than formed them (Haagerup, 1984: p. 28). This argument does not deny the 

sincerity of religious belief for many people in Northern Ireland but is “to say that the 

conflict is one of culture and loyalties, of memories of historic struggles rather than 

disputes of doctrine” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 28). Apart from the period in the mid and late 

1960s, relations between Ireland and the UK were presented as always difficult. The 

analysis of British Direct Rule is very relevant in this section. Haagerup affirms 

correctly that it was just a temporary measure, preferred by the Catholics to local 

majority rule and preferred by Protestants to power-sharing. Therefore, it was the 

preferred second choice for most people based on very different reasons, thus providing 

an uncertain compromise in a deeply divided society where compromises had often 

proved to be short-lived, as seen in the example of the Sunningdale experiment. “Direct 

Rule provides no solution to the political problems of Northern Ireland, but as a policy 

reluctantly accepted by most people in Northern Ireland it bars for the time being the 

way to any attempt to implement other policies,” concludes the rapporteur (Haagerup, 

1984: p. 31). 

   Haagerup’s description is representative of a perspective in which Northern Ireland is 

the product of an artificial ‘cut’, which contained within its boundaries the seeds of its 

own devastation. The report underlines the combination of conquest and religious 

schism, which prevented the emergence of a nation state to effectively unite all classes. 

For the conquered Irish, adherence to Roman Catholicism provided consolation (Ruane 

& Todd, 1996: p. 65), while Protestantism served as a mark of superiority for the 
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conquerors, morally justifying their dominance and preventing the dispersal of their 

privileges (Lustick, 1993: p. 85). The democracy that Ulster Unionism came to espouse, 

as it is described in the report, found its justification primarily in the inability of 

Catholic Ireland to govern fairly (Haagerup, 1994: p. 29). The support for parallel self-

determination for both Irish national groups came later but was only half-formed by the 

time of Partition, enacted by Britain upon this same diversity. Unionism’s anti-

Catholicism was primarily directed against a large internal minority, fused with an 

intolerant majoritarian democracy. Northern Ireland’s Catholics meanwhile resented the 

sacrifice of their identity to political expediency by both Ulster Unionism and Irish 

separatism and, driven by fears of absorption, they set out to ignore as best they could 

the structures of the new state (O’Duffy, 2007: p. 68).  

   Haagerup subsequently casts Direct Rule in Northern Ireland as a problem. It was 

seen as a permanent solution by many Unionists who were not eager to admit that 

problems had continued instead of stopping after Direct Rule came into force. This was 

not a British intention but a product of the entrenched institutional structures that 

Unionist politics produced (Todd, 2014: p. 525). The Sunningdale experiment has to be 

seen as tangible proof of the British intent to include nationalists in any new form of 

devolved government (Haagerup, 1984: p.31). Haagerup states that the British 

government was willing to encourage ‘an Irish dimension’ during Sunningdale, but 

through Unionist opposition, the initiative was brought down (Haagerup, 1984: p. 31; 

Patterson and Kaufmann, 2007: p. 16 - 17). In this analysis the Haagerup Report 

expresses a viewpoint very close to the one made by Jennifer Todd in 2014. Todd 

argues that British government responsibility can be found, first, in a lack of sustained 

attention to Northern Ireland, followed by routines of British political and territorial 

management, which worked with, instead of modifying, the existing population’s views 

(Todd, 2014: p. 526). Overall the report concludes the investigation of this period in the 

history of Northern Ireland by saying;  

 
The effects of the 1974 collapse were disastrous: ordinary Unionist supporters, who finally 

proved decisive in bringing down Sunningdale, were left to make up their own minds in a 

situation where expectations were formed by competing local elites and not by strong state 

action. This was doubly disastrous because the administration followed the British tradition of 

confidence in locally recruited officials in the civil service (largely Protestant and Unionist), 

judiciary and security forces and thus became heavily dependent on Unionist consent. This, in 

turn, exacerbated security concerns and led to paralysis.  

(Haagerup, 1984: p. 30) 
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   At the end of the historical analysis Haagerup attempts to fairly summarise the 

position of British political parties. He reports that all - the Conservative party, the 

Labour party, the Liberal party, and the Social Democrats - seemed willing to accept 

Irish unity but with Conservatives insisting on the need for the majority of the Northern 

Ireland electorate to agree to it, while the Social Democrats had not defined their 

position (Haagerup, 1984: p. 33-34). On the same point, all four Irish parties 

represented in the Dáil - Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, the Labour Party and the Workers 

Party - were at one in hoping for a united Ireland on the basis of consent. Fianna Fáil 

had traditionally been the most nationalist in its expression, although its policies in 

government towards Northern Ireland were not markedly different from those of Fine 

Gael or Labour coalitions. All the Irish parties, as stated in the report, had doubts about 

anti-terrorist legislation enacted in Northern Ireland, but had more widespread doubts 

about the way in which that legislation was enforced (Haagerup, 1984: p.35-36).           

   This description of Direct Rule and of Northern Ireland political parties is 

representative of a very particular view, which leads to an essential point - the 

importance of the Anglo-Irish dimension of the Northern Ireland conflict. The Anglo-

Irish dimension is not discussed explicitly within the pages of the Haagerup report as 

something in need of debate, but rather it is a taken-for-granted fact. The report is 

reflective of the position firstly of the rapporteur and, after adoption, of the EP’s point 

of view, asserting the crucial importance of the historical outline made by Haagerup and 

its focus on the British - Irish antagonisms, consequently identified as the roots of the 

Northern Ireland conflict. Past imbalances had only been confirmed by the 1921 

partition and the emphasis in the report’s explanatory statement on the need for an 

improvement coming from within Northern Ireland obscured somewhat the firm belief 

evident in the report that inputs had to come from the UK and the Irish Republic jointly. 

In this framework, presentation of even the local political parties’ positions is 

emblematic; they are described in light of their view of a possible Irish reunification. 

The following section of the report deepens the analysis of the indefinite legal status of 

Northern Ireland, considering then the economic and social aspects of the conflict 

before concluding.  

 

Northern Ireland: a constitutional oddity  

The report’s section entitled ‘A Constitutional oddity: Northern Ireland as part of the 

United Kingdom’ (Haagerup, 1984: p. 37) reinforced the emphasis previously placed in 
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the report on the Anglo-Irish dimension of the conflict and its potential role in bringing 

about a solution to the conflict. It also provided enlightening information about the 

origins of Northern Ireland’s status and opened up new perspectives by carefully 

underlining the advantages offered by the European Community framework. 

Accordingly, the report sought to extend the EP’s knowledge of Northern Ireland’s 

constitutional status and of its historical origins.  

   It starts with a description of Northern Ireland’s legislative status after 1920. Under 

the 1920 Government of Ireland Act, the British government created two parliaments, 

one for Northern Ireland and one for Southern Ireland. At the same time, provision was 

also made for a Council of Ireland, composed of 20 representatives from each 

parliament, empowered to unify the functions of the two assemblies (Haagerup, 1984: 

p. 37) although this body never came into force because of Unionist opposition 

(Patterson & Kaufmann, 2007: p. 73). In fact, the 1920 Act specifically stated that 

Northern Ireland was, in law, completely under the sovereignty of the Westminster 

Parliament. However, Northern Irish authorities soon established a de facto autonomy 

almost as great as that of the independent part of Ireland in economic and social matters 

as well as matters relating to law and order. Haagerup continues by stating that it 

became an established convention that Northern Irish affairs were not debated at 

Westminster, thus permitting Stormont to behave effectively like an independent 

legislature;  

 
The vast majority of British legislators and voters simply ignored the unsatisfactory state of 

affairs in Northern Ireland. Even taxation was different in minor details from that in Great 

Britain and the local electoral franchise, although not that for the House of Commons, is 

different too. […] Unionists abolished proportional representation […], which had been part of 

the settlement in both parts of Ireland, as a way of ensuring an adequate representation of 

minorities [...]. The Ministry of Home Affairs was voted powers of internment without trial 

under the Special Powers Act, which in theory (although in fact few of the powers were used) 

would never have been accepted in Great Britain. 
(Haagerup, 1984: p. 38) 

 

The report highlights at this point that only in external affairs was the sovereignty of 

Westminster actually practised. The inequalities in Northern Ireland, together with the 

ineffective tackling of the conflict, logically appear as the results of these 

institutionalised routines, which were strengthened by the security measures introduced 

by processes of ‘Ulsterisation’ (Todd, 2014: p. 526) of the security forces. British troops 
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were sent to take over some of the roles which the police could no longer perform, 

“rescuing Catholics from attacks by Protestants mobs” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 40), even 

with the government of Northern Ireland still operating by its own laws (Haagerup, 

1984: p. 38). In 1970, when British troops started to operate under the Special Powers 

Act, they were immediately identified as relating to Stormont rule and this led to the 

rioting which culminated in Bloody Sunday in 1972 (Haagerup, 1984: p. 39). 

   The report continues by saying that the abolition of Stormont and the assertion of 

direct rule from Westminster over Northern Ireland was, in law, not an extreme step, 

since in theory, Stormont was no more sovereign than an English County Council, but 

in practice it ended half a century during which the Unionists had operated a virtual 

monopoly of power. 

    Haagerup stresses the ambiguity of Northern Ireland’s constitutional status at that 

time. In the previous section he outlined measures of ‘temporary’ direct rule from 

Westminster by the British government and here he set out the Northern Ireland 

constitutional framework by stressing themes such as the small amount of time British-

based ministers spent in Northern Ireland and the relative lack of debate on Northern 

Ireland matters in the Westminster Parliament. Great Britain had for hundreds of years 

been a centralised country in law; in practice, the situation of Northern Ireland was very 

different. While in law, Westminster ruled, in practice the exercise of legislative and 

executive powers by the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland received little scrutiny 

from the Parliament and “most British MP’s feel perhaps that history affords little 

encouragement for them to meddle much in the affairs of Ireland” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 

40). 

 
Justices of the Peace do not exist. The Royal Ulster Constabulary is run as one force. To state 

this is not to decry those responsible for the present arrangements. Given the depth of the 

antagonism in Northern Ireland, it is hard to see what else they can do. Certainly, to give police 

powers to local politicians would be a recipe for disaster. But is clear that Northern Ireland is and 

always has been a constitutional oddity. No less than in its sympathies and its passions, it is 

administratively and in political practice, a place apart.  

(Haagerup N., 1983: p.41) 

 

Scholars have discussed the changing British role in Northern Ireland, emphasising its 

constitutional aspects (O’Duffy, 2007; O’Leary, 2007) and the processes of Anglo–Irish 

negotiations, (O’Kane, 2007) illustrating the propensity of successive British 

governments towards socio-political stasis in Northern Ireland and against the flexible, 
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attentive, and focused action that alone could have led to alternative outcomes. The 

Haagerup report stressed the relative ‘autonomy’, which Northern Ireland 

representatives had benefitted from since 1920, without reproaching successive British 

governments in charge, because local hostilities were so profound as to make a different 

approach impossible. The overall tenor of the report suggested however that there was a 

need for deep changes and that Direct Rule could only be a temporary measure.  

   In sum, the report quietly opened the path towards new political avenues. Northern 

Ireland citizens, despite the strong attachment of the majority to the idea of the Union, 

were aware of practical problems in the way Northern Ireland’s interests were listened 

to in the UK, not least the inadequate flow of information and insufficient formal 

representation in Westminster and Brussels. Voluntary bodies, administrators, and 

politicians trying to use Community policies to secure tangible socio-economic benefits 

had faced these political challenges (Bew & Meehan, 1994: p. 96). Although other 

regions of the UK shared many of the adverse consequences of being part of a 

centralized state, some challenges were uniquely encountered in Northern Ireland. As 

was the case elsewhere in the UK and other EU countries, local policy-makers, partisan 

and non-partisan, were starting to increasingly see Community regional policies and 

networks as a means of circumventing the problems of vertical communication 

(McCall, 1999: p. 112). Haagerup seemed well aware of the dynamics in force, 

especially when he acknowledges the role of third sector volunteer groups;  

 
[…] Deep admiration and respect for those people and institutions bravely defying the religious, 

political and social divisions of Northern Ireland. They are unfortunately too numerous to list 

although they are all worthy of mention. Volunteers carry out most efforts of this nature. The 

goodwill displayed and the energies spent are equally divided between Protestants and Catholics. 

The people behind such efforts are to be found in very different areas, from education to politics, 

from charity to childcare. […] They are not limited to people from Northern Ireland, but they are 

actively encouraged and supported by individuals and groups in the Republic, in Great Britain 

and indeed in certain other European countries as well. 

(Haagerup, 1984: p.14). 

 

In light of subsequent developments, this section is crucial in its articulation of new 

circumstances where Northern Ireland and European policies could interact. On the one 

hand, the European Community had features which might help the Northern Ireland 

conflict from the ‘bottom up’, through the example of the lessons in its peace-making 

origins and the continental tradition of coalitions and alliances (McCall, 2014: p. 26). In 
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addition, the idea that interdependence was more significant than impenetrable borders 

could lead to a new administrative framework for the development of programmes, such 

as cross-border ones. The indefinite status of the province, together with the autonomy 

enjoyed in the past, could leave room for manoeuvre and also not be seen necessarily as 

a negative factor. On the other hand, the EC could have the potential to contribute to 

change from the ‘top-down’ through changing the political and institutional balance 

within the Community itself, transforming national majorities into EU minorities (Bew 

& Meehan, 1994: p. 97; Marks, 1996: p.64). Haagerup was very insightful in this 

section and the report continued by exploring another essential area in which Europe’s 

assistance could benefit the Northern Ireland situation - the special economic problems 

of the region.  

 

Economic and Social aspects of Northern Ireland  

The assertion that the European Community had no competence to make proposals on 

changing the constitution of Northern Ireland was one of the major criticisms of the 

decision by the Political Affairs Committee to conduct the Haagerup inquiry. Several 

British government public records asserted the need to influence and to constantly 

repeat to the rapporteur the need to focus strictly on economic and social aspects of the 

conflict, as was written in a private communication dated 10 July 1983;  
 

Mr Prior explained that Haagerup would be visiting Dublin where he would certainly be warmly 

received. Haagerup had informed Mr Prior that he wished to visit Belfast. Mr Prior has no 

intention of seeing him himself but thought it important that Haagerup should understand our 

side of the story and he needs to be constantly reminded to keep his report focused exclusively 

on economic and social aspects of the situation. In general, he seems to behave responsibly. He 

would have no contacts with Sinn Féin or Mr Gerry Adams. Following discussion, it was agreed 

that while officials could receive Mr Haagerup in Belfast, Ministers should not do so.16 

    

These lines are evidence of the dualistic attitude assumed by the British government 

towards the inquiry; while unwilling to cooperate, they did not want to be in a position 

where it would be impossible to criticize or control the outcomes of the report and they 

declare themselves pleased with the fact that no space seemed to have been given to 

Sinn Féin representatives. In the light of their concerns, it is notable that the section in 

the report analysing the economic and social situation in Northern Ireland occupies only 

10 pages out of 90 in total. Elsewhere, the report deals with the historical origins, the 

political parties, the Anglo-Irish dimension of the conflict, and the legal status of 
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Northern Ireland as part of the UK. This suggests the freedom Haagerup enjoyed while 

conducting his inquiry and, subsequently, the autonomy he had in writing the final draft. 

