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Abstract 
 
This report examines the political aspirations for Irish reunification and concrete 
steps required for unification. The study relies on evidence drawn from three 
parliamentary surveys that interviewed nearly two-thirds of Ireland’s TDs after the 
2007, 2011 and 2016 general elections. Although the survey asks TDs to think 
about a broad range of questions and issues, this submission focuses solely on the 
questions pertaining to Northern Ireland. We asked individual TDs to locate 
themselves, their party and their average constituent on a scale ranging from 0 
(immediate insistence on a united Ireland) to 10 (abandonment of this goal). The 
evidence confirms what scholars have long assumed but rarely substantiated – that 
there is broad consensus among political parties in the Republic of Ireland in 
support of Irish reunification. Support for unity ‘in principle’, though, is quite 
different from taking the concrete steps necessary to alter constitutional and legal 
arrangements in Ireland, Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom to fulfil such 
aspirations. The need for citizens to approve unification via referendum in both 
the North and South ensures that actual unity will only occur once popular will 
demands it. However, the complexity and long-term nature of the solution, the 
need for widespread support North and South, and the fact that little separates 
parties on this issue suggests that little will happen to alter the status quo. The lack 
of electoral incentive for politicians in the Republic to campaign aggressively to 
support this longer-term goal reinforces inaction and avoidance as a key strategy. 
We conclude that despite the long-standing importance of unity for many Irish 
voters and parties, the status quo is unlikely to change unless an abrupt, perhaps 
external, shock dramatically alters perceptions of and insistence upon 
reunification.  
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Introduction 
The political issues posed by Northern Ireland have been salient since the foundation of the 

Irish Free State, but they have been conspicuously absent as decisive factors in most Irish general 

elections.1 According to decades of election-year opinion polls, a majority of Irish voters 

consistently report that Northern Ireland is an important issue to them personally.2 Nevertheless, 

survey data reveal that although voters continue to express high levels of concern about Northern 

Ireland, this issue seldom influences vote choice. Pat Lyons explains that although support for future 

Irish reunification has been stable in the Republic, public opinion fluctuates depending on whether 

voters are asked about uniting Ireland in principle or about specific policies required to unify 

Ireland.3 It is not difficult for voters and politicians to aspire to and nominally support a future united 

Ireland. However, it is much more challenging and complex to outline the specific steps that would 

be required by the Irish, UK, and Northern Irish governments in order to achieve a smooth and 

peaceful process of reunification (let alone to define the roles or powers to be exercised by and 

among the three governments afterward). Therefore, while Irish voters and politicians may readily, 

and often officially, express their endorsement of a future united Ireland, proposals and policies 

aimed at fundamental preparation for even the possibility thereof are paradoxically avoided, if not 

outright rejected, by most.  

The Northern question has certainly been critically important to Irish political parties for 

decades – and even explains the genesis of several parties. However, attitudes toward Northern 

Ireland rarely influence party appeals during election campaigns. In fact, Ireland’s leading parties 

have rarely appealed to their historic roots to mobilise voters. Well-known political party scholar 

Peter Mair, relying on the distinction developed by Sani and Sartori (1983) between domains of 

identification (identity) and domains of competition (issues and ideologies), underscores how Irish 

parties have resorted to mobilising voters who are unattached to a particular party, reflecting 

heightened competition for votes in the period since the late 1970s.4 The three historic parties – 

Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and Labour – rarely compete over this core issue during elections because 
                                                 
1 Sean D. McGraw, How Parties Win: Shaping the Irish Political Arena (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 2015), pp. 
26-27.  
2 McGraw (2015), pp. 26. Refer also to the 2007 Irish National Election Study, available at:  
 http://www.tcd.ie/ines/index.php?action=browser_detail&group=7&question=212&tag=235&detail  
3 Pat Lyons, Public Opinion, Politics, and Society in Contemporary Ireland, (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2008), pp. 
160-161. 
4 G. Sani and G. Sartori, "Polarization, Fragmentation, and Competition in Western Democracies" Western European 
Party Systems: Continuity & Change, eds. H. Daalder and P. Mair, (London: Sage Publications, 1983); and Peter 
Mair, The Changing Irish Party System: Organization, Ideology and Electoral Competition (London: Pinter, 1987). 
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voters know who these historic parties are and where they stand. Therefore, the issue loses its 

salience as a deciding factor during campaigns. Additionally, parties may be more reluctant to take 

clear-cut positions on Northern Ireland because of a legitimate desire to maintain the peace process 

and to avoid flaring tensions in the North. Ultimately, however, the lack of clear and direct electoral 

incentives for parties to mobilise voters based on Northern Ireland policies contributes to inaction 

and avoidance by most politicians.5 Consequently, party positioning regarding Northern Ireland 

remains highly centrist, falling between an insistence on immediate reunification to a complete 

abandonment of a desire for a united Ireland. Voters have noticed (and also paralleled) this shift, 

identifying as centrist even Fianna Fáil, the party that has historically emphasised Irish reunification. 

With the exception of Sinn Féin, most Irish politicians have avoided taking a strong stance on 

Northern Ireland in recent elections. The fact that only Sinn Féin is perceived as having a unique 

position on Northern Ireland implies a decreased salience in Ireland’s founding political cleavage 

and reveals the reluctance of the major parties (i.e. Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and to a lesser extent 

Labour) to campaign on an issue promising only limited progress or returns within a given election.6 

Unless consideration of Northern Ireland is electorally advantageous in a given constituency, major 

parties tend to avoid the subject and focus instead on social and economic issues.   

There have been very few studies that measure or analyse Irish party positioning on Northern 

Ireland to understand whether parties hold ideologically cohesive stances on reunification or whether 

these positions evolve from election to election and this report aims to correct this.7 Evidence 

confirms, however, that individual TDs routinely adapt their ideological appeals and policy positions 

to increase their appeal among voters and to counter competitive positions of other candidates and 

parties.8 Both TDs’ views and their campaign priorities regarding the issues of Northern Ireland can 

likewise vary based on personal conviction and the particular political situation within each election.  

This report relies on evidence drawn from a parliamentary survey that was administered over 

the last three elections. Although the survey asks TDs to think about a broad range of questions and 

issues, this report will focus solely on the questions pertaining to Northern Ireland. In the subsequent 

sections, we will first specify the question TDs were asked. Next, we discuss the survey results on 

the Northern Ireland question both by election year (to compare interparty positions) and by party (to 

compare intraparty changes over time).9 We will briefly discuss how a given party’s stance as 

perceived by their TDs compares to stated party policies, as well as how political considerations 
                                                 
5 McGraw (2015), pp. 26. 
6 McGraw (2015), pp. 37-38. 
7 See Mair (1987).  
8 McGraw (2015) and Sean McGraw, “Ideological Flexibility and Electoral Success: An Analysis of Irish Party 
Competition”, Irish Political Studies, Vol. 31, Issue 4, 2016, pp. 461-82.   
9 We will devote individual attention to the three major parties and Sinn Féin.  
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during a given election have affected and will most likely continue to affect party positioning on 

Northern Ireland.  

 

Survey Background, Methodology and Question Wording  
Three originally designed parliamentary surveys of Irish TDs were conducted in 2010, 2012, 

and 2016, corresponding to the 2007, 2011, and 2016 Dáil elections, respectively.10 In face-to-face 

interviews, respondents were asked an extensive array of questions pertaining to their electoral 

strategies in the respective general election to determine how candidates (and their parties) compete 

along ideological, institutional, and organisational dimensions in different political contexts.11 TDs 

were asked to place themselves and their parties (and, in the 2016 survey, their “average” 

constituent) on a 0-10 scale along several policy dimensions, including Northern Ireland. The survey 

was designed to mirror the questions most consistently included in election surveys of Irish voters 

and to reflect the most salient policy dimensions within Irish politics and society. The survey sample 

in each year was broadly representative of key social and political demographics, such as age, 

gender, religious denomination, education levels, party, type of geographic constituency, previous 

experience in office, etc. Although methodological problems pose unavoidable obstacles to direct 

comparison of the results from the three surveys (because the surveys consist of different individual 

TDs), the individual TD responses within each survey provide a rich source of data for our analysis, 

and indirect inferences can be made when analysing the aggregate positions of the parties in all three 

elections.12  

In terms of Northern Ireland policy, we asked individual TDs in each survey to rate his or her 

position on a scale ranging from 0 (insistence on a united Ireland) to 10 (abandonment of this goal). 

The question stated: ‘Some people think we should insist on a united Ireland now while other people 

think we should abandon this aim altogether. Others have positions that fall somewhere in between. 

If insistence on a united Ireland were a ‘0’ and abandoning this position was a “10”’.13 Politicians 

were then asked to locate their respective party’s position on the same scale. In the 2016 survey, TDs 

were also asked to place where they thought the average constituent would position themselves on 

                                                 
10 Henceforth referred to as the “2007 Survey”, “2011 Survey”, and “2016 Survey” respectively.  
11 We sent a personalized letter to all TDs inviting them to participate in each survey. We followed up with at least five 
phone calls to parliamentary assistants to arrange a time to conduct the interview. The sample in all surveys reflects those 
who were willing to meet in person to complete the survey. 
12 For a more complete analysis of the parliamentary surveys and the argument as to the insight they provide into 
Ireland’s political system and parties, please see McGraw (2015). 
13 Question 22A. Where would you locate yourself? 22B. Where would you locate your party’s current position? 22D. 
Where would you locate the typical voter in your constituency in the 2016 election? 
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the same scale. Therefore, Questions 22A and 22B were asked in all three surveys, while Question 

22D, asking TDs to place their average constituent on the same scale, was asked only in the 2016 

survey.  

It is worth noting that the wording of the question does not explicitly define what position a 

‘5’ on the scale represents. Individual TDs may have interpreted this differently as a principled 

centrist stance, i.e. support for united Ireland but at an unspecified time in the future; or a laissez-

faire acceptance of the status quo potentially wanting neither to abandon nor to initiate concrete steps 

toward unification because such moves would controversial and plagued by uncertainty. Therefore, 

our conclusions are merely suggestive of relevant trends in TD and party positions on Northern 

Ireland. Nevertheless, understanding how parties and individual politicians position themselves 

toward Northern Ireland in general elections helps contextualise the challenges and opportunities 

facing parties as they seek to address this fundamental issue within Irish politics.   