The report does certainly aim to describe the economic and social conditions of 

Northern Ireland. It articulates another possible facet of the EU’s impact, which is more 

interrelated to the economy and to civil society, viewed from the whole Island of Ireland 

perspective. Haagerup implicitly argues here that integration across the Irish border 

could lead to increased wealth and employment, consequently taking people off the 

streets by altering their preference structures, so that violence and conflict would no 

longer be a desirable option – an argument often found in early EP public records about 

Northern Ireland, such as in the Martin report (see chapter 1 for details).  

   For Haagerup, economic conditions in the province only exacerbated the other more 

political issues (Haagerup, 1984: p. 44). In the European Community, only the Republic 

of Ireland, Greece, southern Italy, and Sardinia were poorer regions than Northern 

Ireland, the situation worsening in the last 10 years of the conflict. 40% fewer jobs in 

manufacturing industry were registered in the six counties and the total unemployment 

was over 20%, predominantly in Catholic areas. Money from the British Treasury was 

taken into account in the report, as well as EC contributions made available since 1973, 

which “appears to be very modest compared to the UK funding” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 

45; Tannam, 1999: p. 46). Haagerup listed three main reasons why it would be hard to 

find quick and immediate solutions to recover the Northern Irish economy; firstly, 

violence made conditions difficult for a large number of young people with no jobs and 

no hope of jobs, which in itself discouraged investments. The second reason was the 

geographical remoteness of Northern Ireland; it had often been asserted that peripheral 

regions were disadvantaged, especially in terms of presence in the European agenda 

(Bew & Meehan, 1994: p. 98).  Thirdly, the traditional industries of the province, such 

as textiles and shipbuilding, were in dire difficulties, as they were in most of the old 

industrialised world. Ideas about developing new sectors were not flourishing in the 

region because again violence discouraged businesses. Sectors such as education, 

tourism, and farming were analysed by considering their stronger and weaker elements, 

focusing on their origins and implementation, and arguing “these are classical examples 

of how a normal divergence of economic interest reflects a bitter, if distant, past and so 

reinforces the prejudices of the present” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 45). A consistent 

prominence is given to the Republic of Ireland’s outlook throughout the whole report 

and it is important to underline this component because of the support it brings to the 
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report’s articulation of the mutual Anglo - Irish approach to Northern Ireland. In the 

text, for example, the Republic of Ireland is represented as much more affected by the 

terrorism committed by the IRA, or other illegal organisations, than is generally realised 

(Haagerup, 1984: p. 53). It is estimated that the extra costs of security to the Republic 

had been about IR£1 billion in 1982 alone, and moreover, the Northern Ireland conflict 

was seen as having many other adverse effects on the Irish economy - the loss of 

tourism revenue, for example, which might have been as large as for the North. As such, 

the topics of security and violence were treated together from a very Anglo-Irish 

perspective; troubled Anglo-Irish relationships over the centuries had made the conflict 

more persistently turbulent and violent in Northern Ireland. Haagerup described mutual 

efforts by the Republic and the UK in reducing violence and combatting terrorism as 

“quite satisfactory” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 60), even if the extradition of terrorists from 

the Republic to the UK remained the subject of a quarrel between the two states.  

   The report repeatedly underlined the continuously problematic aspects of the Northern 

Ireland conflict, which could be more readily addressed through the joint engagement of 

both the Irish and the British government. Whereas Northern Ireland was part of the 

UK, there was a pervasive wish on the part of Northern nationalists and many Irish 

people inside and outside the Republic for a united Ireland, and this was not the only 

cause of the perceived constitutional instability described in the report. Haagerup found 

one major reason for instability in concepts of identity within the two communities, 

exacerbated by the diverse economic situation among the two communities and the 

tradition of violence among extremists. An additional factor was the sense of insecurity 

among Unionists, as well as the medium to long-term indefinite intentions of the UK 

government, political parties, and voters regarding the future governance of the region. 

In stating, “nobody should question the right of nationalists to demand and to hope for 

Irish unity” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 63), the report affirmed the intrinsic importance of 

hope in Irish history and politics.  

 British withdrawal would not provide a solution however, in the view of the rapporteur, 

because it could simply increase the violence to civil war proportions. In addition, 

Haagerup addressed the enormous economic cost of incorporating the six counties of 

Northern Ireland into the Republic. The necessary financial input to realize Irish unity 

would far exceed what would be considered economically feasible under contemporary 

circumstances “unless a joint Irish-British-EC-US approach to deal with this matter 

were to be fund[ed]” (Haagerup, 1984: p. 69). In light of future improvements in the 
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peace and reconciliation process, these suggestions were exceptionally important in 

emphasising the belief that any reforms and advances in the overall political situation of 

Northern Ireland should be planned and executed by responsible UK authorities, with 

the consent of the people in Northern Ireland, and with the fullest possible co-operation 

from the Republic. These were also the pillars of the Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1985 

and the consequent institutionalisation of cross-border cooperation. The role of the EC 

in articulating these principles was mainly to provide inspiration for opposing and 

rejecting violence as a political instrument.  

 

Exploring British responses to the Haagerup Report 

Public records show that the British government and the Northern Ireland office 

received the first draft of the report on the 6 December 1983.17 The inclusive Anglo-

Irish approach advocated in the text pushed the UK administration to be very discreet in 

their support for Haagerup’s views, not least because of the necessity of maintaining 

coherence with their initial public position, which had been very critical of the inquiry 

in the early stages;  

 
There is a lot of value in the report to us, but equally, we must not be too forthcoming: we will 

also consider whether others might be approached about their response to the report. We will 

consider further whether a more formal response is required after publication and, if it is, in what 

terms, to not contradict the previous press line.18  

 

The government certainly took into account Haagerup’s attempt to explain the situation, 

to produce a broadly fair survey, which considered all the complexities, strength of 

feeling, and sense of identity in Northern Ireland, set against the deep historical roots of 

the conflict. Where the report is unflattering to the UK, as it is in the historical section, 

‘the comments are not unfair’,19 but it was enough to disappoint many people at the 

time and to exacerbate DUP dissatisfaction. Jim Nicholson has described Haagerup’s 

inquiry as “a mistake and also the first experience where Europe learned the lesson to 

not get directly involved and to not take any sides in the Northern Ireland situation” 

(interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015). The MEP further argued that, 

because of such a long history of deep division in the region, it was absolutely 

impossible for an outsider such as Niels Haagerup to get the right approach in reporting 

on the situation and “the result is clearly in need of more balance” (interview with Jim 

Nicholson, 27 November 2015). 
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 The British government however was “reasonably satisfied” with how the report turned 

out “considering the fears of something a great deal less comfortable”.20 The nature of 

some unhelpful statements was recognized as being expressly designed by the 

rapporteur to encourage support from all sides of the EP and the view of officials was 

that the UK “can live with these few infelicities in the text”.21 In addition, these stances 

“do not stand out”,22 showing appreciation for the final favourable general message 

conveyed. Haagerup is described as “a man of moderate views who has had an 

intelligent and informed interest in Northern Ireland for a number of years and who has 

visited the province as a leader of an informal working group of MEPs”.23 Much of 

what the government had wished to see was left out however. The report concentrated 

on the conflict and British officials complained that there was little of “the positive 

story”24 that ought to be emphasised, and there was only “passing reference to anti-

discrimination legislation and little of day to day cooperation between the 

communities”.25 British representatives discussed in private what kind of changes they 

would have liked to see in the text of the report. For example they would have liked the 

rapporteur to remove ambiguities on whether a political system based on shared 

responsibility on the whole island of Ireland should be confined to Northern Ireland, or 

cover the Republic’s affairs as well.26 However such comments were never sent to Mr 

Haagerup. This suggests that the British government had no fundamental objections to 

the text. The overall impression is of a positive reaction to the inquiry’s outcome, and 

balance is never a subject of discussion. Comments were minor and focused on some of 

the phrasing in the report, rather than on the conceptualisation of the Northern Ireland 

conflict per se. The public files also point up the dissimilarity of views between 

Unionism, as represented by Jim Nicholson, and the UK government.   

   Why would these differences exist? As British documents indicate, the report was 

seen as the result of a broadly fair examination of the history in Northern Ireland, which 

was also where the text was most unflattering to Unionism, rather than to the UK. From 

the analysis of Direct Rule to ‘Ulsterisation’, the narrative points towards Unionism’s 

responsibility, blaming both civil servants as well as loyalist paramilitaries for the 

historical consequences of their attitudes and behaviour. Again, these comments are not 

unfair, but hardly acceptable to the DUP and UUP, especially when no historical 

justifications for these behaviours were conveyed. Unionists further felt threatened by 

the emphasis placed in the report on the need to find further means of expressing 
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nationalist identity in Northern Ireland through a process of working towards 

devolution.  

   Haagerup’s suggested strategy was aimed at supporting a peaceful and mutual 

expression of British and Irish identities, rather than creating alternatives. The report 

sought to investigate Northern Ireland’s past history, together with finding new ways to 

promote the welfare of the people of Northern Ireland by peaceful means. In addition, 

Haagerup suggested very clearly that improved Anglo-Irish relations would aid in the 

taming of the Northern Ireland conflict. The important role of the Irish government in 

the Northern Ireland situation was acknowledged too in the British government’s 

reaction to the report; “that much is broadly acceptable, given our public recognition of 

the positive impact in Northern Ireland of Irish influence and Anglo-Irish relations”.27 

 

Conclusion  

The Haagerup report provided a starting point for the EP and the EC’s understanding of 

the origins of the Northern Ireland conflict. Firstly, the conceptualisation of the conflict 

presented in the report offered a consensual EC perspective to the people of Europe on 

this issue of conflict and strife in a peripheral region of the Community. Secondly, 

Haagerup, by surveying the conflict through the European prism, recognized that any 

inputs for reform and social improvements were highly dependent on the willingness of 

the two national governments of the UK and the Republic to cooperate on Northern 

Ireland domestic matters. Furthermore, the report, by approaching the Northern Ireland 

situation as a mutual issue between the British and Irish governments, had already 

recognized this dimension in 1984, suggesting ways and measures for future 

improvements.  

   The 1985 Anglo - Irish Agreement has been described as arguably the most far 

reaching political development since the creation of Northern Ireland in 1920 (McCall, 

1999: p. 48). It created a new set of institutions under the framework of the Anglo-Irish 

Intergovernmental Conference (IGC). In terms of operation and achievements of the 

AIA, the most obvious development was the institutionalisation of cross-border 

cooperation on Northern Ireland matters (McCall, 1999: p. 48). Rather than being 

merely given a voice, the Irish government had the right to put forward views and 

proposals on the internal affairs of Northern Ireland (Coakley, 2004: p.410), although 

Article 2 of the agreement stated explicitly that this was not a derogation of sovereignty. 

The latter unmistakeably reflects what was theorized and suggested by Haagerup. In 
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addition, Haagerup, particularly by bringing national identities centre stage in the 

conflict resolution process, designated, defined, and explicated the European 

Community role in approaching Northern Ireland. It does not presume to create a 

distinctive European identity, but the objective was to remove the divisiveness of 

national identity, conceiving the European arena as a model of financial and political 

support to push the parties towards dialogue, cooperation, and potentially joint activity 

in battling for funds in Brussels.  

      The indefinite character of Northern Ireland’s political status, due largely on the one 

hand to the non-acceptance of British rule by the nationalist minority and, on the other 

hand, to the temporary nature of Direct Rule as a method of governance, suggested both 

the reasons for antagonisms and the scope for manoeuvring in a situation where so 

many had failed before. The fact that the British government responded positively to the 

inclusive Anglo-Irish approach advanced by the Haagerup report validates the overall 

analysis. Reactions were different on the Unionist side, as illustrated by Jim 

Nicholson’s statements, and from which it is possible to deduce that a re-consideration 

of the report’s value has still today not been completed, especially as the text is still 

presented as an example of a wrong approach.  

   This chapter considered the Haagerup report as an early but essential contribution to 

the peace process in Northern Ireland. The report was also, remarkably, the first full 

picture ever drawn by the European Community of Northern Ireland’s political and 

economic situation. After its adoption in March 1984 the report became the official 

view of the European Parliament on the Northern Ireland conflict. 
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European cross-border cooperation and regionalisation in Northern Ireland: 

politics, policies and perceptions  

 

Introduction  

The signing of the 1985 AIA institutionalised cross-border politics on the island of 

Ireland.  After the signing of the agreement, cross-border cooperation was one of the 

main means employed by the EU to help the peace process. Accordingly, the main 

undertaking of this chapter is to examine how EU efforts regarding cross-border 

cooperation were developed and implemented in Northern Ireland, with a conflict 

amelioration objective. To this end the chapter considers programmes and activities 

implemented in the context of major institutional change in Europe, Northern Ireland 

and between the North and South of the island. 

   The existing literature has discussed a range of factors that affected Northern Ireland 

and the Republic of Ireland’s dynamic relationship within the EU with regards to cross 

border cooperation. This included available resources (finance, personnel and 

independent expertise), institutional capacity, political leadership, civil society input, 

linkages, networks and cultural predisposition towards the EC (McCall, 1999: p. 57; 

Murphy, 1999: p. 12; Tannam, 1999; Dinan, 2012: p. 850). Other scholarship has dealt 

with cross-border cooperation and governance as central themes of discourses on 

regionalism and European integration (Anderson & O’Dowd, 1999; O'Dowd, Anderson, 

Wilson, 2003; O’Dowd & McCall, 2008). This chapter will combine both of the afore-

mentioned approaches, considering the actors and institutional changes that have 

occurred in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland’s cross-border relationship 

since the signing of the Single European Act (SEA) in 1986 and the establishment of 

the Single European Market (SEM) by 1992, when European integration gathered 

momentum. It will explain the significance of Structural Funds for economic and cross 

border interests and will describe the design and implementation of the EU’s cross-

border cooperation policy programme, INTERREG, with the aim of identifying not 

only the successes but also the failures of the programme. These failures pushed 

politicians and policy-makers to take a step further in the Northern Ireland peace 

process.  

   In order to analyse the interactions between the EU, INTERREG and the new 

institutional landscape created after the signing of the AIA, this chapter will start by 

outlining the new EU institutional framework established by developments such as the 
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1988 reform of Regional policy, the changes in Structural Funds expenditure and finally 

the signing of the 1993 Maastricht Treaty. These all provided new challenges for 

Northern Ireland, providing impetus for greater cooperation on the island. The 

following section will highlight the connections between conceptions of cross-border 

cooperation and conflict amelioration within the EU, in order to provide a basis for 

understanding the genesis of EU sponsored cross-border cooperation in the context of 

the Irish border areas. This section will also highlight the remaining obstacles to greater 

cross-border cooperation. The difficulties encountered in engaging in processes of 

integration and regionalisation were at the outset the product of the limited results 

achieved by cross-border cooperation through INTERREG I and II (1994 - 2001). The 

conclusion will highlight the obstacles raised by the programming and implementation 

stages of INTERREG. These were the basis of the EU’s need to create a better policy, 

specifically designed to respond to Northern Ireland’s needs and specifically aimed at 

conflict amelioration.     

 

The EU institutional framework for Northern Ireland  

Representatives in Northern Ireland - such as John Hume - saw EU integration and 

regionalisation as the ultimate tool to weaken nationalist and unionist conceptions of 

sovereignty, as well as both communities’ political sensitivities to Irish and Northern 

Irish cross-border cooperation. The implementation of EU sponsored cross-border 

cooperation activities in the context of the Irish border areas was mainly based on 

overcoming these ideological constraints.    

   The late 1980s saw a renewed vitality to Jean Monnet’s aspiration of realising a 

political union among European member states, because the Council endorsed 

amendments ensuring the eventual creation of a European Central Bank, a single 

currency and a single community-wide monetary policy (Moravcisk, 1991: p. 18). 

Europhiles in Europe, Ireland and Northern Ireland (Hume, 1987: p. 10; interview with 

Andy Pollak, 28 November 2015; interview with Hugh Logue, 29 October 15)1 agreed 

with the view that, as a result, nationalism would be diminished. The outcome would be 

a Europe of regions instead of a Europe of States, where conflicting national interests 

would not impede any kind of cooperation. In addition, in this evolving Europe of 

regions, the question of whether cross-border cooperation implied ‘Irish unity through 

the back door’ (Donnan & Wilson, 2010: p. 76) would be irrelevant, because borders 

would be anachronistic and sovereignty would no longer be a preoccupying concern.  
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The process of European integration has called the role of the nation-state in question. The 

transfer of power to Brussels coupled with the political rhetoric championing increased 

competences for local and regional administration both undermine the legitimacy of the state 

government. 

(Kirby, 1996: p. 2) 

 

It is clear that, in such an evolving regional and supranational political environment, the 

EU’s institutional framework could efficiently provide increased opportunities for 

cross-border cooperation. Nevertheless, in order to fully accomplish this task, European 

institutions needed to grow their powers and responsibilities and this required a certain 

degree of renewal and reorganisation.     

   The role of the Commission as an initiator of policies was established during these 

years. Through its work, it de facto increased the number of common policies and 

common interests shared by the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. With its 

prominent supranational role as the sole architect of policies and as a mediator between 

EU member-states and EU institutions, the Commission found itself in a position to 

make states more aware of their common interests, expanding the remit of EU policies 

so that state policy-making was increasingly part of a broader EU framework. Monnet 

and Schuman had envisaged that the Commission would eventually form the central 

executive core of a European political federation, but the extent of its executive power 

remained still to be determined (McCall, 1999: p. 59). The Commission retained an 

important agenda-setting ability, most notably in the area of Structural Funds (Allen, 

2010: p. 254) and it had a representative role in international relations. While seeking to 

extend its supranational powers further into executive policy-making, the Commission 

succeeded in combining the administrative and executive functions traditionally 

reserved for separate institutions.  

   The blurring of demarcations between these tasks of the Commission had implications 

in Ireland and Northern Ireland especially regarding accepted bureaucratic procedures. 

It underlined the unique political and dynamic nature of the Commission in 

implementing cross-border strategies on the island (Wille, 2010: p. 1097) and European 

commissioners became directly concerned with policy implementation. In sum, with the 

Commission initiating EU common policies, the Irish and British states were officially 

connected in a much stronger way than before. Within this framework Northern Ireland 
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and the Republic could increasingly share common policies, thus diminishing the 

significance of the border as an administrative divide:   

 
Interaction with Brussels and bilateral contact with partners in other member-states has served to 

internationalise public policy-making in Ireland. Decision-making in many policy sectors 

dealing with such diverse issues as the environment, agricultural policy, health and safety in the 

work place, technical standards and regional policy take place within intergovernmental and 

trans-governmental policy networks that reach from Brussels into sub-national government in 

the member states. 

(Tannam & Laffan, 1997: p. 69)  

 

This statement shows how efforts at cross-border cooperation triggered the emergence 

of a stronger and more involved network of private actors and interest groups in 

Northern Ireland, all empowered by the EU. The Commission welcomed the creation of 

this policy-network and positively contributed to altering the context. It created the 

conditions for new policy experimentation and participation, aimed at fostering peace 

on the island of Ireland. In addition it is also interesting to note that this was the period 

during which the Commission started to ‘overshadow’ the EP role in fields such as 

agenda setting. Nonetheless these developments do not mean that the parliament lost its 

gatekeeping position in lobbying and communication for Northern Ireland and Irish 

MEPs.  

  Having analysed the enhanced role of the EU Commission in this framework, this 

chapter needs further to consider other EU institutions, such as the Council of Ministers 

and the European Council in order to understand how the EU could provide 

opportunities for Ireland and Northern Ireland cross-border cooperation. The Council of 

Ministers had key decision-making powers in the EU’s framework and, moreover, in 

the informal stages of policy-making. The Council of Ministers, the European Council 

(heads of government) and local interest groups all lobbied the Commission. 

Consequently, a policy proposal made by the Commission was likely to reflect these 

lobbying interests (Tannam, 1999: p. 118). The relevance of the Council of Ministers to 

the cross-border relationship makes it the key institution in which member states can 

pursue their economic and political interests as well as seek to generally influence EU 

policies. Moreover, the committee system, which serves the Council of Ministers, 

provides another forum for cross-border cooperation. It unifies various groups, the most 

important of which is the Permanent Committee of Representatives (COREPER) 

(Crombez 2002: p. 24). In these committees serving the Council of Ministers: 
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We may be witnessing in the administrative reality at least in the European Community a 

significant trend towards ‘engrenage’, interlocking, Verflechtung […] This cost benefit analysis 

by civil servants (mutatis mutandis by heads of state, ministers and interests groups, but not by 

national parliamentarians) creates a major dynamic for European integration leading not to a 

transfer of loyalty by national officials to a new centre, but to co-operation of officials in a new 

system of shared government […] The multi-level interactions of civil servants of several 

national and international administrations thus reinforce trends towards forms of “sharing” or 

“fusion” of powers between bureaucrats and politicians […].  

(Wessels, 1992: p. 230) 

 

All these mechanisms had implications for Northern Ireland. The region, legally part of 

the UK, was not directly involved in the lobbying or negotiations within the Council 

and was not part of the committee system. This constituted a huge issue in terms of 

representation of interests, because the British administration’s preferences often 

diverged from those of the six counties. Irish representatives, on the other hand, shared 

common interests with Northern Ireland in certain economic areas and were sometimes 

better disposed than the British government to protect the interests of Northern Ireland. 

This absence of adequate representation of the political interests of Northern Ireland, 

created additional impetus for Northern Irish groups to lobby Irish ministers for support.   

   In this context The European Council at Maastricht (December 1991) indicated that 

the overwhelming majority of member-states’ held a commitment to continue moving 

the EU towards economic and monetary union (Dinan, 2012: p. 850). The inclusion of 

co-decision in the Maastricht Treaty had the potential to improve the cooperation and 

consent, giving additional legislative powers to the EP, having thus positive outcomes 

for Northern Ireland2. Under the co-decision procedure the EP had a second reading of 

the Commission’s proposals and had to agree to any final decision (interview with 

Carlo Trojan, 29 January 2016). The EP had the right to reject a text after three months 

of attempted compromise, on the basis of a simple majority vote (Tannam, 1999: p. 

120). These developments de facto increased the powers of the parliament and further 

encouraged Irish and Northern Ireland MEPs to participate more actively in its activities 

to pursue their national and regional interests (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 

November 2015). In addition the establishing of the Committee of the Regions by the 

Maastricht Treaty (article 198 of the Maastricht Treaty)3 was of potential benefit 

particularly for cross-border cooperation on the island of Ireland. It allowed local 

representatives from the Republic and from Northern Ireland to consult on matters of 
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common interest and to lobby jointly to achieve their policy aims (interview with 

Roberto Speciale, 17 February 2017). Moreover the Committee of the Regions allowed 

members from the border regions of the Republic and Northern Ireland to meet together 

to pursue their regional interests, outside the London/Dublin axis (McCall, 1999: p. 65). 

The ‘non-zero sum’ (Tannam, 1999: p. 122) European framework was strengthened by 

the establishment of this regional body. The nine Irish members and the two 

representatives from Northern Ireland, who came to be part of the Committee, were 

drawn from local government and appointed by the central administration.  

   All these developments within the EU institutions brought together the Irish and the 

Northern Irish EU representatives, who now had additional powers and arenas at their 

disposal. In the next section, this chapter will investigate the developments, which 

followed these changes in the EU’s institutional design. They entailed a commonality of 

interests between the two parts of the island, which served as the basis for public and 

private actors engaging more actively in cross-border cooperation activities.    

   

The Single European Act and the European Single Market: additional incentives 

to cross-border cooperation   

This thesis has already sought to show how the 1985 AIA established the 

institutionalisation of cross-border cooperation on the island of Ireland. The analysis at 

the beginning of this chapter started by demonstrating how this period coincided with a 

stage of EU dynamism, where EU policy packages and reforms in regional policy had 

potential implications for the Irish and Northern Ireland relationship. The Single 

European Act’s (SEA) aim of establishing a Single European Market (SEM) came as a 

consequence of this new dynamism. By including specific policy changes, it had clear 

implications for the cross-border relationship between Ireland and Northern Ireland. 

Firstly, it aimed to link the twelve member-states of the EC into one unique market. 

Secondly, it ensured that the SEM was an ever-expanding marketplace and, finally, it 

guaranteed that resources of people and capital could flow to areas of greatest economic 

disadvantage. In real terms, the SEM tried to facilitate the removal of physical barriers 

to trade (custom posts), the elimination of technical barriers, such as different technical 

and safety standards in member-states and the removal of fiscal barriers, such as 

different tax rates in member-states.4 Such linkages and the issues connected to the 

peripheral position of the island of Ireland in respect to the other member-states 
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constituted an additional incentive for Irish and Northern Ireland policy-makers to 

cooperate in order to minimize the problems and maximize the benefits.5    

   The SEA’s aim of achieving the SEM reflected both the Commission’s and the 

Council’s support: the role of the Commission was vital in harnessing encouragement 

and in mediating between the representatives of various member states. Its actions were 

based on the belief that an integrated Europe necessitated an integrated European 

economy. Thus the SEM was a vital step towards a united Europe. To facilitate this 

process, the SEA sought to erode economic barriers between states. This had substantial 

implications for the island of Ireland. The move towards a single market would 

presumably increase trade and other contacts between member-states: the proximity of 

Northern Ireland to the Republic would provide ample opportunity in this direction. 

This in itself would, on the other hand, provide common opportunities for cross-border 

cooperation: the removal of barriers to trade between Northern Ireland and the Republic 

would create common incentives for actors on both sides of the border. The effects 

could go far deeper than simply increasing trade.6 The SEM constitutes consequently an 

example of how a Commission policy could foster common interests on the island of 

Ireland.  

   According to Gudgin (2000: p. 68) the most profound effects of the SEM in Northern 

Ireland occurred during the early years of UK membership when tariffs were initially 

reduced or removed and resulted in a significant increase in exports. The drive to 

complete the SEM process by 1993 placed further competitive pressure on Northern 

Ireland businesses, but it represented an incentive for the six counties to upgrade 

products and processes to meet higher external standards (Birnie & Hitchens, 1999: p. 

100). Public utilities in Northern Ireland were also affected, in terms of their 

management, funding and processes of privatization across the UK and Ireland. Driven 

by EU state aid and competition rules, all of these measures opened up diversified fields 

of economic activity, which were once protected. A new emphasis on the development 

of EU energy and environmental policies during this period also prompted economic 

consequences for member-states and regions alike (Murphy, 1999: p. 42).  

   Additional observations can be made in relation to the impact of the SEM on Northern 

Ireland’s ability to attract inward investment. Birnie and Hitchens (1999: p. 100) have 

argued that access to a large European market may have provided the stimulus for firms 

from outside the EU to locate in the region. It is difficult however to assess how 

decisive the SEM project was in providing this impetus. Certainly relatively cheap 
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labour, a young educated and English-speaking workforce and the embryonic peace 

process contributed. In addition, the harmonisation of domestic policy had been pursued 

with the purpose of creating ‘a level playing-field’ (Murphy, 1999: p. 43) for all 

member-states and regions, requiring the development of common EU-wide policies 

and approaches to social legislation and environmental regulation.7 In Northern Ireland 

the evolution of harmonised and regulated EU policy sectors placed a financial burden 

on the region in its attempts to comply with EU legislative requirements. The question 

that rises from this economic perspective is how this connects to cross-border 

cooperation on the island of Ireland? 

   The expected benefits of the free trade principles of the SEM were based upon certain 

assumptions, among which was the view that this would benefit all economies equally.8 

In opposition to such a view, it has been argued that a single market would actually 

harm the economies of poorer regions, the so-called periphery (Haas, 1970 as quoted by 

Tannam, 1999). Empirical evidence in support of such a claim has been offered: in 

regions where industrial production was highly concentrated, a small number of firms 

produced a relatively large share of total outputs. These same companies had greater 

access to technology than others, enjoying thus greater economics of scale (Haas, 1970: 

p. 100-106 as quoted by Tannam, 1999). Their advantages were undeniable and the 

SEM’s aim to create ‘perfect competition’ was simply unrealizable because regions 

possessing larger corporations and economies of scale, as well as having access to 

technological innovation, would be even more efficient in a free market9. With the free 

flow of capital and of people within the SEM, investments would flow to richer areas 

and poorer regions would suffer from underinvestment. Moreover, in a free market, 

cheaper competitive goods from richer regions of the EU would flood poorer high-cost 

economies. Economic growth would be stunted in these poorer areas, with the result 

that the SEM, far from benefiting all regions of the EU, would in fact give advantage to 

the richer countries10 (Smith, 2010: p. 942).  