For each general election, we present the mean, median, and standard deviation for each 

party’s overall position. In addition to sharing basic summary tables, the data will also be displayed 

visually using box plots to depict the actual distribution of attitudes within parties, thereby revealing 

the levels of internal dispersion that exist within each party.14 The thick, vertical bars represent the 

middle 50 per cent of the positions in each party (the interquartile range), with the thick black line 

indicating the median of the dataset. Longer bars signify greater diversity of views within a party, 

while shorter bars indicate greater cohesion. The thin vertical lines represent the range of attitudes 

outside the party’s middle 50 per cent (the upper and lower quartiles). A long line indicates a greater 

dispersion of responses, while a lack thereof displays greater cohesion on that respective side of the 

median. Small dots outside the box plots represent outliers (more than one and a half times the 

interquartile range). The analysis now turns to examining results for each election independently 

before addressing more longitudinal shifts.  

 

Election Profiles 
 This section focuses on interparty and intraparty differences on the issue of Northern Ireland 

based on TDs’ self and party placement in our parliamentary surveys. We compare party positions 

                                                 
14 We aggregated the results for Independents and include them here even though they do not seek to present coherent 
policy positions. Their diversity of views highlights the various platforms these Independents hold within Irish politics. 
We must be cautious about any interpretations based on these latter parties given the limited number of respondents; 
however, their policy approach does appear to contrast with that of Ireland’s major parties because they maintain much 
stronger internal party ideological cohesion. 
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across the 2007, 2011, and 2016 elections to examine the degree to which the economic and political 

context of campaigns shape TD attitudes toward unification. We also observe how parties interact 

and compete to attract voters based on their positions on Irish reunification. Analysing the results in 

this way allows us to better understand potential ideological shifts as well as the dynamic nature of 

partisan competition in Ireland. We also highlight levels of intraparty cohesion or division toward 

unification to reveal how internal debates may influence party strategies.  

The 2007 Election  
The 2007 election occurred during the final days of the Celtic Tiger when the economy was 

still roaring and political debate centred on maintaining economic growth and delivering services 

more effectively. According to exit polls, the top five issues influencing vote choice were health, 

crime, the economy, the cost of living, and choice of Taoiseach.15 Northern Ireland barely surfaced 

as an issue except as a means for incumbent Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, to campaign on his vital role 

in the peace process. Even the restoration of Stormont’s devolved parliament did not bring ‘the issue 

of Irish unity’ back into the media spotlight or mainstream political conversation.16 Rather, Fianna 

Fáil’s continued popularity was based on their promise to preserve recent economic gains through 

tax cuts, reduced regulation, and a ‘soft landing’ for the property market.17 In that contest, Fianna 

Fáil secured an unprecedented third straight national electoral victory in the era since 1973 and 

formed an unlikely coalition with the Green Party.  

In this, the first of the three parliamentary surveys, we interviewed 102 out of the 166 TDs 

elected in 2007. Table 1 reveals the responses to the Northern Ireland question. Question 22A invited 

TDs to place themselves on a scale ranging from 0 (insistence on a united Ireland) to 10 

(abandonment of this goal), and the mean of these individual placements is reported here. Question 

22B asked each TD to place their party on this same scale, and the results listed here provide the 

mean of those responses.  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
15 M. Gallagher and M. Marsh, How Ireland Voted 2007: The Full Story of Ireland's General Election. (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 111. 
16 Gallagher and Marsh, pp. 176 
17 D. McCarthy and B. Healy, The Week in Politics: Election 2011 & the 31st Dáil. (Dublin: RTÉ, 2011), pp. 8. 
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Table 1 Northern Ireland Attitudes in the 2007 Election 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, none of Ireland’s political parties appear ready to abandon the goal 

of a united Ireland based on their mean scores on both questions. Labour (5.38) and Fine Gael (5.19) 

were the most centrist, while the Independents (4.75), Greens (4.50), and Fianna Fail (3.93) were 

slightly more supportive of seeking to unite Ireland. Only Sinn Féin (0.33) reported strong attitudes 

that insisted on a united Ireland immediately. 

 It is also important to examine levels of intraparty difference on the Northern Ireland 

questions because ideological similarity at the national level (as measured by looking at the mean 

party placement) can mask wide variations within the parties and among party TDs. Figure 1 reveals 

that many of Ireland’s political parties are internally divided on Northern Ireland.  

 

Figure 1 Intraparty Positions on Northern Ireland (2007) 

TD Self Placement        TD Party Placement 

Party TDs 
Interviewed 

Total 
TDs 

Q 22A 
Mean 

Q 22A 
SD 

Q 22B 
Mean 

Q 22B 
SD 

Fianna Fáil 44 78 3.93 2.18 4.31 2.03 

Fine Gael 31 51 5.19 2.17 5.07 1.95 

Labour 16 20 5.38 1.71 5.19 1.11 

Sinn Féin 3 4 0.33 0.58 0.33 0.58 

Green 4 6 4.50 1.00 4.50 1.00 

Independents 4 7 4.75 4.11 N/A N/A 



 8 

Fianna Fáil TDs were the most dispersed in their responses to both questions, ranging from 

‘0’ to ‘7’ (Q 22A) and ‘0’ to ‘8’ (Q 22B), indicating a lack of intraparty cohesion. However, 50 per 

cent of Fianna Fáil TDs were concentrated between ‘3’ and ‘5’ on both questions, signifying a 

primarily centrist position leaning more toward insistence than abandonment on the issue of a united 

Ireland. At the time, Taoiseach Bertie Ahern was lauded by Prime Minister Tony Blair and former 

US President Bill Clinton for his work in delivering peace to Northern Ireland. Ahern led the Irish 

government contingent at the opening of the new Northern Ireland power-sharing assembly, met 

with the nationalist bête noir Ian Paisley at the site of the 1690 Battle of the Boyne (a decisive 

victory for Protestants over Catholics) and became the first Irish prime minister to speak to a session 

of the joint House of Parliament in London. Fianna Fáil TDs may have been reluctant to offer even 

more assertive demands for Irish unification because Bertie Ahern was already gaining widespread 

accolades and support for the party due to his role in the peace process and there seemed to be no 

need to push the process further.  

Although internal divisions over Northern Ireland existed in every party, they were less 

pronounced than those within Fianna Fáil. For example, 50 per cent of Fine Gael TDs indicated their 

party’s stance as being between ‘5’ and ‘6’ and almost all were located between ‘4’ and ‘7’ on the 

issue. Individually, Fine Gael TDs were slightly more varied and insistent on unity than their 

perception of their party’s overall position. 

Except for a few outliers, Labour TDs overwhelmingly positioned themselves and their party 

identically on the scale, centred firmly between ‘5’ and ‘7’ (at least 50 per cent responding ‘5’). 

Typical of a minority party, the four Green TDs were also consistent between their personal and 

party identification, concentrated entirely between ‘3’ and ‘5’. Unsurprisingly, the Sinn Féin TDs 

were invariably insistent upon a united Ireland, all three responding between ‘0’ and ‘1’ to both 

questions. The singular ‘1’ response to each question may more likely indicate a hesitation to use the 

word ‘now’ in relation to united Ireland than any dilution of the party’s insistence thereupon.  

The wide dispersion and/or prevalence of scattered outliers within Fianna Fáil and to a lesser 

extent within Fine Gael on Northern Ireland indicates a lack of a clearly enforced or articulated party 

stance on the issue. It also confirms that individual TDs enjoy certain degrees of ideological 

flexibility and autonomy to adapt their positions based on what is electorally convenient for their 

constituencies.     
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The 2011 Election  
In contrast to 2007, the 2011 election occurred in the shadows of the €86 billion 

EU/IMF/ECB bailout of the Irish government and the worst economic crisis in modern Ireland. In 

this turbulent context, the 2011 election was the third most volatile in post-war Europe. Fianna Fáil 

was targeted by opponents as the party to blame for the crisis and subsequently experienced 

unprecedented defeat, with a first preference vote share sinking to only 17 per cent, a staggering 24 

percentage point decline from 2007. Its coalition partner, the Greens, were completely decimated. 

Overnight, the once impregnable Fianna Fáil was reduced to being the third largest party in the Dáil 

with 20 seats compared to their 78 in the previous parliament. As a resurgent Sinn Féin and a record 

number of Independents secured comparable numbers, Fianna Fáil barely gained enough seats to 

lead the opposition.   

The 2011 campaign was centred on policies to reform the political system and reverse the 

disastrous consequences of the crash, with most parties agreeing that ‘economic recovery should 

take priority over all other goals’.18 Parties’ policy positions on fiscal issues subsequently shifted 

dramatically. Party leaders from across the spectrum bemoaned the restricted policy options 

associated with the loan conditions imposed by the international financial community and the 

resulting dearth of resources available internally to tackle Ireland’s growing social problems. Fine 

Gael and Labour, the main opposition parties and the most intuitive and identifiable choice to 

replace Fianna Fáil in a coalition government, advocated for a renegotiation of the terms of the loan. 

Sinn Féin and the ‘Left’ parties argued for a complete repudiation of the debt and rejection of the 

European bailout, gaining a substantial ‘protest vote’ in the process.19  

In the second parliamentary survey, we interviewed 115 out of the 166 TDs in 2012. Table 2 

reports the mean results for individual and party placement for the 2011 election. Curiously, only the 

Fianna Fáil TDs significantly shifted their positions on Northern Ireland since the previous election.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18Refer to Michael Gallagher’s commentary on the 2011 Election at: 
https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/staff/michael_gallagher/Election2011.php 
19 Ibid.  
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Table 2 Northern Ireland Attitudes in the 2011 Election 

 

Whereas Sinn Féin, Fine Gael, Labour and other leftist TDs reported very similar scores to those 

they assumed in 2007, Fianna Fáil TDs shifted toward more stringent insistence on achieving a 

united Ireland moving from a 3.93 mean in 2007 to a 2.17 mean score in 2011. Given that a majority 

of voters blamed Fianna Fáil for Ireland’s economic collapse and another 36 per cent reported that 

feeling angry and let down by the government influenced their vote, it was not surprising that Fianna 

Fáil TDs adopted positions in line with their longer term republican ideals.21  

Intra-party dispersion appeared to increase slightly for many of Ireland’s parties in the 2011 

election. Figure 2 illustrates this internal party dispersion for all parties in this election.  

Figure 2 Intra-party Positions on Northern Ireland (2011)  

TD Self Placement        TD Party Placement 

 

 

                                                 
20 The positions of the Socialist and People Before Profit TDs are aggregated as ‘Left’ on the 2011 box plots.  
21 RTÉ Exit Poll, 2011.  

Party 
TDs 

Interviewed 
Total 
TDs 

Q 22A 
Mean 

Q 22A 
SD 

Q 22B 
Mean 

Q 22B 
SD 

Fianna Fáil 15 20 2.17 2.15 3.03 1.97 
Fine Gael 46 76 5.12 2.60 4.91 1.82 
Labour 27 37 5.22 1.85 5.10 1.37 
Sinn Féin 12 14 0.25 0.45 0.33 0.49 
Left20 3 4 4.5 0.71 4.00 0.00 
Independents 12 15 4.08 2.43 5.00 0.00 
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Although the range of dispersion is similar (‘0’ to ‘7’) from 2007 to 2011, Fianna Fáil TDs 

shifted dramatically toward the lower end of the scale in both their personal and perceived party 

positions.22 Approximately 75 per cent of TDs identified themselves between ‘0’ and ‘3’ and 

identified their party decidedly under ‘5’, reflecting a marked departure from the 2007 results. A 

shift toward more republican ideals by Fianna Fáil TDs appears to have been one of their only means 

of attracting votes during this time of national and party crisis.     

Fine Gael TDs experienced greater dispersion in 2011 than in 2007. Fifty per cent of Fine 

Gael TDs placed themselves from ‘4’ to ‘7’, and the remaining 50 per cent were spread throughout 

the scale. Comparing this to their reported party position, the vast majority of Fine Gael TDs placed 

the party between ‘4’ and ‘6’. The lack of party cohesion on Northern Ireland suggests that Fine 

Gael TDs operated within diverse constituencies and also that they may have sought to win over 

Fianna Fáil or ‘floating’ voters for whom an insistence on united Ireland might be more attractive.  

Labour’s mean aggregate position stayed relatively stable and centrist in 2011; however, the 

dispersion on either side of centre increased consistently for individual TDs and the party. This 

suggests that, although the increase in the number of Labour TDs may have widened the spectrum of 

views, Labour did not change its overall position toward united Ireland. Given the state of the 

economy and widespread frustration with the bailout, it is not surprising that Labour TDs focused 

their attention on those issues as opposed to highlighting Northern Ireland policy.  

Socialist and People Before Profit TDs (aggregated and analysed as ‘Left’) likewise indicated 

a centrist stance on both questions, concentrated around ‘4’. This reflects their higher prioritization 

of economic issues, social welfare, and an anti-corruption campaign in both the North and South.  

In 2011, Sinn Féin gained 10 seats in the Dáil, arguably bringing them from the margins into 

the mainstream of Irish politics. While some might argue that this indicates increased public support 

for a united Ireland given the centrality of the issue for the party, it appears that Sinn Féin succeeded 

largely as a result of their taking the lead as the primary protest voice. Sinn Féin is the only party 

whose supporters show a strong demographic pattern in recent elections. Young, poor, and 

unemployed voters are more likely to support Sinn Féin than other voters, further emphasising their 

role as a protest party. In our survey, neither Sinn Féin TDs’ individual stances nor overall party 

position on united Ireland changed significantly from 2007 to 2011. The slight increase in ‘1’ 

responses in reference to party position may indicate a recognition of political concerns more 

immediate than Irish reunification.   

                                                 
22 This may reflect the differing views of individual TDs interviewed in each survey (as well as the difference in actual 
number of Fianna Fáil TDs). Nonetheless, the comparative results are relevant as they display the overall shift in 
aggregate position of party representatives.  
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The disaffected sentiment among the Irish electorate was the key driver in the 2011 election. 

Whereas other parties focused on the economy and effective governance and political reform, Fianna 

Fáil turned to restoring its republican ideals as one of the few ways to stop the electoral bleeding. 

Given the survey findings in 2007 and 2016, however, the overall trend toward increased insistence 

on a united Ireland can more likely be interpreted as a calculated campaign strategy than the result of 

a genuine or deep-seated ideological shift.   

 

The 2016 Election  
Although Ireland’s economy was improving and the Fine Gael/Labour coalition government 

appeared to have helped Ireland out of its darkest days, both parties suffered considerable electoral 

losses in 2016, with Labour experiencing its worst ever electoral result. Their steep decline was due 

in part to the economic recovery not being felt evenly (or at least not being perceived evenly) across 

the country, with many blaming the government for ‘accentuating inequality’.23 For many voters, 

Fine Gael appeared to be resting on its laurels and emphasising ‘continuity’ over change. Fianna Fáil 

and minor parties capitalised on Fine Gael’s plummeting poll numbers to contest key constituencies 

and position themselves as the alternative to the out-of-touch political establishment. The 2016 

election would, to the surprise of many pollsters and politicians alike, turn out to be a ‘change 

election’, as disaffected voters swung in the final days of the campaign, leaving Fine Gael scraping 

by with a bare and potentially unstable majority.24 The resurgence of Fianna Fáil, as well as the 

considerable support for Sinn Féin, several small, left-leaning parties and Independents in turn made 

government formation the most drawn out and most complicated in the history of the Irish state.  

In the third parliamentary survey, we interviewed 96 out of the 158 TDs in 2016. This survey 

included Question 22D, which asked TDs to identify where the average constituent would locate 

themselves on the united Ireland scale from ‘0’ (insistence) to ‘10’ (abandonment). These latter 

results will be displayed and discussed under each respective party later in the report. In terms of 

average positions, TDs from all parties positioned themselves and their parties between ‘0’ and ‘5’ in 

the 2016 election (Table 3). 

 

                                                 
23Refer to Michael Gallagher’s commentary on the 2016 election at: 
https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/staff/michael_gallagher/Election2016.php and Pat Leahy, “How Fine Gael Lost the 
2016 General Election”, The Irish Times, December 17, 2016,  http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/how-fine-gael-
lost-the-2016-general-election-1.2907225. 
24 Leahy (2016). 
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Table 3 Northern Ireland Attitudes in the 2016 Election 

 

Not surprisingly, Sinn Féin TDs were once again the most insistent on a united Ireland both in terms 

of where they located themselves (0.38) and their party (0.56).  

Interestingly, the smaller, left-leaning TDs, including the Greens, Anti-Austerity Alliance-

People Before Profit, Social Democrats, and Independents for Change, all placed themselves and 

their parties slightly further toward insistence than did the three historic parties.26 These smaller 

party TDs located themselves closer to a ‘3’, whereas Fianna Fail TDs averaged 3.58, Fine Gael TDs 

4.59 and Labour TDs 4.33.  

 In terms of internal cohesion, the larger parties actually appeared more aligned on Northern 

Ireland in 2016, while the small, left-leaning parties were more internally divided (Figure 3). 

Figure 3 Intraparty Positions on Northern Ireland (2016) 

     TD Self Placement         TD Party Placement 

 
 

                                                 
25 The positions of AAA/PBP, Independents 4 Change, and Social Democrats are aggregated as ‘Left’ on the 2016 box 
plots. 

Party 
TDs 

Interviewed 
Total 
TDs 

Q 22A 
Mean 

Q 22A 
SD 

Q 22B 
Mean 

Q 22B 
SD 

Q 22D 
Mean 

Q 22D 
SD 

Fianna Fáil 36 44 3.58 1.92 3.69 1.37 5.22 1.73 
Fine Gael 22 49 4.59 1.65 4.82 1.76 4.77 1.69 
Labour 3 7 4.33 1.15 5.00 1.00 5.00 0.00 
Sinn Féin 16 23 0.38 0.62 0.56 0.73 4.19 1.38 
Green 2 2 3.00 0.00 4.50 0.71 5.50 0.71 
Left25 10 13 3.78 3.38 4.00 2.98 4.67 1.87 
Independents 7 18 2.57 1.90 3.50 2.12 4.43 1.99 
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Fianna Fáil’s TDs in 2016, as compared to 2007 and 2011, were the most cohesive as a group 

(the smallest standard deviation) and the most coherent between personal and party position on the 

issue of Northern Ireland (means of 3.58 and 3.69 respectively). This coherence, with over 50 per 

cent of their TDs concentrated between ‘3’ and ‘5’, indicates a party-wide shift back toward centrism 

(which, excluding polar-opposite outliers on individual placement, is even less widely dispersed than 

Fianna Fáil of 2007). 

Fine Gael’s TDs were also the most cohesive that they have been through the course of our 

analysis, with no outliers and an almost exact match between individual and party identification on 

the ‘0’ to ‘10’ spectrum. Unsurprisingly, with their focus on ‘continuity’ and maintenance of their 

majority, centrism reigned on the issue of Irish reunification with 50 per cent locating themselves 

and the party between ‘4’ and ‘6’.  

Labour’s TDs likewise did not take a strong stance on the issue of Northern Ireland. All TDs 

identified their party as decidedly centrist, with 100 per cent positioning the party between ‘4’ and 

‘6’. Individually, 75 per cent reported themselves between ‘4’ and ‘5’. The shrinking of previous 

dispersion toward either end of the spectrum may be due largely to the loss of 30 seats in the 2016 

election. 

Sinn Féin gained nine TDs in 2016 for an unprecedented total of 23 seats. This increase in 

representatives, combined with their campaign’s emphasis on leftist economic and social policy, 

may explain the very slight increase in mean position on Northern Ireland, shifting from 2011’s 0.25 

(Q 22A) and 0.33 (Q 22B) to 0.38 and 0.56, respectively. Despite Sinn Féin’s vote and seat increase, 

the party’s clear and consistent positions on Northern Ireland do not seem to be shared by many of 

their voters as later analysis will corroborate.  