   The relevance of these economic effects to the Ireland/Northern Ireland cross-border 

relationship is that both Northern Ireland and the Republic shared common economic 

problems, as shown by the report on the regional problems of Ireland, tabled by Hume 

and published by the EP in 1987 (Hume, 1987). The report recognized that the Republic 

of Ireland was the second most disadvantaged economy in the EU, whilst Northern 

Ireland was the fourth. Issues included low economic growth and very high 

unemployment (Hume, 1987: p. 4). In 1988 the EC identified both regions as poorer 
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regions of the community, thus giving them the so-called ‘objective one’ status. This 

marked them both as regions deserving of special treatment in the context of the EC’s 

regional policy, ranking them as a priority area for structural investment.11 After the 

completion of the Channel Tunnel Northern Ireland and the Republic were the only EU 

regions separated by sea from continental Europe. They faced higher transport costs, 

undermining further their competitiveness. In addition, both areas suffered the 

detrimental effects of the SEM: underinvestment, loss of competitiveness and increased 

outside competition on the home market.12   

   The problems faced by Northern Ireland were not shared to the same degree by the 

British government: Britain was nearer to continental Europe and it was wealthier than 

both Northern Ireland and the Republic. This difference led to the argument presented 

by Hume in 1987, stating in front of the EP that Northern Ireland had more in common 

economically with the Republic of Ireland than it did with Great Britain and, 

consequently, it should cooperate more closely with the Republic in its economic 

policies (Hume, 1987: p. 27). This argument was not simply prescriptive: on the 

contrary it was argued that, by cooperating, Northern Ireland and the Republic could 

minimise the economic losses, which might emanate from the SEM and maximise 

benefits. Businesses on either side of the border would increase their economies of 

scale, so as to decrease their costs of production, thus making them more competitive.13 

    In sum, the SEM arguably provided strong economic incentives for actors in 

Northern Ireland, which would become more lucrative if they integrated with the 

Republic of Ireland. The implicit objective was to support local efforts to cooperate on 

both sides of the border, not only by increasing trade, but also by incentivising actors to 

develop business links so as to combat the SEM’s risks. In this way, the EU indirectly 

provided incentives for increased cross-border cooperation. The potential of the SEM to 

accentuate economic differences between rich and poor regions was used to argue for 

greater Commission emphasis on EU regional policy, to compensate these poorer 

regions for their losses. The consequent reform of EU regional policy in 1988 provided 

another good opportunity to impact on Northern Ireland, but before looking closely at 

how EU cross-border cooperation was concretely implemented in the region, it is 

important to understand its linkages with conflict amelioration and peacebuilding.14   
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Cross-border cooperation in Northern Ireland   

The EU tried to give an impetus to cross-border cooperation on the island because such 

measures held out the prospect of positive-sum politics in the North, which were 

outward looking and capable of revealing existing and new areas of common interest 

between the two parts of the island (Coakley & O’Dowd, 2007, p. 878). The Union’s 

wide range of powers (particularly those arising from EU regulations and monetary 

policy) had an impact on the political economy of the border region and the concept of a 

‘Europe of the regions’ provided a rallying cry for those political actors who wished to 

foster European regionalism. In this framework, financial programmes such as 

INTERREG were introduced to provide financial incentives and a model of cooperation 

designed with the specific purpose to transform the borders from ‘barriers into bridges’. 

The empowerment of the regional level of governance stemmed from bottom-up 

mobilization (Laffan & Payne, 2001, p. 27), through the promotion of subsidiarity, the 

creation of consultative fora such as the Committee of the Regions, and the provision of 

funds directed not at the state as a whole, but to specific units within it. The 

Commission concretized this intention with the establishment of the European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF) in 1975, which strengthened the development of a stronger 

EU Regional policy (Tannam, 1999, p. 200).  

   With the EP’s 1984 Haagerup Report, the Community emphasized its role in 

supporting an Irish–British understanding on Northern Ireland matters, as part of a 

normative and functional dynamic of European integration, with Irish government 

support. In addition, it stated the need for greater cross-border cooperation on the island 

of Ireland. The 1985 AIA additionally enhanced this context. Thereafter, the agenda for 

negotiation on the future of Northern Ireland always included the cross-border 

dimension, which was aided by interpersonal relations between British and Irish 

premiers at key stages (McCall, 2014, p. 43), but also by the transnational organization 

of the EP. It was, however, not until 1990 that the EU adopted a specific policy 

instrument - INTERREG - designed to overcome the obstacles to development in the 

border regions and to promote cross-border cooperation.  

   The first Ireland/Northern Ireland INTERREG (1991–1993) built on the possibilities 

opened-up by the AIA to promote cross-border cooperation. The initiative identified 

problems related to the ‘peripherality’ of the island (Laffan & Payne, 2001, p. 47) and 

the manner in which violence had exacerbated the economic problems of the border 

areas 15 . Each sector of cooperation was developed as a sub-programme and a 
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monitoring committee and a related civil service network in both Dublin and Belfast 

administrations were responsible for the delivery and management of the programme 

(Laffan & Payne, 2001, p. 47). Although the programme was supposed to take a 

bottom-up approach, in practice there was very little involvement by those living in the 

border areas, nor did the programme reflect any effective strategy to jointly overcome 

the obstacles to economic development (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 November 

2015). INTERREG I constituted nonetheless a useful exercise in developing cross-

border linkages mainly driven by business interests in search of a ‘one island economy’ 

(Laffan & Payne, 2001, p. 48) and by groups along the border in search of economic 

regeneration, thus expanding cross-border networks among the business sectors, public 

agencies and civil servants (Tannam, 1999, p. 104). 

   The INTERREG II (1994–1999) programme identified three types of cross-border 

cooperation activities meriting regional aid: joint planning and implementation of cross-

border sub-programmes; the introduction of measures to improve the flow of 

information across borders and amongst the border regions, between public agencies, 

private organizations and voluntary bodies and, finally, the setting up of a shared 

institutional and administrative structures to sustain and promote cooperation. 16 

Although tangible improvements were registered, criticisms of INTERREG II 

concerned the management structure of the sub-programmes, which were highly 

centralized. The vast majority of the decisions were taken in the working groups, which 

were usually more concerned with technical expertise under the direct influence of the 

Irish administration and the Northern Ireland civil service, with very little or no 

involvement of civil society interests (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 November 2015). 

Another key criticism was related to the need for more genuine cross-border sub-

projects, the potential of which was clearly interconnected with the network capacity to 

influence choices during the programming phase. At the local level, business interests 

needed greater information sources about potential opportunities and straightforward 

access to a commissioner who could help with the obvious administrative challenges 

related to doing business in two different jurisdictions (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 

November 2015). In sum: ‘INTERREG II showed a real need for joint management and 

strategic planning, which could facilitate a common understanding of the other 

administrative structures and their culture. Nonetheless it had been a good starting-point 

for the working thorough of INTERREG III’ (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 

November 2015). 
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Contradictory attitudes towards EU cross-border cooperation in Northern Ireland 

The reasons for INTERREG I and II’s failure to fully attain their objectives have been 

identified by scholars as deeply rooted in problems linked to the political symbolism of 

cross-border cooperation and to the centralised nature of the British and Irish states 

(O’Dowd, Corrigan, Moore, 1995; O’Dowd, 1999; Tannam, 1999). Traditionally cross-

border cooperation met with different responses from unionists and nationalists. For 

unionists cross-border cooperation represented the Republican ‘Trojan horse’: a device 

to trap them into a united Ireland by stealth. Agreement to any form of cross-border 

cooperation could be interpreted as a step towards integration with the Republic, which 

of course was anathema to most unionists (Tannam, 1999: p. 6). Unionism’s key-

concern was that cross-border linkages with the South did not dilute in any way British 

sovereignty in Northern Ireland.  

   Nationalists, on the other hand, welcomed cross-border cooperation in economic and 

political terms. For John Hume, EU generated cooperation would dilute the negative 

effects of the Irish border and would facilitate reconciliation between the two 

communities and between North and South (McLoughlin, 2009: p. 603). Hume became 

a vocal advocate of the ‘Europe of Regions’: a Europe in which central state power was 

weak (Laffan, 2016: p. 162). Sinn Féin echoed the SDLP’s support for cross-border 

cooperation but without the same enthusiasm for European integration and European 

supranationalism. The party initially opposed Irish membership of the EU but later 

moving to a policy of ‘critically engaging with European matters’ (interview with 

Martina Anderson, 2 December 2016). All political parties in the Republic supported 

cross-border cooperation in whatever guise and joined the Commission in all of its 

efforts to diminish barriers and transform them into bridges (Laffan, 2005: p. 179).  

   Reticence towards cross-border cooperation was by no means the only obstacle. 

Efforts to design and manage genuine cross-border projects in a delegated and 

decentralised manner had to contend with the highly centralised nature of the two 

administrations (Laffan & Payne, 2001: p. 51). The 1988 reform of EU Structural 

Funds, with its emphasis on partnership and ‘bottom-up’ approach did not fit easily into 

the dominant style of public policy-making on either side of the border. The authorities 

in Dublin and Belfast were quick to assert their role as gatekeepers in relations with 

Brussels; in the Republic, the administration dominated the design and implementation 

of the National Development Plan, engaging only in limited and cosmetic consultations 

with sub-national actors (interview with Andy Pollak, 28 November 2015).  



 154 

   In addition Northern Ireland, as legally part of the UK, was not directly involved in 

lobbying or negotiations and was not part of the committee system in the Council of 

Ministers. Moreover, involving another jurisdiction was seen as upsetting long 

established procedures implemented by the Westminster policy-style, impacting 

negatively on power relationships (interview with Patrick Colgan, 10 May 2016). These 

dynamics limited in practice the space for manoeuvre of Northern Ireland’s political and 

private representatives whose influence on the policymaking and bargaining processes 

was minimal. On the opposite side, this also meant that Irish representatives, sharing 

common interests with Northern Ireland in certain economic areas, might be better 

disposed than the British government to protect Northern Ireland interests. Thus, the 

absence of adequate Northern Ireland representation ended up being an additional 

incentive for Northern Ireland groups, drawn from both communities, to lobby Irish 

ministers for support for particular stances and create a formal rapprochement of the 

two administrations. At the end INTERREG was welcomed and interpreted as a positive 

contribution by both communities: 
 

INTERREG is still one of the most popular programmes of Europe and it lasts the challenge of 

time. We - the Unionists - were suspicious of its aim of changing the meaning of the border. We 

tried to resist, while the programme persisted through the years and I now consider it as one of 

the best programmes ever delivered in the border regions of the island by the EU. 

(Interview with Jim Nicholson 27January 2015) 

 

This quote also shows how an overt focus on potential economic gains prompted 

support for novel experimentations with cross-border and interregional networks, 

partnership and collaborations.     

   Devolution in Britain and Northern Ireland, together with regionalization in the 

Republic subsequently generated processes that had a long-term impact on the system 

of public policy-making (Whitehead, 2003, p. 8). Rather than one hierarchical centre, 

the system became more layered with different spatial areas involved in the planning 

and delivery of programmes. North–South cooperation was fostered by the two states, 

by parallel developments in civil society, and by the self-organized networks (Rhodes, 

2007: p. 1245).  
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Conclusion        

Northern Ireland embarked de facto on a process of regionalisation, based on the fear 

that, with the introduction of the SEM, the region would be subsumed into a perceived 

monolithic and homogeneous trans-national union. This fear prompted both the 

Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland to seek greater levels of autonomy and 

independence. At the beginning of this process, dealing with EU policies was a complex 

task for Northern Ireland politicians, who were unfamiliar with the practical operation 

of the EU and its institutions, being at the same time often ill-acquainted with the means 

of accessing and influencing EU policy. Furthermore, they had to face a certain degree 

of unionist reticence, particularly in relation to cross-border cooperation. Nonetheless, 

the EU institutional framework firmly established itself in this context, in order to 

underline the common economic interests of the island of Ireland in different policy 

areas, which would benefit from a common approach.  

   This chapter supports the view that the new EU dynamism of the late ‘80s and early 

‘90s, helped to stimulate greater Ireland and Northern Ireland cross-border initiatives. It 

has shown how the EU was increasingly essential in fostering this cooperation. The 

reform of regional policy and the introduction of the SEM for goods increased cross-

border cooperation, supporting national representatives, civil servants and private 

groups in their attempt to gain direct access to the distribution of Structural Funds. 

Subsequently the chapter situated INTERREG in the context of the Irish border, 

describing how the EU’s role in the Irish border region evolved from its economic and 

regional policies. Indeed, from the early 1980s onwards, the Community financed a 

number of studies of issues interconnected to the border in Northern Ireland, which led 

to the establishment of INTERREG. The analysis offered here clarifies why the 

administrative models adopted for INTERREG I and II did not achieve satisfactory 

results: the highly centralised nature of the Irish and British administrations, together 

with the political symbolism of cross-border cooperation in the Irish border regions, 

hindered a real involvement of private actors and interest groups in the initiatives.  

   This chapter covered the key-principles underpinning the INTERREG programme. 

Transforming the border from a barrier into a bridge was an essential part of the 

functional dynamic of EU integration and, in order to achieve such cooperation, the 

Commission has always been very supportive of a model based on programming, 

partnership, institutional linkages and, particularly, bottom-up mobilisation. A certain 

degree of institutional learning implied that those involved in previous programmes will 
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have learnt from that experience and will want to apply the fruits of that learning to the 

framing and implementation of new programmes in the future. The new opportunities 

resulting from the 1994 paramilitary ceasefire provided the necessary openings to the 

EU to apply its new found approach, to solve the issues raised from the INTERREG 

experience and to respond more promptly to the real exigencies of a new Northern 

Ireland, where a long-lasting peace was eventually possible. Questions such as ‘how?’ 

and ‘by which means?’ will be the object of the next and final chapter of this thesis.   
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The EU programme for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland 

 

Introduction  

By including features of economic development, employment, urban and rural 

regeneration, cross-border cooperation and by extending social inclusion, the 1994 EU 

programme for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland was the first major EU 

funding initiative aimed at specifically contributing to a political resolution of the 

Northern Ireland conflict. The window of opportunity for implementing the programme 

arose in the aftermath of the Downing Street Declaration (DSD) and the August 1994 

ceasefire when, after 25 years of violent conflict and uncertainty, the paramilitaries 

finally called an end to their violent campaigns in Northern Ireland. Accordingly, in 

1995 the European Commission approved the allocation of £351 million (sterling) for 

PEACE I and the programme was conceived as a way to complement the mainstream 

political efforts at peacebuilding, but was also a specifically designed conflict 

transformation tool. As such this chapter will examine the motives, the approaches and 

the debates behind the decision of the EU to take a very concrete step to Europeanise 

the Northern Ireland peace process.  

   An extensive literature has already dealt with the high politics of the programmes 

(PEACE I, II and III) (Teague, 1996: p. 550; Walsh, 2001: p. 126; Lynch, 2010: p. 24), 

while scholars have focused in the past on the bottom-up and top-down approaches 

characterising the initiative, together with its other features (Byrne & Irvin, 2001; 

McCall & Williamson, 2001: p. 364; Buchanan, 2008: p. 387; Racioppi and O’Sullivan, 

2007; Byrne et al. 2009). The strategic aim of the PEACE programmes was to reinforce 

progress towards a stable society and to promote reconciliation and a long-lasting peace 

in the region. Instead of focusing on the “high politics”, this chapter will describe what 

took place behind the scenes of the European Commission’s decision to contribute more 

explicitly to peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland, by investigating how the 

programmes were specifically designed to give priority to easing social exclusion and 

building partnership and to solve the issues underlined by the INTERREG machinery. 

In other words, this chapter will clarify how the PEACE programmes were designed as 

a concrete response to Northern Ireland’s specific needs in relation to conflict 

amelioration. Such an approach allows the analysis to account for the Northern Ireland 

and European framework of the programmes, the motives pushing supranational and 
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local actors to take a step further towards the peace process and on the debates taking 

place within EU institutions.  