Overall, there is continued and broad consensus among Irish parties toward Northern Ireland, 

with no parties advocating abandoning the goal of a united Ireland. With the exception of Sinn Féin, 

the rest of Ireland’s parties offered centrist positions toward Northern Ireland in 2016. Given the lack 

of clear-cut party differences on Northern Ireland, voters would have difficulty deciding how to vote 

based on this issue. As stated at the outset, Ireland’s political parties continue to lack any major 

electoral incentives to adopt more assertive positions toward a united Ireland and this leads to further 

avoidance or inaction on their part.  
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Party Profiles 
This section turns from examining results from each election to an analysis of party profiles to 

determine the degree to which each party is fulfilling its stated claims toward Northern Ireland and 

whether their positions evolve across elections. We also study the relationship between how TDs 

from each party perceive their party’s position in relation to where the typical voter in their 

constituency is located. This provides perspective on how electoral incentives and other factors 

shape the positions each party assumes toward Irish unification and gives us hints as to how parties 

might act in upcoming elections. 

 

Fianna Fáil  
 

From the outset, Fianna Fáil (Soldiers of Destiny) fashioned itself organizationally as a great 

national movement rather than as a mere political party, seeking to extend its reach to every family 

and community in the country.26 Local organizational development was crucial from the beginning. 

The movement depended on tightly knit, activist communities throughout the country, united in their 

willingness to support the party leader at all costs in order to win and wield power.27 Fianna Fáil, the 

argument goes, was essentially a secular echo of the organizational space occupied by the Catholic 

Church in Irish society.28 Even today, Fianna Fáil perceives itself as having a ‘can do’ attitude. The 

party’s website claims that its outlook has and will continue to be positive and never defeatist in its 

thinking. Fianna Fáil claims as its goal ‘to unite all in a common identity of self-confident Irish men 

and women in a dynamic, vibrant, prosperous nation.’29  

At its inception in 1926, Fianna Fáil declared that securing ‘the Unity and Independence of 

Ireland as a Republic’ was the first of its seven core goals. The party was deeply committed to 

maintaining the original Treaty division – a political and nationalist cleavage – as the main division 

within Irish politics rather than allowing other divisions such as class or religion to frame partisan 

                                                 
26 David Farrell, “Ireland: Centralization, Professionalization and Competitive Pressures,” in How Parties Organize: 
Change and Adaptation in Party Organizations in Western Democracies, ed. Richard S. Katz and Peter Mair (London: 
Sage, 1994), pp. 219. 
27 Dick Walsh, The Party: Inside Fianna Fáil (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1986), pp. 4. 
28 R. K. Carty, Party and Parish Pump: Electoral Politics in Ireland (Ontario: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1981.), 
pp. 142-3. 
29 See Fianna Fáil Party website: https://www.fiannafail.ie/about-fianna-fail/  
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competition.30 For pragmatic purposes, Fianna Fáil, the ‘Republican Party’, has consistently altered 

the volume of its rhetoric toward Northern Ireland – sometimes highlighting and other times 

ignoring – to serve its electoral aims.31 Yet, Fianna Fáil effectively made the decision from the 

beginning that an end to partition could not be brought about by force, thereby tacitly adopting a 

policy of unity by consent.32 Furthermore, despite all Fianna Fáil’s rhetoric and even legitimate 

desires to achieve Irish unity, this goal depends on consent within Northern Ireland and a shift in the 

institutional arrangements within Ireland, Northern Ireland, and the United Kingdom for this core 

goal to be achieved. The party’s acceptance of the Belfast Agreement, which required dropping the 

claim to the whole territory of Ireland in the Irish Constitution, confirms Fianna Fáil’s ability to 

adapt to popular will and institutional change, especially at a time when it suits its electoral interests 

as well.33 Thus there is a debate within the party. For some, the party’s position in Northern Ireland 

is utterly pragmatic and has served them well electorally for nine decades. For others, the party has 

become ‘defeatist’ because it has accepted the current status quo of Northern Ireland’s union with 

the United Kingdom without continuing the political pursuit of reunification central to its 

constitution and foundational ideals. 

Similar to its desire to overcome internal differences in views and strategies, Fianna Fáil also 

faces the challenge of maintaining its broad, catch-all appeal within the electorate. The question is 

how to position itself given the goal of attracting unattached voters who share strong republican 

beliefs, those who may not have a strong opinion on Northern Ireland, and those who may be 

opposed to unification altogether. When asked in the 2016 survey to place their ‘average constituent’ 

on the same 0-10 scale, 50 per cent of Fianna Fáil TDs located this average constituent between ‘4’ 

and ‘6’, with a mean of 5.22 (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 O’Malley, Eoin and McGraw, Sean, “Fianna Fáil: The Glue of Ambiguity,” Irish Political Studies, Volume 32, 
Number 1, March 2017, pp. 10.  
31 “Republican here stands both for the unity of the island and a commitment to the historic principles of European 
republican philosophy, namely liberty, equality and fraternity.” (From Fianna Fáil Party website: 
https://www.fiannafail.ie/about-fianna-fail/) 
32 O’Malley and McGraw (2017), pp. 18. 
33 O’Malley and McGraw (2017), pp. 20. 
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Figure 4 Fianna Fáil Perceptions of Average Constituent Position on Northern Ireland  
 

TD Party Placement       TD Constituent Placement in 201634 

 
 
 
Irrespective of whether the typical voter is actually centrist or TDs simply aggregated the diverse set 

of perspectives to arrive at a centrist position, voters appear more centrist than Fianna Fáil TDs 

perceive their party’s overall position (3.69) in the same election. The attempt to create such a broad 

electoral coalition over a wide-ranging set of issues makes it more difficult for the party to have 

more radical or clear-cut positions on any one issue. The demands of local politics and the need to 

appeal to voters without strong party identification may be reason enough to see why Fianna Fáil 

TDs abandon or moderate their republican ideals. There appears little electoral incentive to pursue 

more assertive policies toward Irish unification. Even when TDs adopted positions demanding 

greater insistence on a united Ireland in 2011, nothing changed once in elected. Thus, TDs may have 

campaigned on it as being important to them and their party, but once elected, it seems that the issue 

was shelved right next to Sinn Féin’s ‘Green Paper’ as being beyond reach in their term, and 

therefore beyond their remit. 

 

Fine Gael 
 

Fine Gael (Family of Gaels), similar to Fianna Fáil, espouses the common principle of an 

independent united Ireland, but they have clashed since the beginning of the Irish Free State on how 

to achieve this ultimate solution, even fighting the Civil War over this issue.  Supporters of Cumman 

na nGaedheal, which later became Fine Gael, adopted a “stepping-stone” approach, accepting the 

partition of Ireland into the twenty-six counties (which eventually became the Republic of Ireland) 

and the six counties of Northern Ireland (that remained part of the United Kingdom). Fine Gael is 

                                                 
34 Question 22D in 2016 Parliamentary Survey. 
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often perceived as the respectable ‘law and order’ party of the bourgeoisie, a party that has sought 

incremental and peaceful constitutional solutions to an eventual united Ireland.  

Constitutional changes affecting the role of the Catholic Church, combined with growing 

moderation among the general public in terms of attitudes toward hot-button issues such as abortion 

and divorce (and later, LGBT issues) diminished the salience of issues that previously impeded 

unification. The dropping of the ‘Special Relationship’ clause regarding the Catholic Church in the 

Irish Constitution and overturning of the ban on divorce were often cited as necessary changes in 

order for many in Northern Ireland to even consider unification as a viable political 

option.  Fine Gael leader Garret FitzGerald gave an interview on RTÉ in 1981 in which he outlined 

his vision for a ‘Constitutional Crusade’ to make the Republic a society where the majority ethos 

would be expressed in such a way so as not to alienate Protestants living in Northern Ireland.35  

Divorce was one of the first priorities included in this agenda, and this was eventually passed via 

referendum in 1995. This approach has persisted in many ways. The focus on social issues is 

perceived as a more immediate and plausible way to work toward unification than engaging 

Northern Ireland issues more explicitly. This passive, or more incremental and indirect way of 

preparing for unification is consistent with the original stepping-stone approach. The goal is to make 

the Republic more attractive to Northerners in the hope that eventually they will consent, by means 

of a referendum, to the institutional changes required for unification.  

In 2016, Taoiseach Enda Kenny declared Fine Gael’s continued support for a united Ireland: 

The Good Friday Agreement and its successor agreements contain a very clear measure to 
the effect that if people north and south of the border decide by referendum that there should 
be a united Ireland, they should have that opportunity. We support this measure. This 
measure must be part of a continued guarantee of the negotiations that will take place 
between the European Union and on our future relationship with the United Kingdom.36  
 

Thus, Fine Gael supports a united Ireland, but it is dependent on the consent and will of the Northern 

Irish people before anything would be done in the Republic.   

 Based on our parliamentary survey, there is very little difference between where Fine Gael 

TDs locate themselves and the average voter in their constituency (Figure 5).  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
35 Paul Bew, Ireland: The Politics of Enmity, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 534. 
36 See The Journal’s post-Brexit survey of every TD on the prospect of a border poll: http://www.thejournal.ie/united-
ireland-border-poll-3136932-Dec2016/ 
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Figure 5 Fine Gael Perceptions of Average Constituent Position on Northern Ireland  
 

 TD Party Placement            TD Constituent Placement in 201637 

 
 

 
Fine Gael party placement and their TDs’ perceptions of the average constituent were virtually 

identical in 2016, each with 50 per cent located between ‘4’ and ‘6’ and means of 4.82 and 4.77, 

respectively. Thus, Fine Gael TDs appear to believe that their party’s overall position on this issue 

mirrors the electorate’s overall opinion. Nevertheless, the widening of party dispersion among Fine 

Gael TDs since 2011 also suggests that individual TDs assume more varied positions toward 

unification as a means of broadening their own local appeal and/or dealing with competition from 

other candidates. The overall centrist trend seems likely to continue in subsequent elections. Given 

the current positioning of voters in most constituencies, Fine Gael lacks clear electoral incentives to 

alter its position unless something fundamentally alters the landscape of Irish politics, North and 

South, to make unity seem within reach.  

 

Labour 
 

Until the 2016 election the Labour Party has historically been the third largest party in 

Ireland. Although Labour does not consistently maintain the vote threshold of 15 per cent necessary 

to be considered a ‘major party’ by comparative standards, it is the oldest party in Ireland and has 

been Fine Gael’s most consistent coalition partner since 1948. Labour had the weakest organisation 

of the major parties and was for some time largely considered less of a modern mass-based political 

party and more of a loose coalition of like-minded independent TDs.38 The Labour Party’s failure to 

compete in the initial competitive elections of 1918 is often cited by scholars of Irish politics as a 

                                                 
37 Question 22D in 2016 Parliamentary Survey. 
38 Mair (1987), 124. 
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key factor that hindered its subsequent ability to attract supporters because their decision allowed 

nationalist issues to frame party competition and elections during the earliest phase and this mode of 

competition became the norm.39 The party’s attempts to focus on economic and social issues have 

bolstered the party’s appeal at times, but it has also left the party marginalized in periods when 

Northern Ireland has assumed greater salience.  

 The year 2016 represented the 100th anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rebellion, which many 

consider the real birth of the modern Irish nation. To take advantage of a decade of commemoration 

that was commencing, Labour subsequently sought to initiate conversations about Ireland’s future: 

This new national conversation must explore the potential for greater co-operation in 
developing our common languages, our many sporting and artistic organisations, increased 
interaction at local authority level and between state agencies. Labour continue to support the 
Good Friday Agreement and the institutions created under it and we will press for the full 
implementation of the Stormont House Agreement to deal with outstanding issues and for 
securing agreement on key issues among the parties in Northern Ireland.40  
 

Similar to the two major parties, Labour supports a united Ireland, but it will not actively work to 

achieve this without changes in popular support and in the institutional arrangements agreed upon by 

Ireland, Northern Ireland, and the United Kingdom. Therefore, the party is more committed to 

securing a strong all island economy and society than it is to taking on reunification directly.41 

 Labour party TDs placed themselves, their party, and their average constituent in the centre 

of the Northern Ireland scale (Figure 6).  

 
Figure 6 Labour Perceptions of Average Constituent Position on Northern Ireland  

 
                TD Party Placement                TD Constituent Placement in 201642 

 
 

 

                                                 
39 Marsh, Michael, Sinnott, Richard, Garry, John and Kennedy, Fiachra, The Irish Voter: The Nature of Electoral 
Competition in Ireland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008), 32. 
40 Refer to Labour’s 2016 Manifesto, pp. 120: https://www.labour.ie/download/pdf/labour_manifesto_2016.pdf 
41 Refer to Labour’s 2016 Manifesto, pp. 120: https://www.labour.ie/download/pdf/labour_manifesto_2016.pdf 
42 Question 22D in 2016 Parliamentary Survey. 
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Every Labour TD interviewed in 2016 placed their average constituent at ‘5’ on the scale. This 

suggests that neither Labour nor the perceived typical voter wants to abandon the possibility of a 

future united Ireland, but they also appear unlikely to initiate or call for any action regarding 

Northern Ireland in the present situation. Given Labour’s historic ambivalence – or at least 

moderation – with respect to Northern Ireland policy, it is unclear whether Labour as a whole would 

broaden its position if their constituents shifted their views on the issue. Major shifts in policy that 

propose more immediate and concrete plans to unify Ireland are unlikely to originate from Labour.   

 

Sinn Féin 
Sinn Féin won its first seat in the Dáil in the contemporary period in 1997, after several 

elections in which it was shut out and secured only 1 per cent of the first-preference vote. Since then, 

the party has steadily increased both the percentage of its first-preference votes and the number of 

seats it has won.  

Although Sinn Féin has maintained a more consistent ideological approach than the other 

minor parties as evidenced by its manifestos, the party also appears to have moderated many of their 

programmatic positions. The primary tension they face is reducing the amount of energy they spend 

on Irish reunification in order to reshape their image as a party of the Left. Since Ireland’s economic 

meltdown in 2008, Sinn Féin has been the most outspoken opponent of austerity measures. As the 

only party that voted against the budget that paved the way for Ireland’s EU/IMF/ECB loan late in 

2010, Sinn Féin solidified its ‘opposition’ status and was the only real ‘protest’ option during the 

2011 election. Evidence from expert surveys suggests that Sinn Féin has moderated its extreme 

republican views and holds virtually the same centrist positions as the other parties on Northern 

Ireland.43 The relative peace in Northern Ireland and the widespread recognition that any move 

toward a unified Ireland requires the consent of Northern Irish citizens and cooperation with the 

British government dampen the likelihood of unification in the foreseeable future. Recognizing this, 

the leaders of Sinn Féin have sought to establish the party as an authentic leftist party.  

The further Ireland moves from the financial collapse of 2008 and the EU/IMF/ECB bailout, 

the more citizens have expected realistic proposals to advance Ireland’s economy. Given Sinn Féin’s 

experience in government in the North and their willingness to implement austerity measures there, 

voters in the South suspect that Sinn Féin is only playing up an oppositional role and does not 

                                                 
43 McGraw (2015), pp. 84-7. 
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actually hold distinctive – or realistic – economic and social policies. Voters’ demands that Sinn 

Féin develop more credible policies could alter the very nature of the party in the Republic of 

Ireland. Sinn Féin may be able to sustain itself electorally as a protest party over the medium term 

because of its deeply loyal base, but it will almost certainly face the dilemma confronted by all 

minor parties as they attempt to attract broader support within the electorate. 

Even though other parties officially support reunification, Sinn Féin is the only party in the 

Republic that is actively campaigning for a united Ireland and offering any type of policy proposals 

to achieve this end, such as publishing a Green Paper on Irish Unity. In the aftermath of the United 

Kingdom’s exit from the EU, Sinn Féin is reshaping its appeals for a united Ireland to focus less on 

historical and ideological convictions and frame the debate more in terms of economic and political 

pragmatism for Irish and Northern Irish citizens.  

The parliamentary surveys confirm Sinn Féin’s overall clarity on insistence for a united 

Ireland. Sinn Féin TDs recognize that the typical voter in their respective constituencies are more 

centrist than they are, but this has thus far not affected their positions on the issue (Figure 7).  

 
Figure 7 Sinn Féin Perceptions of Average Constituent Position on Northern Ireland  

 
         TD Party Placement         TD Constituent Placement in 201644 

   
 
 
The mean party placement for Sinn Féin TDs was 0.56, whereas the mean placement for the average 

constituent based on Sinn Féin TDs perceptions was 4.19. Although Sinn Féin TDs perceive the 

typical voter as slightly more insistent on a united Ireland than other parties, there is a recognition 

that voters hold more moderate positions than Sinn Féin. None of the Sinn Féin TDs placed their 

average constituent below ‘3’ on the scale. Therefore, Sinn Féin TDs do not appear concerned that 

their attitudes toward unification do not align with the typical voter. In fact, the consistent increase in 

Sinn Féin’s vote and seat share since 2007 suggests that the party may even be benefitting from their 

                                                 
44 Question 22D in 2016 Parliamentary Survey. 
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decisive views on unification – or at the least, not being penalised for them. Sinn Féin’s attempts to 

increase their visibility as both a legitimate opposition party and a potential governing party may 

complement their consistency on this issue. By combining a fidelity to their core commitment with 

an emphasis on their distinctive left-leaning appeals on other policy dimensions, Sinn Féin is seeking 

to carve out a unique place within Irish politics.    

 

Conclusion 
 

There is broad consensus among voters and political parties in the Republic of Ireland in 

support of Irish unity. Support for unity ‘in principle’, though, is quite different from taking the 

concrete steps necessary to alter constitutional and legal arrangements in Ireland, Northern Ireland 

and the United Kingdom to fulfil such aspirations. The need for citizens to approve unification via 

referendum in both the North and South ensures that actual unity will only occur once popular will 

demands it. However, the complexity and long-term nature of the solution, the need for widespread 

support North and South, and the fact that little separates parties on this issue suggests that little will 

happen to alter the status quo. The lack of electoral incentive for politicians in the Republic to 

campaign aggressively to support this longer-term goal reinforces inaction and avoidance as a key 

political strategy. 

Evidence from our three parliamentary surveys confirms that none of Ireland’s political 

parties are ready to abandon the goal of a united Ireland, neither do they, however, seem ready or 

willing to actively work to insist on unity in the short term. When asked to place themselves, their 

parties and the ‘average’ voter in their constituency on a scale of 0-10 ranging from insistence on a 

united Ireland to abandonment of this goal, a majority of Irish parties and their TDs assumed centrist 

or moderately ‘insistent’ positions. A majority of TDs from all parties place the typical voter in the 

centre of the spectrum as well. Not surprisingly, Sinn Féin TDs are the most radical in their 

insistence on a united Ireland, and they maintain this position despite their perception that most 

voters are more centrist in their views. Fianna Fáil was the only party that significantly shifted its 

positions toward unity from one election to the next. In an apparent strategic attempt to mobilise its 

core voters and counteract the overwhelming anger and disappointment it was experiencing due to its 

handling of the economic crisis, Fianna Fáil adopted a stronger position of insistence on a united 

Ireland than it did in either 2007 or 2016. The other parties were more consistent in adopting centrist 

positions in each election. Again, with the exception of Sinn Féin, most parties also experienced 
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some degree of internal division on the issue. Therefore, even though parties offer unified national 

positions on unification, individual politicians assume varied attitudes on the issue, which allows 

them to adapt to local attitudes and competitive dynamics they face from other candidates.  