   In order to achieve these tasks, this chapter will first describe the contextual 

framework of Northern Ireland after the 1994 ceasefire to justify the need to focus on 

economic development and employment and to elucidate all the economic strategic 

implications of a long-lasting peace in the region, from a distinctive European 

perspective. The following section will describe the specific issues arising from past 

experiences, thus encompassing the problematic principle of additionality in Northern 

Ireland and the failures of INTERREG in attaining all of its objectives. This justifies 

why the new initiative should have focused more effectively on cross-border 

cooperation and social inclusion. At this point the chapter will accordingly show how 

the EU worked to design the new programme, which had to address and solve all these 

described concerns: it will explore the work of the 1994 Northern Ireland Taskforce, 

whose efforts were specifically conducted with a bottom - up approach and it will 

subsequently investigate how the various EP committees responded. These are all 

contained in the 1994 EP Hume report on the Delors’ peace package. Finally the chapter 

will analyse the European parliamentary session held on the 5 April 1995, a debate 

which illustrated the final features of the ‘EU Special Support Programme for Peace and 

Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland’ and which 

acknowledges the fact that the three Northern Ireland MEPs, Hume, Paisley and 

Nicholson, worked through these steps in total cooperation. The conclusion will draw 

from the previous arguments in order to support the idea that the EU programme for 

peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland was specifically designed as an economic 

instrument aimed at realizing political stability. 

 

Peace: a challenging new era for the European Union in Northern Ireland 
 

We believe that the […] intent to promote a political framework, based on co-operation and 

consent, offers real hope to the province’s business community - and the wider community - for 

economic and social progress which will follow a sustained period of peace. 1 

 

In this assessment peace is interconnected to economic and political stability and, 

accordingly, it is interesting to reflect on the negative economic conjuncture that 

Northern Ireland suffered because of its situation of violent conflict. In addition this 

section will describe the serious conditions of unemployment affecting the region. It is 
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important to remember that the EU had always supported a particular view that 

identified positive economic conditions as the foundation of a long-lasting peace in the 

region and had asserted that view since 1981.2  

   The main damage suffered by Northern Ireland over more than 25 years of conflict 

was due to the adverse effects of the perceived image of the province presented in the 

UK and abroad, with inauspicious consequences in particular in the field of 

manufacturing production. Some of the key issues raised in such a context were, for 

example, an increase in security costs, a steep fall in inward investment and an 

estimated net loss of 25,000 jobs in ten years (Confederation of British Industry, 1994: 

p. 3). With international investments becoming increasingly mobile in manufacturing 

and tradable services, Northern Ireland failed to gain an appreciable share of the 

market3 and some economists noted that the region was broadly seen as an unattractive 

location (Teague, 1989: p. 66) for potential foreign funds. In many cases international 

investors did not even consider the region as a potential location, when in contrast the 

Republic of Ireland attracted over 1000 multinational corporations, employing almost 

100,000 people. Levels of trade with the Republic remained low and very few trade-

related linkages developed as a consequence (Harrison, 1986: p. 56). This decline in 

manufacturing employment and manufacturing investments was largely the result of a 

general weakening in traditional industries, which was accelerated by the conflict, as 

well as employment-related problems that were aggravated by sectarian harassment 

(Teague, 1989: p. 65). 

   In the years surrounding the ceasefires Northern Ireland suffered a very high level of 

unemployment with all its attendant consequences.4 In the early 1990s this touched 

almost 15% of the working population and was predicted to increase. In particular the 

need for jobs had more serious political undertones: it was understood by senior EU 

officials to be at the roots of paramilitary recruitment, particularly among young people 

(interview with Roberto Speciale, 17/3/2017). The expected impact of a permanent 

cessation of violence and the consequent creation of new activities – resulting also from 

significant benefits relating to a possible increase in inward investment opportunities, 

tourism and industrial development – was that such developments could help to tackle 

Northern Ireland’s major structural weaknesses, notably poor education and skill levels 

among the unemployed population.5  

   Accordingly, major structural changes would have to be endorsed by the EU 

initiatives implemented after the 1994 ceasefires, because a consequent significant 
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reduction in funds directed at law and order could have a measurable impact on both 

employment levels in security related activities and in the wider economy. It was 

essential that these changes were managed in a manner that was aimed at reinforcing the 

benefits ‘reassuring those who feared that that such reductions in security related 

activities would exacerbate even more the situation of unemployment in the region,’ - 

‘rispondendo in maniera adeguata a coloro che, in particolare nel Regno Unito, 

sostenevano che una riduzione di investimenti nella sicurezza avrebbe semplicemente 

creato altri disoccupati’ (interview with Roberto Speciale, 17 February 2017).       

   An accelerated growth required the private sector to be ready to respond positively to 

the new impetus coming from the achievement of peace and stability. Together with 

accommodating a greater involvement of external interests, both entrepreneurial and 

financial, these changes would have the likely result of increasing employment 

opportunities in the medium to longer term.6 In order to make these achievements 

possible, in primis the government had to refocus public expenditure with the aim of 

stimulating economic progress and social cohesion throughout Northern Ireland and the 

border counties of the Republic (interview with Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015), trusting 

that ‘increased funding or not, […] greater emphasis could be placed on two areas 

within the EC funding programme which use economic means for political ends. These 

are the projects set up to improve cross-border and cross community relations’.7 In 

addition, attention needed to be placed on reversing the decline in infrastructure 

provisions and public services, to finally create conditions for accelerating the 

development of trade skills by extending local employment opportunities and, at the 

same time, provide a long-term solution for unemployment in the region (interview with 

Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015). This description and these quotations embody a very 

clear EU position in this regard, which was aimed at realizing Northern Ireland’s full 

economic potential, was essentially cross-border focused and provided more 

opportunities for its citizens: ‘because new political structures and processes could bring 

greater stability and confidence together with the opportunity of developing a more 

effective relationship within the EU’ - ‘perché un’accentuata stabilità politica avrebbe 

portato non solo una maggior solidità interna, ma avrebbe anche permesso di 

migliorare in termini generali le relazioni con l’UE’ (interview with Roberto Speciale, 

17 February 2017).  

   In sum, such a settlement could be accelerated by creating the necessary foundations 

for a successful economy ‘finding new ways for the public and private sectors to work 
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together’8 and bringing an end ‘to all Northern Ireland’s political problems’9.  Although 

the EU could not interfere at the political level, it had nonetheless the means to 

encourage the groundswell of cooperation, which was growing at the business and 

grassroots levels. Once the obstacles outlined above had been identified, the EU still 

had to solve more specific problems related to the implementation of the initiatives, 

which had already been raised by the past experience of INTERREG. Accordingly, 

these issues will be the object of study of the next section.   

 

The issues triggering a special EU programme to foster peace in Northern Ireland  

The single most contentious issue concerning the application of Structural Funds in 

Northern Ireland and the implementation of INTERREG was additionality, that is, 

whether or not there would be additional public expenditure in the province as a result 

of receiving the funds. At a deeper level additionality was also inextricably bound up 

with the question of sovereignty, since it is the essence of a sovereign government to 

have the authority to raise revenue and control directly its expenditures.10 Lack of 

additionality is another reason why INTERREG failed to fully attain its objectives.  

   In the absence of additionality, when the money received from the EU is merely 

substituted for transfers from the national exchequer which would have come to 

Northern Ireland anyway, it could be argued that a great deal of effort is expended in 

negotiating with the Commission for very little positive effect (interview with Hugh 

Logue, 29 October 2015; Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015; Carlo Trojan, 29 January 

2016; Roberto Speciale, 17 February 2017). Whether, and to what extent, there was 

additional public expenditure in Northern Ireland as a result of receipts from the EU has 

always been difficult to ascertain. During the 1990s the issue was veiled by public 

accounting procedures and depended crucially on comparing an outcome with a 

hypothetical projection of how public expenditure might have developed had the 

Structural Funds not been available (interview with Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015). 

Consequently, untangling this dispute provides a useful way to understand the formal 

position adopted by the EU Commission and the response of the UK government in 

designing and implementing the programme for peace and reconciliation. With its focus 

on circumventing the centrality of the British and Irish states, this also touched on 

matters of sovereignty. 

 A review of the history of EC allocations to Northern Ireland does not provide much 

indication that the availability of EU funds produced a genuine increase in public 
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spending, and thus of additionality. In 1981 the Martin Report concluded that 

additionality had not been achieved.11 In 1983 the Finance and Personnel Committee of 

the Northern Ireland Assembly presented a detailed report on additionality to the 

Secretary of State, which included a number of recommendations for change in 

government procedures.12 A major project for Belfast was delayed for a number of 

years and eventually received only two-thirds of the originally proposed EC allocation, 

due to differences between Northern Ireland authorities and the Commission, together 

with the difficulties experienced in fully participating in some other initiatives such as 

the STAR programme (interview with Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015). Hence 

additionality can be defined as a “perennial problem” for Northern Ireland. In addition 

the difficulties in coming to terms with the new challenges of the SEM, which 

disadvantaged Northern Ireland to a certain degree (see ch. 4 above) made it even more 

urgent to deal with both regional disadvantages and the effects of the conflict.13  

   The Community attitude with regard to additionality has been stated most clearly in 

the Community Support Framework for Northern Ireland, which asserted:  

 
As laid down in Article 9 of Regulation (EEC) No 4253/88 the Commission and the Member 

State, in establishing and implementing the Community Support Frameworks, shall ensure that 

the increase in the appropriations for the funds provided for in Article 12(2) of Regulation (EEC) 

No 2052/88 has a genuine additional economic impact in the regions concerned and results in at 

least an equivalent increase in total volume of official or similar (Community and national) 

structural aid in the Member State concerned, taking into account the macroeconomic 

circumstances in which the funding takes place. By agreeing to this Community Support 

Framework, the Member State also confirms its commitment to this legal obligation. The 

Commission will check the application of this commitment on a regular basis by undertaking a 

periodic assessment of additionality throughout the period of implementation of the Community 

Support Framework.14 

 

UK representatives argued that Northern Ireland had already benefitted enough from 

additional public spending as a result of EC receipts. In response, Northern Ireland 

officials adopted the position that, as a consequence of EC receipts in the national 

public expenditure programme, the latter could be set above the level that would 

otherwise be possible, thus permitting the Northern Ireland budgetary programme to be 

raised beyond the levels of expenditure at which it would otherwise be set (interview 

with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015).  
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    A problem encountered by the EU with reconciling these views was that the accuracy 

of the whole process could not be verified since it was impossible to assess the level at 

which expenditure plans would be set in the absence of the Structural Fund’s assistance. 

Past experience had shown that the UK government was very averse to accepting EC 

funding for projects that were not already among its own public expenditure priorities. 

This was not only because such projects usually required matching funds from the 

member state concerned, but also because of the UK’s unique relationship to the 

Commission budget and because of wider UK budgetary priorities (interview with 

Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015).   

   All member states of the EU are either net contributors to or beneficiaries of the 

Community budget. The UK was a net contributor and this contribution counted 

towards the total public expenditure. However, at the Fontainebleau summit in 1984, it 

was agreed that a unique rebate system should apply to the UK.15 As a result Whitehall 

received approximately a two-thirds rebate on its net contribution to the Community 

Budget. The existence of the Fontainebleau rebate had very important implications for 

the approach of the UK to Community programmes: because of this particular system, 

the net cost of UK membership depended not simply on the British gross contribution to 

the European budget, but also on whether this assistance matched public expenditure 

plans. The overriding UK priority was to minimise the cost of membership and this 

constituted the crux of the problem for Northern Ireland16 (interview with Roberto 

Speciale, 17 March 2017). So long as Structural Funds were directed to projects which 

had been anticipated in the province’s public expenditure priorities, there were no great 

difficulties, however, additionality in such cases was perhaps less than transparent. 

Where EC funds were offered for matters for which no public expenditure provision 

currently existed, they could only be taken up if abandoning or downgrading the 

expenditure covering other public sectors in Northern Ireland (interview with Roberto 

Speciale, 17 March 2017).  

   In November 1992 Jacques Delors concluded his Belfast speech by saying:  

 
Regional development and interregional partnerships are at the base of sound and balanced 

prosperity in the Community. At times like these, it is worthwhile to return to basic principles 

and consider the fundamental forces, which lie behind the efforts to create the European 

Community. These can be very briefly summarised as a desire for peace, for dignity and for 

prosperity. […] In Northern Ireland, the economic situation has recently been less bad than in the 

rest of the United Kingdom. The region however has considerable difficulties and 
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unemployment remains unacceptably high. Europe, I believe, can add a useful dimension in 

helping to tackle these problems in the future as it has in the past. For this, it will be necessary to 

at least maintain the level of financial support and expand the funds, improving arrangements for 

their administration in an effort to match them to their task in a more integrated Community. As 

you know, the Commission has recently made proposals – the so-called Delors II package. The 

purpose of this package is to ensure well-managed budgetary arrangements over the forthcoming 

5 years and to give expression to the continuing commitment to economic and social cohesion.17 

      

The insistence on ‘improving arrangements’ for the administration of financial aid 

shows the Commission’s awareness of current issues concerning European budget 

distributions to Northern Ireland. Furthermore such proposals reflected the EU’s 

intention of being involved in the situation in a more efficient way. Membership made it 

imperative that the North must look outward and provided a framework ‘within which 

the lessons learned in one area can be used and built on elsewhere’ (Moriarty, 1992: p. 

1). Furthermore, in the same public address, President Delors added ‘there are also a 

number of principles on which future actions can be based. Amongst these are 

partnership, consultation and networks’. These features would all figure in the EU 

programme for peace and reconciliation, together with additionality. The peace package 

established its own administrative body, which included Northern Ireland and the 

border counties of the Republic of Ireland. Because the programme had its own 

administration, unlike INTERREG, the funds came straight to Northern Ireland without 

passing through the British Government first and were thus characterized by an 

immediate disposability (interview with Roberto Speciale, 17 March 2017).   

   With the window of opportunity arising from the 1994 ceasefire, the way was 

officially open for a comprehensive effort from Brussels (interview with Carlo Trojan, 

29 January 2016), which set up a Taskforce for the preparation of what eventually 

would become the PEACE I programme.  

 

The efforts of the 1994 Northern Ireland Taskforce  

To ensure that opportunities and benefits arising from peace were fully exploited and 

according to the new objective of partnership with the private sector and the grassroots 

level, President Jacques Delors established a special Northern Ireland Taskforce in 

1994, headed by Carlo Trojan. In 1987 Trojan was appointed Deputy Secretary General 

of the European Commission, to become Secretary General in 1997. He was described 

by the Irish Times as ‘a tough fixer’ and ‘a master of the Brussels machine’ who ‘has 

shirked the limelight and only agrees to be interviewed rarely’ (The Irish Times, 1997: 
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p. 8). Trojan spent 10 years as the number two in the Commission, handling some of the 

most delicate budget negotiations, not least of which was his success as head of a 

Delors Taskforce on German unification and brokering a £2.5 billion package to ease 

the transition (The Irish Times, 1997: p. 8). The main undertaking of Trojan as head of 

the Delors Taskforce in Germany was to integrate the legislation of the former German 

Democratic Republic (GDR) into secondary Community law: thus, it can be argued that 

his appointment as the head of the Northern Ireland Taskforce was not unintentional. He 

was already acquainted with processes of reconciliation, in addition to having won the 

trust of Delors over the years. 