The convergence on centrist positions confirms an attachment to the ideal of Irish unity but 

also a reluctance to initiate specific policies to achieve this goal. The desire to avoid upsetting the 

dynamics in the North or altering the delicate electoral balance in the Republic makes radical moves 

to bring about unification unlikely in the short term. Although the possibility of ambitious policy 

making through multi-party consensus is not out of the question, this would require a break from the 

status quo. The competitive electoral calculus on both sides of the border further encourages parties 

to forge sufficiently large coalitions of support to win seats. Ultimately, the importance and 

immediacy of economic and social issues, once again, outweigh the longer-term concerns over 

unification for both voters and parties alike. We conclude that despite the long-standing importance 

of unity for many Irish voters and parties, the status quo is unlikely to change unless an abrupt, 

perhaps external, shock dramatically alters perceptions of and insistence upon reunification.  
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IRELAND & THE UK FROM 1916 TO BREXIT 
DR MARTIN MANSERGH

THE PROBLEM OF CONSENT

Brexit presents Ireland with an existential problem. With the peace process having 
apparently bedded down, and a successful exit from the bail-out, another one had 
not been expected so soon. The issue of consent has always been key. The very 
reasonable compromise of Home Rule did not come about, because Ulster Unionism 
was adamant that it would not give its consent. Northern Nationalism by and large 
withheld its consent from majority rule Northern Ireland, the full legitimacy of which 
was not recognized in the Republic before the Good Friday Agreement. In that 
Agreement and the referendum North and South that followed, Nationalist Ireland 
including Northern Nationalists gave their consent to the institutions established under 
the Good Friday Agreement and to the constitutional arrangements agreed under it. 
The Agreement and the peace process were both predicated in part on the continuing 
partnership of Britain and Ireland in the EU, which was simply assumed rather than 
stipulated.

The principle was stated in the Downing Street Declaration of 1993 of the need for 
minority consent as well as majority consent. It is a serious political problem, rather 
than a legal one, that, as things stand, Brexit, which was opposed by a majority of 
voters in Northern Ireland, does not have the consent of the Nationalist community in 
Northern Ireland. The return of any kind of hard border in particular does not have the 
consent of the Nationalist community. Brexit of course has not yet been negotiated, but 
winning cross-community consent for the arrangements must be a very high priority for 
both governments.

Many of us would believe that Brexit and the division in the Executive over it have 
contributed to the new crisis in the institutions, even if not the main cause of it. Of 
course, Brexit has not happened, and it may be that terms can be agreed that will 
substantially meet concerns. Almost no one wants a return to violence, which would 
resolve nothing, but political and institutional instability could be prolonged.

Interestingly, while from a British perspective Ireland was long blamed for breaking 
up the unity of these islands post-1916, 100 years on it is Britain, or more specifically 
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England and Wales, that has chosen to break away from the EU framework, 
seeking something akin perhaps to external association. Ireland had many de facto 
Commonwealth rights after leaving the Commonwealth in 1949.

(Quotation from Downing Street Declaration of 15 December 1993, beginning of para.5: 
‘The Taoiseach, on behalf of the Irish Government, considers that the lessons of Irish 
history, and especially of Northern Ireland, show that stability and well-being will not be 
found under any political system which is refused allegiance or rejected on grounds of 
identity by a significant minority of those governed by it’.)

UNION

Impact of the Union was completely different as between North-East Ulster, which 
benefited from the industrial revolution, and the rest of Ireland. There the Union was a 
failure, with the deaths and mass emigration resulting from the Famine constituting a 
massive indictment, from which it never recovered, but over the period the Protestant 
Ascendancy was largely dismantled and some of the conditions were created that 
would facilitate the emergence of a national democracy. It should be noted that the 
Union which suited even Ulster Unionists best was the Union of the whole of Ireland 
with Great Britain, where Belfast in the late 19th century could legitimately boast of 
being the industrial capital of Ireland.

HOME RULE

Home Rule could have been a benign solution as a historic compromise between 
Unionism and Nationalism across the island, but Unionism would not have it. George 
V told his Prime Minister Ramsay McDonald in 1930: ‘What fools we were not to have 
accepted Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill. The Empire would not have had the Free State 
giving us so much trouble and pulling us to pieces’.

44 years after it was first mooted, Home Rule reached the statute book, only to be put 
on ice and to be further amended for purposes of partition. How sincere was Asquith?

As Dr. Ronan Fanning, who died only last week, put it pithily in his book Fatal Path: 
British Government and Irish Revolution 1910-1922, ‘The Great War then enabled 
Asquith to do what he had always wanted to do about Ireland: nothing’.
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Separation was inconceivable to British Governments prior to 1914. Churchill, then a 
Liberal Home Ruler, told an audience in West Belfast in 1912:

‘The separation of Ireland from Great Britain is absolutely impossible. The interests and 
affairs of the two islands are eternally interwoven. The whole tendency of things, the 
whole irresistible drift of things is towards a more intimate association. The economic 
dependence of Ireland on Britain is absolute…The two nations are bound together till 
the end of time, by the natural force of circumstances’.

Lloyd George was equally adamant after the Rising, telling the House of Commons on 
23 October 1917, soon after the Sinn Féin Convention:

‘It is not a question whether it is to be in the form of a republic… The point is there is a 
demand for sovereign independence in Ireland… It is better that we should say at once 
that under no circumstances can this country possibly permit anything of the kind’.

My father, Nicholas Mansergh, in his 1991 Unresolved Question, confirmed that up 
to May 1921 dominion status was firmly ruled out. Garret FitzGerald wrote in the Irish 
Times that ‘there is little reason to believe that Britain would have allowed Ireland to 
secure independence at least until many decades after the Second World War’. Once 
inside the EEC/EU, secession would be objected to, as Scotland has found.

In conclusion, under no circumstances would Britain have voluntarily allowed an 
independent state to evolve in the British Isles, if they had not been faced with an 
independence struggle that as a liberal democracy they could not ruthlessly suppress 
in full view of allies, partners, Irish diaspora and domestic opinion. 1917-23, when so 
many new states came into being in accordance with a doctrine of self-determination 
endorsed by the President of the United States (even if he did not intend it for 
Ireland) was Ireland’s best and probably only opportunity to achieve the essentials of 
independence.

COMMONWEALTH

Ireland was the only involuntary member of the Commonwealth. Its evolution in the 
1920s and 1930s, to which the Irish Free State contributed, provided a framework 
which helped it to remove the shackles of the Treaty. Ireland continued to have a de 
facto Commonwealth status in the form of the Common Travel Area post-1949, before 
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immigration from some parts was restricted in the 1960s. Obviously, Ireland has a lot of 
affinity with many Commonwealth countries.

IRISH NEUTRALITY

While neutrality was a source of deep resentment in Britain during the war and for 
some time after, there has been an identity of interest over the past quarter of a century 
post-cold war, in that neither country for different reasons wants the development  of an 
EU common defence policy that would duplicate or rival NATO.

CO-MEMBERS OF THE EU

Ireland could only have entered the EEC with the UK. Thereafter, the paths sharply 
diverged, with Ireland being mostly an enthusiastic member, while the UK dragged its 
heels. Issues like the EU Budget, attitude to the CAP, structural funds, and monetary 
union put them in opposite camps. The two countries were closer in the EU in some 
respects in the last two decades, with the same type of economy, and shared opposition 
to tax harmonisation and their own mini-Schengen. Joint EU membership did a lot to 
level the playing pitch. The peace process contributed to a closer partnership.

POST-BREXIT

Under no circumstances should Ireland return to the unequal bilateral relationship that 
was uncomfortable up to the 1960s. As Ken Whitaker recalled in a private memo in 
1982, ‘our dependency was hugely pronounced – dependent for industrial employment 
on a limited and highly protected home market and dependent for sale of our surplus 
agricultural production on a British market where prices were deliberately held low in 
the interest of consumers and to which even access was insecure’. As a much smaller 
country, we absolutely need access to the Single Market of about 440m people.  We 
will have important advantages as the only even moderately substantial English-
speaking member of the EU and the Eurozone. Obviously, the UK will be tempted to 
try and undercut the EU, including Ireland, in the event of a hard Brexit. A soft one 
presents far less problems, but then what is the point of it? The constitutional path to a 
united Ireland in the EU must be kept open. Any form of border post would be a magnet 
for attack, and must be avoided. The European Convention on Human Rights (primarily 
under the Council of Europe) is written into the Good Friday Agreement, and cannot be 
unilaterally abrogated.
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1.0 Introduction: 

1.1 This short paper offers a personal account of British policy towards Northern Ireland and 

a series of reflections on some of the key current policy issues and drivers, including Brexit 

and the prospects of Irish reunification. 

2.0 Background: 

2.1 The island of Ireland was partitioned in 1921 as a back foot political compromise by the 

British Government of David Lloyd George in a bid to split the difference between Irish 

Republicans it could not defeat in the War of Independence and Protestant Unionists it felt 

it had an ongoing obligation towards. The partitionist settlement that created Northern 

Ireland and (what is now) the Republic of Ireland, included a boundary commission, with the 

implied assumption that (as far as Britain was concerned) a process of attrition would 

eventually lead to the absorption of Northern Ireland into the southern Irish state. After 

that, British politics effectively disengaged. 

2.2 And, so, given the creation of Northern Ireland was designed to placate Protestant 

Unionist opinion, it was hardly surprising their political hegemony was built into the fabric of 

the state. This led, inexorably, to the systemic abuse of power, with widespread 

discrimination levelled against the minority Catholic population, depriving them of both 

economic and political agency (as, for instance, the voting franchise in local elections was 

tied to property and business ownership), resulting in abuse of the democratic process and 

an unhealthy clientelist relationship between the state and the Protestant-Unionist 

community at the expense of Catholic-Nationalists. 

2.3 This deeply unsatisfactory state of affairs lasted until the late 1960s when demands for 

civil rights were opposed by the devolved Stormont government, leading to serious civil 

disorder, the deployment of the British Army in 1968 and the start of ‘the Troubles;’ which 

were to continue until the mid-1990s, leading to the deaths of around 3,600 people.  

3.0 The British response: 

3.1 The British state’s response to the Troubles can be characterised as a series of punitive 

security measures punctuated by (failed) periodic attempts at restoring devolved 

government throughout the 1970s and 1980s. The scale and ferocity of the violence in and 

emanating from Northern Ireland paralysed political decision-making in Westminster. 