   In the context of the cessation of violence and of the developing peace process in 

Northern Ireland, the Commission Taskforce was established to examine ways of giving 

assistance to the region and the border counties of the Republic of Ireland. The 

outcomes of its work should be seen as the first step in the process of bringing the 

public and private sector together to form a consensus approach on the way forward, 

achieving cohesion within Northern Ireland and the border counties, together with 

accelerating economic growth. This strategy was aimed at maximising the benefits of 

new EU policies, involving more open consultations about the relative merits of 

competing priorities and greater transparency with respect to how priorities are 

determined. 

 
We worked in close cooperation with the three Northern Ireland MEP’s -Ian Paisley, John Hume 

and Jim Nicholson- who paid a joint visit to this effect to the president of the Commission. The 

very fact of this joint demarche of three gentlemen who were hardly on speaking terms was 

exceptional in itself. Within the Task Force I worked closely with their personal representatives, 

including Hugh Logue. We consulted widely with grassroots organizations of both communities 

and of both sides of the border and produced the proposal entitled ‘A Special Support 

Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland’, issued on 14 December 1994, in 

time for endorsement by the December European Council at Essen. The member states ratified 

the programme with a budget of £240 million, with the British and Irish governments agreeing to 

donate a similar amount. This was also the last European Council of Jacques Delors as President 

of the European Commission. 

 

‘En general, on a travaillé en coopération avec les trois parlementaires Européens pour 

l’Irlande du Nord - Ian Paisley, John Hume et Jim Nicholson, qui ont rencontré à ce propos le 

Président de la Commission. Cette démarche conjointe de ces trois personnages, qui n’étaient 

certainement pas en bons termes en dehors de Bruxelles, était par elle-même une chose 

exceptionnelle. Dans le cadre de la Taskforce j’ai travaillé directement avec leurs 
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représentatives, par exemple avec Hugh Logue. Nos consultations étaient directe autant envers 

organisations privées issues de deux communautés, qu’envers ceux qui étaient basé à la 

frontière avec la République. On a ensuite préparé un document appelé ‘A Special Support 

Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland’, publié le 14 Décembre 1994, 

juste en temps pour recevoir l’approbation du Conseil Européen de Essen I. Les États membres 

ont adhéré à l’initiative subitement et ils ont ratifié le programme en mettant à disposition un 

budget de 240 millions de livres-sterling, avec le support du gouvernement Irlandais et Anglais 

qui ont mis à disposition un somme analogue. Celui-ci a été aussi le dernier Conseil Européen 

de Jacques Delors en tant que président de la Commission.’                 

(Interview with Carlo Trojan, 29/01/2016) 

 

This quote explains precisely how the Northern Ireland Taskforce worked. 

Consultations on the ground were held by a delegation of three EU Officials, nominated 

by the three Northern Ireland MEPs, who fully cooperated and were involved in the 

whole process. The task of the officials, Hugh Logue, Howard McNally and Robert 

Ramsey was to take soundings from a variety of groupings across Northern Ireland and 

the border regions on the matter of EU assistance for job creation, social inclusion and 

economic development.18 They consulted a wide range of public and private actors at 

the four different locations they visited (Belfast, Armagh, Ballymena and Derry) and 

reported back to the chairman Carlo Trojan. Subsequently EU leaders meeting at the 

summit in Essen approved the £240 million peace dividend for Northern Ireland, as 

stated above. On this occasion, the three MEPs, Hume, Paisley and Nicholson, also 

voiced their unqualified support for the initiative, despite their vastly different views on 

Europe: Ian Paisley said the province’s three MEPs must have a ‘systematic input to the 

massive aid package’19, stating publically: ‘I must say I am not a fan of Mr Delors, as 

you know, but he met us very fairly and he was very well briefed. You know my views 

on Europe, but if you are in Europe you might as well use it’20. This was an important 

change in opinion from the man who ‘marched on Maastricht’ in December 1991 

(interview with Hugh Logue, 29 October 2015) to warn John Major that the Delors’ 

European cooperation plan would ‘emasculate the British lion’ (Downing, Healy, 1994: 

p. 8). 

   Jim Nicholson provides further insight into the dynamics of this situation:  

 
The three Northern Ireland MEPs may have had differences and differing political views on 

these matters but we worked together in the interests of the province, for example to gain 

European funds. Delors was extremely receptive and prepared to listen: he asked what he could 

do to help both the communities in Northern Ireland and the MEPs indicated that an initiative 
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with a ‘bottom up’ approach would be of benefit. In one of the early meetings, we discussed with 

Delors the peace programme priorities, not long after the declaration of the loyalist ceasefire. 

Delors made things happen, he didn’t give any excuses as to why things couldn’t be done or 

accept it when officials said things were not possible. For example, when officials noted the lack 

of a budget line in the programme, Delors pressed for underspend to be used to this aim. Paisley 

had his concerns, as Hume and I had, but I did not find any reticence in anyone: we were 

working for the good of all our people and even Paisley was extremely pleasant and positive. 

Maybe that’s because it was at the end of his career - I don’t know and I can’t say - but I found 

him to be a force for good during that time, almost as much as Carlo Trojan, who was 

instrumental in developing what PEACE became and in driving the project forward. 

(Interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015)   
 

With this assessment, Nicholson states not only how instrumental President Delors was 

in positively responding to the new opportunities made possible by the cessation of 

violence in Northern Ireland, he also underlines how Carlo Trojan was the material 

architect of the EU programme for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland. At the 

same time, Nicholson describes the empowering nature of the whole work of the EU in 

this sense, which was not restricted to a mere transfer of monies for the sake of 

transferring monies, but was aimed at developing policies which had the objective of 

closing the gaps between economic and social development on a whole island of Ireland 

scale, focusing additionally on the grassroots level. The three Northern Ireland MEPs 

knew that there was a lot of commitment in voluntary organisations and private actors 

to cross the divide and do things together to further community development. 

   In sum the report of the 1994 Northern Ireland Taskforce argued that to fully exploit 

the economic and social opportunities created by the end of the violence and to push the 

region nearer a permanent peace, the package of EU financial assistance required setting 

out the following priorities: employment creation, urban and regional regeneration, 

cross-border development, social inclusion, investment and industrial development21. 

These categories highlight the emphasis placed in the programme on a twin-tracked 

economic and social approach, endorsing the Commissions’ initial view on priorities 

and objectives of the package (Teague, 1996: p. 551).  

   At the grassroots level, work on cross-border and cross-community relations had 

already been initiated since the beginning of the 1990s and community groups worked 

to restore normality in the most deprived areas of the region (interview with Roberto 

Speciale, 17 March 2017). In this way business communities set the wheels in motion 
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for increased cooperation with their southern counterparts and, in relation to the new 

EU programme for peace and reconciliation:  

 
The EC should no longer stand on the side-lines, as regards the economic support it can provide 

to help achieve political stability. It should be SEEN to promote reconciliation between the two 

communities. It should be SEEN to encourage cross-border cooperation. It should be SEEN to 

work with the two governments to bring stability. […] The Community was set up to promote 

peace in Europe and, by showing a greater commitment at the economic level, it can help to 

achieve that goal in one of its far flung regions.22   
 

In this quotation the spokesperson of the EU Commission office in Northern Ireland, 

Jane Morrice, asserted one of the most important principles driving all future EU 

initiatives within the framework of the Northern Ireland peace process: these 

programmes and proposals should be visible to everyone and as close as possible to the 

citizens and to Northern Ireland society as a whole. The EU was evidently too often 

perceived as an institution too distant to play a significant role in the every-day life of 

people. In addition the reiteration of the importance for the EU to promote peace in one 

of ‘its far flung regions’, pointed to how such support could be provided exclusively by 

economic means (as had been done in the past) but, as the next section will show, the 

EU focused more subtly on the political aspects of the situation, aiming at promoting 

reconciliation and cross-border cooperation together with political stability.      
 

The Hume report on the special support programme for peace and reconciliation 

in Northern Ireland 

An official communication on the special support programme for peace and 

reconciliation in Northern Ireland was produced following the Taskforce report. At the 

EP sitting of 16 January 1995, the president announced that he had referred the 

communication on the special initiative to the EU Committee on Regional Policy, 

whose president was Roberto Speciale. It was thus decided that the board needed a 

detailed and complete overview of the situation and John Hume was accordingly 

charged with producing a report, consulting widely with all the EP committees and 

taking into account all the opinions and suggestions for improvement23 (interview with 

Roberto Speciale, 17 March 2017). The draft report was considered two months 

afterwards and it had been largely discussed during the following EP sitting.   

   It is interesting to notice that, in the meantime, the historic opening of the Berlin Wall 

on the 9 November 1989, fundamentally and irreversibly changed the relations between 
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the two German states, the Community and the milestones and practices of European 

integration. The EU had thus recently been involved in a massive change in a member 

state that concerned a geopolitical conflict and questions of national identity; the 

integration of the two states was done also at the economic level and Carlo Trojan was 

appointed as the European Commission's chief negotiator on Germany's reunification.  

   The document produced by Hume in 1995 consulted with the Committee on 

Agriculture and Rural Development, the Committee on Budgets, the Committee on 

Economic and Monetary Affairs and Industrial Policy and with the Committee on 

Social Affairs and Employment to collect, on behalf of the Committee on Regional 

Policy, opinions and suggestions to make the special support programme for peace to 

the benefit of all communities in Northern Ireland in an equitable and balanced way. 

The introductory section stated that the programme would have to apply impartially in 

Northern Ireland and the border areas, guided by the objective of having an immediate 

and visible impact on the ground. It was structured to last for five years and the 

allocation of ECU 300 million would be provided for the first three years, the remainder 

to be subject to a review on the basis of a further Commission report.24  

   The first topic treated by the document was agriculture and the Northern Ireland MEP 

Jim Nicholson acted as a draftsman on behalf of the Committee on Agriculture and 

Rural Development. Agriculture accounted for 4.2% of GNP (compared to 1.8% in the 

UK) and 8.2% of employment (compared to 2.1% in the UK) and could cross all the 

five designated priorities (Bradley, 1996: p. 40). Moreover the border areas, mainly 

characterised by very small agriculture holdings, based on the family farm principle, 

suffered the highest levels of poverty and deprivation and wished to develop their 

enterprise without the inhibitions of elements issued by the CAP reforms or the uniform 

application of quotas (Gudgin, 2000: p. 65). In addition, the agri-food business in 

Northern Ireland was underdeveloped, which exacerbated existing disadvantages 

suffered from insufficient production of grain and the continuous exodus of farmers.25  

   To fulfil the objectives of the peace programme and thus improve the sector by 

investments and creating employment, Nicholson called on the EP to examine more 

closely how disadvantages associated with Northern Ireland’s peripheral location, as 

well as the high cost of imported grain, could be reduced and brought more into line 

with the rest of Europe. This could transform agriculture into an attractive industry. To 

improve quality and to promote trade and exports could create employment and achieve 

better opportunities in terms of cross border cooperation between Northern Ireland and 
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the Republic, especially in the fisheries sector.26 These requests reflected a need to 

address new priorities, refocusing existing European policies in order to support the on-

going peace process, instead of the timeworn strategy of researching common fields of 

potential agreement between the different Northern Ireland actors. Agriculture is 

considered the first component in developing the groundwork of a bottom-up action 

aimed at creating new opportunities in terms of regeneration, employment, social 

inclusion, investment and, of course, cross-border cooperation. It was thus a sector that 

needed to be empowered by investment and the fact that the suggestion that agriculture 

could embody the programme’s entire objective and could constitute a real incentive to 

cross-border cooperation was emblematic, not least in coming from a Northern Ireland 

MEP, Jim Nicholson, who was from the Unionist community.     

   The report continued by reiterating that the new initiative must be matched by 

additional appropriations within the ceiling of the Community’s own resources, in order 

to add to industrial development. Accordingly the draftsman of the Committee on 

Budgets acknowledged the importance of the Commission’s readiness to allocate this 

modest sum of money directly to Northern Ireland without channelling it through the 

British government. It showed how strongly the EU wanted to publicly do something 

that contributed to the peace process. Moreover all elements concerning new 

investments in infrastructure, training and education of workers were welcomed, 

together with the need to be additional to other mainstream Structural Funds and 

Community initiatives27. Nonetheless, the Committee on Economic and Monetary 

Affairs and Industrial Policy pointed out two other aspects, which had to be taken into 

account in the planning and implementation phases of the programme: firstly, the 

initiative needed to be flexible to react to new developments and secondly, the principle 

of transparency was vital.28  

   In sum the propositions contained in the 1995 Hume report on the special support 

programme for peace and reconciliation have a common element: they stress the need to 

focus on the effects of the EU initiative, which needed to ensure that the full potential of 

the region was realised both in terms of grassroots impacts and high politics. These 

contributions concretely reflect the new opportunities and additional needs brought up 

by the cessation of violence, concluding that the existing policies, as they were 

proposed in their past and present form, were not sufficient in themselves to address all 

the structural changes. Consequently new approaches needed to take into account the 

national and institutional levels, but particularly the “new” local and grass-roots level, 
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which emerged in the operationalisation of the Taskforce. In doing so, the programme’s 

structure had to be implemented in close cooperation with local organisations, which 

had already developed and built on the existing solidarity within communities and had 

already encouraged cross-community cooperation.29 In this regard, the Hume 1995 

report has the merit of alerting the EP to an additional Community responsibility in 

promoting social and economic cohesion both within Northern Ireland, on the whole 

island of Ireland and within the EU. The document was adopted unanimously at the EP 

session of 23 March 1995.  

 

The EP debate on the special support programme for peace and reconciliation in 

Northern Ireland 

At the end of 1994 Jacques Delors was due to step down following his successful tenure 

as president of the European Commission and Jacques Santer, then Prime Minister of 

Luxembourg, was the nominated and unanimously approved successor. The Council 

appointed the newly formed Commission on the 23 January 1995 and Santer ensured 

that momentum was maintained regarding the special support programme for peace and 

reconciliation in Northern Ireland. Nicholson recalls that ‘he [Santer] was accessible 

and patient throughout the process. He also visited Northern Ireland to underscore the 

EU’s commitment to the region’ (interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015). 

Subsequently President Santer appointed Monika Wulf-Mathies as new Commissioner 

for Regional Policy: Wulf-Mathies, a German politician, showed a great sensitivity and 

understanding for the nature of the Northern Ireland problem and took over the heritage 

left by Carlo Trojan (interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015). As a German 

politician the new Commissioner for Regional Policy, like Trojan, had direct and recent 

experience of the process of incorporating the GDR in the EU’s acquis communautaire.     

   Discussions about the overall outcomes of what would become the EU programme 

PEACE I were held over several sessions of the EP and during a special conference, 

which took place in Belfast in mid April 1995. The event had been presided over by the 

chairman of the Committee on Regional Policy (Roberto Speciale) and got the full 

support of the EP and of President Santer. The parliamentary debates and the speeches 

presented during the Belfast seminar have two crucial common elements: firstly, all 

discourses contain a special expression of gratitude towards the work of the former 

president Delors. He had the merit to have responded immediately to the opportunity for 

peace in Northern Ireland by launching the programme and, especially, to have 
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conferred directly with Paisley, Nicholson and Hume. Secondly, everyone in Europe 

recognized the joint work carried out by the three Northern Ireland MEPs, considered 

alone as one of the greatest accomplishments. As such the EP debate held on the 5 April 

1995 presents the final structure of the special support programme for peace and 

reconciliation in Northern Ireland. 