Closing down the devolved Stormont assembly in 1972, (following ‘Bloody Sunday’ where 14 

civil rights protestors were killed by British paratroopers), Conservative Home Secretary, 

Reginald Maudling, was said to have exclaimed to officials on his way back to England: ‘ ​For 

God’s sake, bring me a large scotch. What a bloody awful country.’ 

3.2 This vignette is emblematic of a general sense of frustration and even bewilderment on 
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the part of subsequent British ministers. A lack of anything approaching a political strategy 

for dealing with Northern Ireland saw them default to a ‘securocrat’ agenda where 

counter-insurgency techniques – dubious both in their morality and efficacy – were 

ruthlessly employed against the Provisional IRA and broader Catholic-Nationalist population. 

Notably, this disastrous course of action included sanctioning internment without trial, 

shoot-to-kill and collusion between British state agencies and loyalist paramilitaries. 

Recently, for example, there have been fresh reports that the British Army operated a 

covert waterboarding programme in the early 1970s ​, while unearthed documentary 
1

evidence from 1972 shows that British Defence Secretary, Peter Carrington, personally 

sanctioned the torture of prisoners ​. Indeed, a Conservative Member of Parliament (and 
2

former army officer during the Troubles) recently conceded that: ​‘Technically as you look at 

it today I was a kind of a torturer.’  
3

3.3 But what are Britain’s long-term intentions towards Northern Ireland? What are the 

circumstances in which the British state could foresee a change in Northern Ireland’s 

constitutional status? And, is it willing to accelerate emerging trends to effect that result? 

British ministers are traditionally left to tread water in Northern Ireland. There is no long 

term plan and while the British political system does not readily discuss Northern Ireland’s 

long-term future, it doesn’t want to discuss the past either. However, the legacy of the 

state’s counter-insurgency methods is actively impeding the commencement of a truth and 

reconciliation process.  While many at Westminster privately despair at what was allowed to 

happen in the past, contemporary British ministers are loath to facilitate any 

‘Oprahification’ of Northern Ireland’s Troubles given the scale and extremity of things done 

and the potential they still have to shock and appal the British public. The view from 

Whitehall is clear: What went on in Northern Ireland’s past, should stay in Northern 

Ireland’s past. 

 

4.0 The Good Friday Agreement settlement:  

1 ‘​ British army used waterboarding in North, papers claim,’​  Irish Times, 1 February 2017: 

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/british-army-used-waterboarding-in-north-papers-claim-1.2

959826 

 
2 ​‘​ British government authorised use of torture methods in NI in early 1970s,’​  BBC News, 5 June 2014: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-27714715 

 
3 ​‘​'I was kind of a torturer in Northern Ireland', admits Conservative MP and ex-Army officer Bob Stewart’, ​ Daily 

Telegraph, 26 January 2017 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/26/kind-torturer-northern-ireland-admits-conservative-mp-ex-army

2/ 
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4.1 Rather than dwell on the ‘dirty war’ of the 1970s and 1980s, British ministers would 

rather focus on developments in the peace and political process from the early 1990s 

onwards. It fits with a contemporary view Britain has of itself, as a progressive force in 

global affairs, using statecraft and ‘soft power’ to telling effect. 

4.2 The apotheosis of this approach is undeniably the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. This 

landmark achievement was the culmination of a series of frenetic negotiations that 

successfully bound together the differing aspirations of Catholic-Nationalist and 

Protestant-Unionist communities in an international treaty that neutralised republican and 

loyalist paramilitarism and facilitated devolved joint-rule. It is no secret that the Good Friday 

Agreement’s ‘creative ambiguity’ was critical in winning cross-community support. In the 

short term, it afforded unionists the opportunity to have their status upheld. There will be 

no constitutional change while a majority of the people in Northern Ireland wish to remain 

British. The territorial claim of the Irish state to Northern Ireland was even offered up as 

part of the comprehensive deal.  

4.3 However, this is only half the story. What the Agreement also ensured was that 

Northern Ireland would effectively be placed in an ante-chamber. There would be no 

deepening of the relationship with Britain, while the only door now opens out onto a united 

Ireland. To be sure, this door has a time-lock. As and when it is clear there is a demand for 

change and that desire is agreed in a referendum, Irish reunification will occur. Beyond that, 

the British Government has no plan. There is no talk in Whitehall of contingency planning. 

Or of the legal and legislative requirements are necessary to facilitate a change of 

sovereignty. There is, effectively, a self-denying ordinance across British politics from even 

discussing Northern Ireland. Instead, there is just a general sense of relief that the Troubles 

are over and bombs are not exploding in English cities.  

4.4 When Conservative Northern Ireland Secretary Peter Brooke famously said back in 1989 

that Britain had ‘no selfish strategic or economic interest’ in keeping Northern Ireland, it 

was regarded as a seminal moment, articulating that even the Thatcher Government, so 

belligerent in its antipathy towards Irish Republicanism, would not stand in the way of Irish 

reunification. Today, there is no ‘first principles’ case coming from anyone in British politics 

(a few ultras aside) about why Northern Ireland should remain part of the UK. This is 

noteworthy in itself. The British political class is not, however, so sanguine about its 

sovereignty when it comes to Scotland. During the 2014 referendum campaign on Scottish 

independence, Members of Parliament and government ministers were quite willing to 

change holiday plans to make the journey north to persuade Scots they were ‘better 

together’ by remaining part of the UK. It is quite inconceivable to imagine a similar response 

when a referendum on Northern Ireland occurs. 

4.5 This being the case, the institutional architecture of the Good Friday Agreement 

settlement was designed to reflect Northern Ireland’s Janus-faced status. There is 

devolution to a cross-community executive, a range of North-South institutions to reflect 
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the single Irish dimension, while there is an East-West element to reassure Unionism. There 

was another key dimension, however: An assumption the UK and Republic of Ireland are 

both Member States of the European Union. 

5.0 The impact of Brexit: 

5.1 In June 2016, the British electorate voted by a majority of 52 to 48 per cent to leave the 

European Union. The result was unexpected. The shockwaves are still reverberating through 

the British political system. So much of what was axiomatic – membership of the single 

market for instance – has now been upended. The psychological impact on the British 

political class has been numbing. In Northern Ireland, 56 per cent voted to ‘remain’ in the 

EU, while in Scotland the margin was even higher at 62 per cent. Nevertheless, it was a 

national referendum, aggregating up results across the UK. As such, Northern Ireland’s 

opposition to Brexit is of academic import only. What remains are a serious of extremely 

difficult policy issues as Britain begins the process of leaving the European Union by spring 

2019.  

5.2 Indeed, might our leaving the European Union actually trigger the break-up of the 

United Kingdom itself? It now entirely possible to divine a scenario whereby Brexit and its 

attendant shocks - some knowable but others not so obvious – creates a choreography - a 

chain reaction - that will split apart the Union at the seams. 

5.3 Politically, Scotland remains semi-detached following the 2014 referendum on 

independence. Power-sharing in Northern Ireland has faltered. A brooding resentment at 

iniquitous funding differentials between the English regions and the more generously 

funded devolved bodies is an emerging sore point. This is not to make the claim that, in and 

of itself, Brexit is capable of seeing off the United Kingdom; more that it represents an 

accelerant poured over the dry tinder of a British constitution that is over-ripe for reform. At 

the very least, Brexit makes handling these difficult issues even harder, if, in fact, it doesn’t 

actually provide a fillip for them. Moreover, the changes it could augur – an independent 

Scotland, a united Ireland and a federal England - will hardly be welcomed by many 

arch-Brexiteers.  

5.4 While narrowly rejecting the option of independence in September 2014 by 55 per cent 

to 45 per cent, Scotland looks certain to revisit the whole experience in the next few years. 

The Scottish government has already published a consultation on a bill paving the way for a 

second referendum on independence ​ while the SNP prepares its war chest ​ for the next 
4 5

4 ​‘Consultation on a Draft Referendum Bill’​ , The Scottish Government, October 20 2016: 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/8279http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/8279 

 
5 ​‘SNP raises funds for second independence referendum,’​  PoliticsHome, December 3 2016: 
https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/political-parties/snp/news/81402/snp-raises-funds-second-independen
ce-referendum 
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assault on ‘liberating’ Scotland from the 1800 Act of Union. 

5.5 We know the game is afoot because Scotland’s First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, has 

claimed independence might not be necessary if Theresa May delivers a ‘soft’ Brexit by 

2019. Sturgeon surely recognises the dichotomy between a hard and soft Brexit is utterly 

subjective. ‘Brexit means Brexit’ as Prime Minister Theresa May has repeatedly pointed out, 

with some parts of the country and economy benefitting and others losing out, with little 

neat symmetry. So May’s speech of 17 January ​ setting out for the first time that Britain will 
6

leave the single market is grist to Sturgeon’s strategy of portraying an unyielding 

Conservative Government strong-arming Scotland out of its rightful place in the EU.  

5.6 Cynical, perhaps, but potent too. Brexit has reenergised Scottish independence and the 

former First Minister, Alex Salmond, has even been as bold as to suggest a second plebiscite 

might be held in autumn 2018 ​. In line with a post-Brexit prediction from investment bank, 
7

JP Morgan, which advised its clients that it expected to see an independent Scotland by 

2019 ​. Moreover, the SNP’s bridgehead from 2014 seems intact, with a recent poll showing 
8

support for independence is still where it was at the time of the referendum at around 45 

per cent ​. But this is now allied with the SNP’s utter dominance of the political landscape in 
9

Scotland following their strong performances in both the 2015 General Election and 2016 

Scottish Parliamentary elections.  

5.7 Westminster is left taking comfort that support for independence is no higher than it 

was in 2014. Of course, another way of looking at it is that the nationalists potentially now 

have a core vote of just less than half the country, primed and waiting for the next tilt at 

independence, courtesy of Britain’s departure from the European Union. Objectively, the 

public mood in Scotland remains febrile. At a stroke, Brexit has reignited the whole issue of 

independence, providing an organising concept for taking the question to the electorate 

once again, deploying a reversal of the famous ‘West Lothian Question’: Why should English 

votes pull Scotland out of the EU when 62 per cent opted to stay in the Brexit referendum? 