   The new Commission and the EP were powerfully encouraged by past 

accomplishments and proposals to develop and refocus EU policies towards Northern 

Ireland and the border counties, particularly in order to assist the regeneration of those 

communities most affected by the conflict. The most important component of the 

programme was introduced by the EP and concerned the distinct nature of this initiative 

from the usual EU regional political machinery, as asserted in the following statement:  

 
The EP insists on the need for the special and distinct nature of the programme to be made clear 

and in particular for the additionality principle to be clearly upheld, thus recognising the 

advantages of cooperation between the EU and other organisations involved in complementary 

initiatives in Ireland calling on the Commission and Council to ensure that existing EU 

programmes are implemented rapidly.30 

 

This renewed advocacy of additionality underlines the EP’s consciousness that the 

money spent for peace in Northern Ireland had to be a supplementary resource for the 

benefit of ordinary people and not money made available at the expense of others. 

Furthermore, this statement confirms the argument previously made on the specific 

character of the programme, which was conceived also to solve one of the most 

important and ever-present issues related to the implementation of the Structural Funds 

expenditure and reiterates the importance of the connection between Northern Ireland 

and the Republic of Ireland. This view was adopted unanimously by the parliament, 

which was exceptional in itself, because displaying such unanimity was not common in 

Europe: ‘this support made a powerful impact on the people of Northern Ireland and 

strengthened the peace process’ (interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015).   

   Specifically the European institutions broadly supported the same emphasis 

previously placed on the promotion of growth, employment and social inclusion31 and 

the EP welcomed the Commission’s rapid response to the cessation of violence in 

Northern Ireland and the subsequent decision of the Essen European Council to support 

a special Community initiative to facilitate the establishment of a lasting peace in the 
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region, as expressed in the following quotation of the British MEP Arlene McCarthy, 

expressed on behalf of the European Socialists:  

 
I have a personal interest in the success of this programme. I was born and brought up in Belfast 

as the daughter of a Catholic father and a Protestant mother. I know only too well the problems 

of divided communities. […] The people of Northern Ireland have vitality, they have creativity, 

and they have energy and skills crying out to be put in good use. […] This programme will help 

to develop their skills, to rebuild the communities and help Northern Ireland to grow and 

prosper. But I would like to make a special plea to ensure that young people benefit and are 

actively involved in the programme. Northern Ireland’s youth should never have to make the 

impossible choice between leaving […] or remaining only to face insecurity, violence and the 

prospect of long-term unemployment.32  

 

This assessment shows that the EP had been widely consulted on drafts and documents 

concerning the programme during 1995. In addition McCarthy underlined the need to 

address the matters of development and employment in order to ensure a future for the 

next generation in Northern Ireland.  

   In presenting his report on the special support programme for peace and reconciliation 

in Northern Ireland at the EP plenary section on the 5 April 1995, Hume stated in front 

of the EP:  

 
Although I am the one delivering this report, I wish to make it clear that what I am presenting is 

produced together with Jim and Ian. We have consulted very closely and worked in full 

cooperation in preparing this report. That is very important as well. Unfortunately, Ian Paisley is 

not here at the moment […] and I want to make clear, as he has made clear to me, his total 

support for this report today. The fact that Jim, Ian and myself are working so closely together is 

something very positive and very encouraging for the people at the grassroots throughout 

Northern Ireland.33 

 

To which Nicholson replied:  

 
I would first of all like to pay tribute to Mr Hume for the preparation, the consultation and the 

bringing forward of this report. To some extent we in Northern Ireland have an image, which 

those that know us very well know is richly undeserved. What Mr Hume and our other colleague 

in this House, Dr Paisley, have come forward with - while it does not in any way minimise our 

differences - will certainly give hope not just to our people, but to all those who are wishing us 

every success for the future. We must always remember that there are two traditions, there are 
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two cultures, and there are always two identities. It is always very dangerous to support one 

identity to the detriment of the other.34 

 

The tribute paid from everyone in Europe to Paisley, Nicholson and Hume for their 

coordinated work was aimed at sending a very powerful signal to all the parties 

concerned within Northern Ireland and to all member states: reconciliation required, 

among other things, the relearning (and in some cases, learning for the first time) of 

skills connected to cooperation and regeneration. In addition these last two quotations 

show how Paisley and Nicholson ended up embracing all EU activities in Northern 

Ireland as legitimate and to be welcomed, since they had positive implications for the 

overall political settlement on the island. All the parties involved finally gradually 

accepted the EU and the EP as legitimate places to discuss the Northern Ireland 

situation. A celebration of something otherwise considered inconceivable, accomplished 

in Brussels and by Brussels, was a celebration of the EU itself, which revealed how the 

Community has had an important role in Northern Ireland. As suggested by Roberto 

Speciale: 

 
We all hoped that our approach to this initiative might be a model of regional development in 

other parts of Europe. The conference I chaired in Belfast was a landmark in the history of 

Northern Ireland, with all parties and all sections of the community coming together to be 

addressed by the President of the Commission. After twenty-five years of conflict, people felt 

very real and very great joy at what was happening and owed a great sense of appreciation to our 

colleagues in Brussels. This programme was an economic means, but with a huge political 

motive: it offered an important amount of money, which became the ultimate instrument to bring 

the Unionist and the Nationalist communities together, with the duty of handling the funds, 

without any external inference and the sole supervision of the EU Commission. 

 
Si era guidati dalla speranza che quest’iniziativa sarebbe diventata un modello di azione 

applicabile in altre parti d’Europa. La conferenza per la quale feci gli ‘onori di casa’ a Belfast fu 

un momento topico nella storia Nord Irlandese, alla quale presero parte tutte le parti in causa per 

ascoltare cosa aveva da dire il presidente della commissione Europea. Dopo 25 anni di lotta 

armata, i cittadini si sentivano finalmente speranzosi e in parte questo sentimento era dovuto ai 

nostri colleghi di Bruxelles. Questo programma era un preciso strumento economico ma dotato 

di un fortissimo senso politico: si destinava un importante quantitativo di fondi alle due comunità 

- quella Unionista e quella Nazionalista - Nord Irlandesi, le quali avrebbero dovuto gestirli 

congiuntamente senza interferenze esterne e con la sola supervisione della Commissione 

Europea.     

(Interview with Roberto Speciale, 17 March 2017) 
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The importance of adopting a bottom-up approach and a strategy of social-inclusion are 

underlined by this statement of Roberto Speciale, who also specified the political 

leitmotif hidden behind the public face of the special support programme for peace in 

Northern Ireland, at the institutional, but also at the national and local level. Locally the 

provision of money triggered new forms of cooperation between Unionist and 

Nationalist representatives and involved civil society in new initiatives characterised by 

a bottom up approach. At the institutional level, the EU could derive a high level of 

institutional learning from local experiences and this appears as a two way process: 

Northern Ireland benefitted from experience and knowledge derived elsewhere and 

other regions might benefit in the future from what has been learned in Northern Ireland 

in relation to building peace and fostering reconciliation.  

 

Conclusion   

The EU involvement in the Northern Ireland peace process was at its most intense in the 

mid 1990s. Contributions took many different forms, ranging from high-level political 

support to grassroots financial intervention and they were specifically aimed at 

supporting the political progress made as a result of the ceasefires.  

   Based on this research the assertion that EU funding for peacebuilding played a 

significant role in sustaining the Northern Ireland peace process appears to be justified. 

The originality of the PEACE funding mechanisms was crucial to its success: 

intermediary funding bodies and bottom-up consultations were an ingenious means of 

devolving responsibility to the grassroots and building capacity in the region. The 

financial impact of the special EU programme for peace was also significant because it 

was unique and innovative. Providing EUR 500 million to support peace and 

reconciliation, this programme became between 1995-1999 the single largest EU 

programme in Northern Ireland. The EU contribution represented 73% of the total 

investment, the remaining funding gap being met by the authorities in both Ireland and 

the UK and the non-governmental sector.  

   This chapter analysed the economic and political context of Northern Ireland after 

1994 and the research supports the view that the EU programme for peace and 

reconciliation set up specific administrative arrangements in order to resolve issues of 

additionality and to circumvent the centrality of the Irish and British governments in EU 

programmes’ implementation. Contrary to popular perceptions, the programme’s 
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administrative system was deliberately kept separate from INTERREG and the new 

framework constituted a neutral political background that could potentially provide 

greater local autonomy for poorer communities. The initiative was designed at the same 

time to make it possible for private actors and interest groups to gain additional 

financial benefits for maintaining peace, also providing an incentive for paramilitary 

leaders and their supporters to maintain the ceasefires. For representatives from both 

Northern Ireland communities and the Irish government the programme constituted an 

incentive to work together on the management of this aid.  

   The whole experience set an example of cooperation symbolized by the joint work of 

Paisley, Hume and Nicholson within the EU institutions and within Northern Ireland. 

The EU PEACE programme provided the opportunity for decision-makers to 

experience directly the consensus-building style of EU law making in Council and 

Commission negotiations. The representatives got used to a new style of multi-lateral 

dialogue and compromise, which was a valuable tool to be used also in local political 

talks. This could not be without consequences also from the cross-border cooperation 

perspective because it brought a regular coming together of administrations that 

undoubtedly had a positive impact on the peace process and on the whole island of 

Ireland cross-border relationship.  

   The foundations of the EU programme for peace and reconciliation rely on a deep 

understanding of the political and economic problems faced by Northern Ireland 

citizens and its primary aim was to develop and maintain the best possible linkage 

between the region and the Community, with the prospect of a future based on peace 

and prosperity. The EU, by implementing the ‘Special Support Programme for Peace 

and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland’, provided concrete help in achieving political 

stability by economic means.  
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Conclusion  

 

This thesis examined the origins of the historical relationship between the EU and 

Northern Ireland. It questioned what support the EU offered regarding conflict 

amelioration, the motivations of such support and it finally interrogated the role of key 

actors who facilitated the process of Europeanisation from the very beginning, tracing 

the genesis of European involvement and providing a detailed description of the 

outcomes of these practices in relation to the Northern Ireland peace process.  

It suggests that the relationship between Northern Ireland and the EU has been much 

more significant and much more positive than is often recognised. Prior to 1984 there 

was extensive dialogue, cooperation, communication, and lobbying taking place within 

EU institutions, especially within the EP, with the objective of fostering a European 

dimension to conflict amelioration in the six Northern Ireland counties, but with little 

fanfare. From 1984 and the publication of the Haagerup Report, the EC started to assess 

its engagement in the routine public policy-making of the region in a more determined 

manner, although still staying primarily focused on the economic component of 

Northern Ireland’s engagement with EU Structural Funds. Nonetheless, that policy 

remit was essential in demonstrating to Northern Ireland representatives and local 

authorities how they might gain greater control over their relationship with the EU. 

Such control was ultimately filtered through a range of new regional institutions and the 

development of relationships and networks on the whole island of Ireland.  

   Finally, the window of opportunity for making EU engagement manifest arose in the 

aftermath of the Downing Street Declaration (DSD) and the August 1994 ceasefire 

when, after 25 years of violent conflict and uncertainty, paramilitaries finally declared a 

cessation of all violent activities in Northern Ireland. In this context, EU PEACE 

programmes for Northern Ireland and the border counties of the Republic of Ireland 

yielded positive peacebuilding results in the region. The increased contact, 

communication, and cooperation across the Irish border and between competing 

national groups have generated a search for commonality and an increase in respect for 

minor cultural differences among participants. Most notably, the PEACE programmes 

consolidated previous attempts made within the framework of INTERREG to engage 

grassroots organisations in peacebuilding initiatives, transforming it from theory into 

practice. This process required innovative thinking from a political perspective and the 



 183 

mobilisation of economic resources that could help to stimulate motivation and 

encourage the communities to work together and on a cross-border basis.  

   With these final reflections, this thesis demonstrates how this work is an essential 

contribution to the literature on the Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace 

process. This chapter stresses firstly the need to look beyond the territory of the EU 

and/or its internal scalar division to investigate the Europeanisation of the Northern 

Ireland peace process and the new networks that intersect the territorial boundary of the 

Irish border. Secondly, it will analyse the implications of such new knowledge: why is it 

important to recognise this narrative? Who needs to know it? Thirdly, this study is not 

definitive and this final section of the thesis will highlight further points for discussion 

and potential future research on this topic.  

 

A contribution to the literature 

Through archival research and elite interviews, this thesis addressed fundamental 

questions about how Europe began to play a role in the reconfiguration of Northern 

Ireland from a site of conflict to a site of conflict amelioration and peacebuilding. This 

required examining in parallel how Europe helped to foster an Irish dimension and a 

mutual understanding between the Republic of Ireland and the British government on 

the Northern Ireland conflict.  

   The thesis investigated the various attempts by Irish and Northern Irish MEPs to call 

on the EU to become a more effective player in the conflict during the years of the 

prison protests and hunger strikes and in supporting the 1984 Haagerup report. These 

conflict-related issues are enough to explain the early involvement of the EU in the 

conflict and they stand at the heart of the EU’s choice to engage itself in a more direct 

way in Northern Ireland’s domestic affairs. The research also recognized how common 

membership of the EU had an influence on the Irish and British states’ willingness to 

cooperate in finding a solution to the issues in the six Northern Ireland counties. This 

process produced the 1985 AIA and culminated with the Belfast/Good Friday 

agreement. 

   Subsequently, this thesis investigated EU attempts to foster respect for minor cultural 

differences and recognition of commonalities between Catholic Irish Nationalists and 

Protestant Ulster British Unionists. The implementation of cross-border programmes, 

such as INTERREG, through communication and cooperation across the Irish border, 

were a central focus of this section of the thesis, which also paid particular attention to 
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network and grassroots participation in EU sponsored cross-border initiatives in this 

framework.  

   Finally, the role of local grassroots leaders and communities and how they have been 

engaged in the bottom-up and top-down approaches of the PEACE programmes has 

been emphasised in the context of EU PEACE package design and implementation. 

   In summary, this thesis conceptually contributes to the literature on the 

Europeanisation of the Northern Ireland peace process: firstly, because it constitutes the 

first comprehensive study of the genesis of this process that considers at the same time 

the EU dimension, the state authority of the British and Irish governments and the 

multitude of public and private actors involved. Secondly, it specifically identified the 

actors involved in these processes. While it has often been argued that John Hume 

almost exclusively orchestrated the process of Europeanisation (Laffan, 2016; 

McLoughlin, 2010), the evidence from this research has shown that Irish Fianna Fáil 

MEPs have to be acknowledged too, particularly at the early stage. Thirdly, while the 

cross-border dimension of the conflict has been analysed in the past (Tannam, 1999; 

Laffan & Payne, 2001; Murphy, 2014) and while recent studies have claimed the 

importance of EU sponsored cross-border cooperation in peacebuilding initiatives on 

the island of Ireland (McCall, 2014), more can be said to interconnect experiences in 

regionalism with the subsequent EU implementation of initiatives in the framework of 

the PEACE package. This thesis has demonstrated how issues connected to cross-border 

cooperation established a niche for bottom-up participation in conflict amelioration and 

peacebuilding, underlining the essential improvements the EU had to make (through 

addressing additionality, the centralized nature of the Irish and British states and the 

political symbolism interconnected to cross-border cooperation) to foster the peace 

process more effectively.   

 

Enabling, Empowering, Reforming  

One of the most important dividends of the enduring commitment from the EU in the 

case of the Northern Ireland peace process is that it has enabled the EU’s contribution in 

building peace to evolve over time, as the nature of the conflict has changed. Based on 

this research, it is accordingly possible to assert that the role of the EU in peacebuilding 

in Northern Ireland evolved from enabling intergovernmental agreement, to nurturing 

peace through funding, and from facilitating regional empowerment, to encouraging 

necessary local reform in administrative practices vis-a`-vis the EU. 
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   Firstly, the EU has helped, mainly through the EP, to nudge elite actors to 

negotiations, by providing both a context and a rationale for cross-border, 

intergovernmental discussion and compromise. The UK’s membership of the EU 

broadened the context within which possible resolutions of the Northern Ireland conflict 

might be framed and implemented (chapter 3). The origins of the EU’s ‘intervention’ in 

Northern Ireland lie in the direct actions of political actors working within or around 

Brussels (chapters 1 and 2). John Hume and the Irish Fianna Fáil and Independent 

Fianna Fáil MEPs used their profile as newly elected MEPs to campaign for the then 

EEC to take a stance in relation to the conflict in Northern Ireland. Such an importance 

to this ‘Irish dimension’ brought international recognition to an aspect of the conflict 

that the unionist community largely disputed (as seen in the collapse of the Sunningdale 

Agreement in 1974), but which came to be essential to the peace process as it developed 

from the 1985 AIA onwards.  

   Indeed, the AIA demonstrated growing recognition of the importance of a ‘European’ 

dimension in approaching the problem. The 1985 Agreement noted the importance of 

the common membership to the then-EEC in its preamble and drew heavily on the 

findings, recommendations, language, and spirit of the Haagerup Report (see chapter 3). 

Both the Council of the European Union and the EP formally welcomed the AIA and in 

1989 the EU paid 15 million ECUs (European currency unit, precursor to the euro) into 

the IFI established by the Agreement. The EEC’s support legitimized British policy in 

an unprecedented way, made it extremely difficult for either Britain or Ireland to 

renounce the pact unilaterally, and helped to maintain the Agreement in the face of 

fierce unionist opposition (Moxon-Browne, 1992: p. 52). British and unionist 

politicians, in particular, have always been reluctant to present the EU as an ‘external 

player’ in the game of peace (Interview with Jim Nicholson, 27 November 2015), but it 

is a fact that, from the 1990s onwards, references to Europe were more plentiful and 

more substantive in the 1995 Framework for Agreement (or ‘Framework Documents’) 

than in any of its predecessors.  

   In sum, by providing an ‘enabling’ context for Northern Ireland’s development, and 

supporting communication and agreement between the two governments, the EU 

contributed to helping Northern Ireland enter into a new phase in which a long-lasting 

peace was eventually possible. It was now the European Commission playing the main 

role in supporting peace in Northern Ireland, without interfering in British domestic 
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policy on the matter. This did not preclude the Commission from being essential for 

peacebuilding in the region. 

   The EU’s explicit concern to improve Northern Ireland’s socio-economic situation 

was implicitly accompanied by the belief that the resulting political and social benefits 

would help to support the developing peace process. In this context, the EU 

Commission’s incipient role in peacebuilding appeared to centre on a link between 

prosperity and stability and saw economic aid as being a tool by which to lever 

community relations. The manner of programme delivery (see chapters 4 and 5) thus 

advocated and supported by the Commission involved an array of actors. A strong 

emphasis on modes of partnership - cross-border, cross-sector, and cross-community -  

saw unlikely figures seated around the same table. In this way, EU financial support 

was an economic means of promoting novel forms of metagovernance capable of 

delivering economic, but most importantly, political benefits. The EU deliberately tied 

economic growth together with the challenge of embedding peace. The most direct 

manifestation of this logic was the PEACE programme. All three rounds of PEACE 

have involved support for civil society initiatives and local and regional partnership 

arrangements, de facto empowering private actors, interest groups, and local networks 

to access funding and make the difference; even if it is still believed that ‘the package 

has been a victim of its own success in many ways’ (Interview with Pat Colgan, 10 May 

2016).  

   In 2007, and in anticipation of the devolution of powers to Northern Ireland in May of 

that same year (following a prolonged suspension of almost 5 years), the European 

Commission President Jose´ Manuel Barroso visited the province and announced the 

creation of the Northern Ireland Task Force (NITF) (Hayward & Murphy, 2012: p. 

440). The move was seen as an attempt by the EU to publicly endorse and support the 

return to devolution in Northern Ireland (Hayward & Murphy, 2012: p. 445). This 

initiative represents in itself an innovative approach on the part of the European 

Commission to support a European region in transition, not only from conflict to peace 

but also from centralized to decentralized status. This example is considered insightful 

because it shows precisely that the EU did not only prompt change in Northern Ireland - 

it also learned from the past and improved its international role in conflict resolution, 

adapting politics, financial instruments and the exercise of power on the basis of the 

context in which it was acting. From a metagovernance perspective, this has always 
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centred on the critical role of the British and Irish governments, with the EU seeking to 

enable, fund, empower, and reform Northern Ireland from the bottom-up.  

   In sum, this thesis described the political nature of the EU role in shaping the 

Northern Ireland peace process. At the same time, it also showed how the EU has 

become concerned to facilitate a move from conflict to peace and from a divided society 

(as recognized by the PEACE programme) to a shared society. The emphasis that the 

EU has placed, since the restoration of devolution in 2007, on consolidating the peace in 

Northern Ireland has seen it, in effect, ‘normalize’ the needs of this small region. 

Sustaining all of these trends would be crucial to their full success in the future. 

Nonetheless, Brexit put a temporary ‘full-stop’ to such enduring commitment.  

  

The implications of this new knowledge  

This thesis provided significant new knowledge of the practical and political support 

that the EU offered to Northern Ireland historically, most notably by investigating the 

motives behind the design of the on-going provision of funding for reconciliation and 

conflict transformation initiatives under the PEACE programs. In doing so, this study 

developed a new perspective, which could be useful for academics whose research 

focuses primarily on the EU’s dynamic interrelations with member states. This work 

examines and describes how EU institutions influenced the domestic politics of a 

region, working through the administrations of two member states. In addition, it 

investigates how the EU provided instruments to the representatives and local actors to 

articulate a role for themselves in the routine public policy-making and conflict 

amelioration initiatives in the only region of the European Community that was in such 

a situation of large-scale violent conflict. The thesis stressed the role of the EP, it being 

the crucial transnational forum where the above-mentioned actors and representatives, 

coming from the different administrations, found a neutral arena in which to articulate 

their position and in which to foster positive cooperation through a constructive 

dialogue. Overall, this example has implications for future analysis of the EU as a 

supranational structure of nation-states: the case of Northern Ireland can, within certain 

limits, constitute the starting point and a model for comparative analysis of societies 

that face, or faced in the past, similar problems while being part of a supranational 

framework such as the EU.  

   Most importantly, this thesis provides a solid foundation for giving the EU the place it 

deserves among the actors who contributed (and are still contributing) to the peace and 
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reconciliation process in Northern Ireland. It indicates that while the EU was not a 

direct player in the peace process negotiations, its economic and political involvement 

in the Northern Ireland conflict had a positive impact on policy-process outcomes and in 

fostering the peace process. The conclusion, which acknowledges the primacy of the 

British and Irish nation states involved, at the same time explains how the EU 

empowered local and private actors with a bottom-up approach to peacebuilding. This 

potentially opens up space for new perspectives for future and deeper research on the 

third sector role in EU initiatives for building peace in Northern Ireland.  

   Finally, the in-depth investigation of the historical period this work is built upon 

connects directly to the future and the context of Brexit in Northern Ireland. The 23 

June 2016 referendum on the UK’s continuing membership of the EU has the potential 

to be a significant moment in the history of the region. The UK decision to leave the EU 

can potentially have profound implications for Northern Ireland and the island of 

Ireland as a whole. While the ultimate impact will depend on the shape and detail of any 

new relationship negotiated between the UK and the EU, Brexit has the potential to 

affect nearly all aspects of North-South and East-West relations (The Centre for Cross-

Border Studies, 2016). While some of the changes which may occur in Northern Ireland 

as a consequence of Brexit appear relatively minor, others have the potential to raise 

serious domestic political difficulties. By providing an in-depth knowledge of the past, 

this thesis aims to bring important information and evidence to those who are 

researching the possibilities for the future: demonstrating that the EU and joint Irish and 

British membership of the EU was much more vital for a final peaceful settlement in the 

context of the Northern Ireland conflict than previously recognised. In showing how the 

EU’s economic and political support of the peace process was vitally important this 

research also implicitly asserts that Brexit presents challenges to that settlement and 

points out how difficult it could be to reimagine and rework the entire project outside 

the EU.  

   The current historical context thus highlights the need to better understand the genesis 

of Europeanisation processes in Northern Ireland. Brexit has created a new awareness 

among scholars and policy-makers of how essential the EU’s economic and political 

support was for a long-lasting and sustainable peace in the region. It has also 

highlighted the need to know precisely how the EU built upon principles of cross-

border cooperation, cross-community dialogue, and conflict amelioration as a strategy 

for peacebuilding in Northern Ireland.  
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Perspectives for future research  

This thesis argued that the features characterizing the Northern Ireland-EU relationship 

go way beyond the financial aid which comes from Brussels and explored the different 

dimensions that characterized this relationship. The devolution of power to new and 

novel Northern Ireland institutions after 1999 marked an important moment in Northern 

Ireland’s political journey from a turbulent and troubled past to a stable and optimistic 

future. Part of that journey has involved taking greater control over Northern Ireland’s 

membership of the EU. As this thesis has argued, such control is filtered through a 

range of new regional institutions and the further development of cooperation and 

networks. The very existence of new institutions, actors and networks and the 

emergence of new processes, priorities, and approaches did not automatically imply 

change for either better or worse, but the EU dimension of the GFA and subsequent 

accords certainly deserves a place in future research. This is because the 1998 

agreement relied heavily on membership of the EU, with assumptions made about the 

relationship between the Republic of Ireland and the UK within the EU. Questions 

about the influence that the re-establishment of executive politics in Northern Ireland 

has had on the implementation and development of EU peacebuilding initiatives on the 

island of Ireland certainly need to be further addressed.  

   In this regard it is notable that the introduction of devolved powers in 1999 firmly 

placed Northern Ireland in a category of European regions with advanced decentralised 

powers (Murphy, 2014: p. 2) and the expansion of the EU to incorporate new and less 

advanced regions to the East is a reminder that Northern Ireland’s historic experiences 

of conflict are no longer unusual (the case of Cyprus, for example). It is therefore useful 

for future research on power-sharing and post-conflict societies to build a theoretical 

model that could help scholars and policy-makers to better grasp the dynamics of EU 

involvement in conflict amelioration and peacebuilding in its own member states, given 

that no political system exists in isolation from its own society. The dynamic 

relationship between those who govern and those who are governed is dictated by the 

terms and character of the political system and Northern Ireland is comparatively 

unique from this point of view. There is merit in undertaking further studies to test and 

examine fully the conceptual tenets of the metagovernance model, particularly applied 

to the post-Belfast/Good Friday agreement period. This can potentially constitute an 

important contribution and a challenge to the existing literature on the EU and Northern 
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Ireland. Indeed, debates over the impact/operativity of executive and private networks 

in the post-GFA period could use the concept of ‘metagovernance’ as a way of 

‘enhancing coordinated governance in a fragmented political system based on a high 

degree of autonomy for plurality of self-governing networks and institutions’ (Sorensen, 

2006: p. 100).  

   Another important field of research is represented by the specificities of the EU 

PEACE programmes, their practices, interactions with local actors and the executive in 

Northern Ireland. These investigations would help explore the impact of EU 

peacebuilding and the transnational approach on civil society in Northern Ireland and on 

both sides of the border. Overall the peace programmes employed cultural resources 

identified as potentially beneficial for conflict amelioration in practice (Mitchell, 

Hargie, Somerville, 2016). Moreover, young people have been the primary focus of 

many projects, with schools involved in practical, educational and creative activities. 

Music and sport were particular cultural resources mobilised to connect youth in 

communities to conflict amelioration. As well as drama, sport or music, such projects 

created space for dialogue on cultural diversity and peacebuilding and organized trips 

for participants ‘to the other side’.  

   In addition, Irish histories were the concern of other projects within Northern Ireland 

and across the Irish border. Their aim was to discuss different Irish Nationalist and 

Ulster British versions of Irish history with the aim of increasing mutual understanding, 

since ethnic and national communities understand themselves by reference to the past 

(McCall, 2014: p. 133). Consequently, revisiting history in such projects can reveal 

hidden complexities and challenge binary identity configurations, hardened by the 

conflict. On a similar theme, storytelling was a key practical conduit for peacebuilding 

in the Irish border areas and came in different forms in many projects. Storytelling in 

public spaces, theatres, and carnivals and through filmmaking endeavoured to tell the 

tale of the rich cultural complexity of the island of Ireland. Of course, the impact of 

such initiatives in conflict amelioration is difficult to quantify because of its soft capital 

nature (Interview with Andy Pollak, 28 November 2015).  Many of the official 

evaluations of the PEACE programmes were positive in their assessments (Interview 

with Patrick Colgan, 10 May 2016). Overall, the focus of this thesis has been on the 

institutional aspects of Europeanisation, thus leaving space for further work related to 

EU peacebuilding focusing on memorialization, history and cross-border cooperation, 

which could focus in future on how EU programmes and initiatives related to the use of 
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history in peacebuilding have had an impact on Northern Ireland civil society and cross-

community dialogue. And if so, which impact.  

   Northern Ireland is a very different place since the turn of the twenty-first century: the 

stability and peace, which the region now enjoys, have transformed life and it has 

transformed politics too. Nonetheless, differences and division persist, even if it can be 

argued that such differences are better managed and controlled. The wealth of social 

capital for conflict amelioration that was created by the EU PEACE programmes raised 

a concern for its long-term sustainability, especially in the aftermath of the EU 

enlargement in 2004 and in the context of Brexit. Brexit threatens the advances 

achieved by the EU involvement in the peace process and, moreover, the post-2008 

economic recession in Ireland and Britain means that hopes of British-Irish 

intergovernmental intervention to support the wealth of EU peacebuilding activities 

have faded. The EU is not and never was a singular force operating without reference to 

domestic dynamics and dimensions of the individual region in Northern Ireland. Rather 

it provided instruments to actors and local policy-makers to develop cross-community 

dialogue, respect for diversity, and cooperation in sharing the same space. The future 

without that external dimension and economic support is more than ever uncertain.     
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