There is also the added piquancy that a Conservative Government wants to pull out of the 

6 ​‘The government's negotiating objectives for exiting the EU’​ , Gov.uk, January 17 2016: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-governments-negotiating-objectives-for-exiting-the-eu-pm-speec
h 
 
7 ​‘Alex Salmond: Nicola Sturgeon will hold second independence referendum in autumn 2018,’​  Daily Telegraph, 
September 16 2016: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/09/16/alex-salmond-nicola-sturgeon-will-hold-second-independence-ref
er/ 
 
8 ​‘​ JP Morgan expecting Scottish independence and new currency,’​  The Scotsman, June 29 2016: 
http://www.scotsman.com/news/jp-morgan-expecting-scottish-independence-and-new-currency-1-4164909 
 
9 ​‘Herald/BMG Poll on Scottish Independence’​ , BMG Research, October 14 2016: 
http://www.bmgresearch.co.uk/scottish-independence-voting-intention-results-september-2016/ 
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EU to enhance national prestige and sovereignty, but that very same impulse is viewed as 

inherently misguided when proposed by Scottish nationalists. 

5.8 However Scotland is just one element of fragmenting British state. Another significant 

reform to the British constitutional mix comes in May 2017, when a series of provincial 

‘metro mayors’ are elected to lead England’s key conurbations. These powerful new actors 

are charged with re-energising the economies of places like Greater Manchester, 

Merseyside and the West Midlands. They will add their voices to calls for greater funding 

and autonomy from Westminster and given their more strategic importance to the UK 

economy, their entreaties will carry more weight than Northern Ireland’s. 

5.9 Northern Ireland’s economy, so precarious that it requires an annual fiscal transfer of 

around £10 billion a year to stay solvent, will take a direct hit from Brexit. Up to 2020, 

Northern Ireland is set to receive around €600m per annum from the European Union . 
10

This funding level is not guaranteed from that point onwards, severely impacting Northern 

Ireland’s already parlous public finances. Already, the Irish Government has made a call for 

Northern Ireland to have ‘special status’, with foreign minister Charlie Flanagan arguing that 
‘legal recognition of the unique status of the North and the circumstances on the island’ is 

justified, guaranteeing it automatic membership of the EU if there is indeed a change of 

sovereignty in the future.  
11

5.10 Perhaps the most significant difficulty thrown up by Brexit is the situation with border 

arrangements. Post-Brexit, Northern Ireland will sit on the frontline between the UK and 

European Union, courtesy of its shared border with the Irish Republic. At the time of writing 

we are no nearer to learning how this demarcation is to be enforced. In her 17 January 

speech outlining her Brexit negotiating priorities, Theresa May fudged the whole issue of 

whether or not there will need to be a hard border, even declining an opportunity to 

address the Dail on a subsequent trip to Dublin.  (Significant, given this is surely one of the 

easier Brexit-related issues she has to resolve). In the British Government’s White Paper on 

Brexit published in February, there is a watery commitment to have ‘as seamless and 

frictionless a border as possible’.   
12

5.11 A return to watchtowers and razor-wire would be an unwelcome reminder to the past 

and is actively opposed by the Irish Government. Instituting a hard border at embarkation 

10 Details of EU funding received by Northern Ireland: 
https://ec.europa.eu/unitedkingdom/sites/unitedkingdom/files/eu_funding_in_ni_2007-2013_and_2014-2020_1
.pdf 
 
11 ​‘​ Government to seek special status for North after Brexit,’​  Irish Times, 4 October 2016: 

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/government-to-seek-special-status-for-north-after-brexit-1.2815427 

 
12 ​‘The United Kingdom’s exit from and new partnership with the European Union,’​  Cm 9417, February 2017: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/589191/The_United_Kingdoms
_exit_from_and_partnership_with_the_EU_Web.pdf 
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points on the island of Ireland would be less overt, but requires the UK to treat Ireland as 

one entity for the purposes of passport control. Would this, logically, see British citizens in 

Northern Ireland obliged to produce a British passport at ports and airports in order to visit 

Britain? 

5.12 ‘Brexit means Brexit’ as Theresa May is fond of repeating. However it also means 

something else. It enables Irish unity to be seen as an entirely rational response to these 

fevered events. Historically, for unionists, Irish unity represented an unwelcome solution to 

an invisible problem. Not anymore. Irish unity now represents an immediate remedy to a 

pressing concern. That lost EU funding would reappear if the border didn’t exist. As they 

ponder this trade-off, will unionist farmers find themselves asking which they are first: a 

unionist or a farmer? Still, Brexit doesn’t alter the fundamentals: Northern Ireland makes no 

economic sense. Its demographic profile is tilting towards majority Catholic-Nationalism at 

some point in the next few years. The UK is dissolving and if Scotland becomes independent, 

Northern Ireland’s status will seem deeply anomalous.  All the while, British politics would 

be relieved to see Northern Ireland go. 

6.0 The British dilemma 
 
6.1 This can be summarised thus: Shape the future or simply wait for it to become the 

present. In other words, the British state needs to come to a view about the long-term 

future of Northern Ireland. Does it accelerate the trends towards Irish unity or roll-back 

developments of the past two decades and copper-fasten its place in the Union? The logic of 

the Good Friday Agreement is that it eventually leads to Irish reunification. The imposition 

of a hard border arrangement would pull things in the opposite direction, potentially 

eroding the carefully constructed architecture of the Agreement and destabilising the peace 

process it is built upon. British ministers know this and have given repeated assurances that 

a hard border is not in prospect. Time will tell. (It is hard to overestimate the amount of 

confusion in British politics post-Brexit). British policy has long been to keep Northern 

Ireland in a holding pattern. The assumed public backlash of making the case for Irish unity 

overtly prohibits making the rational next move. The impacts of Brexit, however, are now 

forcing the pace.  

6.2 As noted above, creating a single Irish state now represents an evidence-based choice. 

Northern Ireland is an economic basket-case, with a budget deficit of £10 billion per annum 

and an under-developed private sector. Already, plans are in place (pushed by former 

Democratic Unionist First Minister, Peter Robinson), to harmonise corporate tax rates with 

the Irish Republic in 2018 to make Northern Ireland more competitive in attracting foreign 

direct investment (FDI). This approach should be encouraged. Economic convergence and 

reducing the productivity gap between the two jurisdictions should be an explicit 

cornerstone of the Executive’s economic and financial policy. This would serve two 

purposes. First, by ‘shadowing’ the southern economy, Northern Ireland would become 

more dynamic, creating more jobs and a stronger private sector. It would help to reduce the 

8 
 



Brexit and the future of Ireland

The Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday agreement  |  49

dependency on Westminster (welcome in and of itself). Secondly, it would start the 

necessary process of integrating the economies of both jurisdictions. This is an essential 

precondition for any a successful change in constitutional position.  

6.3 Bluntly, Northern Ireland, with a population of just 1.8 million people, is of no strategic 

economic importance to Britain, representing just two per cent of the UK’s GDP. ​ Northern 

Ireland’s best bet, economically, is to join with the South and align its economy to benefit 

from the Republic’s strong record of attracting foreign direct investment. Theoretically, the 

benefits are clear: the Border is an artificial division and the respective populations are small 

enough and complementary enough to make uniting their economic efforts a 

common-sense solution. At present, Northern Ireland and the Republic are the only dinner 

guests positioned at opposite ends of a banqueting table. 

6.4 We are clearly in a period of ‘post-Union, pre-unity.’ There is no intellectual defence of 

Northern Ireland’s place in the UK, except for the current consent of a majority of its 

inhabitants to remain British. All the rational arguments now belong to those favouring Irish 

reunification. It makes no sense for two small states to exist on the island of Ireland, with a 

combined population of just 6.4 million. However, there is a deep reticence among British 

and Irish political elites to fully engage with this issue and its long-term resolution. Yet as 

co-guarantors of the Good Friday Agreement, Britain and Ireland are signatories to a treaty 

that contains an explicit commitment to a referendum on a change of constitutional status. 

In the interests of their own political and financial risk management, it should be incumbent 

on both governments to plan for the eventual likelihood of that happening. More generally, 

there is a need for a more intensive public discussion on Irish reunification and to hear from 

a broader range of voices - across politics, business and civic life. Is this the beginning of the 

end for Northern Ireland? Not quite. But, to paraphrase Churchill, we are certainly at the 

end of the beginning, as the debate about Irish unity proceeds at an ever-faster rate. 

ENDS 

 

Kevin Meagher was special adviser to Labour’s last Northern Ireland Secretary, Shaun 

Woodward and is author of ​‘A United Ireland: Why unification is inevitable and how it will 

come about’​  published by Biteback (2016) 
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Introduction  
How many people in Northern Ireland actually describe themselves as Northern Irish rather than Irish or British? Does this identity 
choice vary across the two main communities? What kind of people hold a Northern Irish identity - in terms of age, and socio-economic 
status? Is Northern Irish identity on the increase over time? In addition to addressing these questions we try to understand what the 
'Northern Irish' identity actually means. Is it a genuinely different, cross-community identity. Or is it just another way of expressing the 
dominant identities of British and Irish? We probe the meaning of Northern Irish by examining the political views and the political 
behaviour of Northern Irish identifiers, their social attitudes and the relationship between inter-group contact and identity choice. In our 
final section we tease out some possible policy implications of 'Northern Irish' identity. To begin with, however, we provide a brief 
overview of the academic literature on the Northern Irish identity. 
 
Northern Irish Identity 
Research on Northern Irish identity typically uses Social Identity Theory as a theoretical departure point (Tajfel, 2010). This theory 
posits that an individual’s behaviour and attitudes can be predicted, based on the social category that they consider themselves to be a 
part of.  Each salient social group of people has its own norms, values and shared understandings and this to a large degree influences 
how each person acts and thinks.  Early research in this area showed that dividing people into groups, even if those groups are virtually 
meaningless, can create a scenario in which people exhibit ingroup favouritism and the potential for hostility towards outgroups (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979, Sherif et al, 1961).  This led social psychologists to attempt to find the optimal conditions under which groups can live 
together harmoniously.  When people have contact with outgroup members, when there is equal status between them, when they work 
cooperatively to achieve common goals, and when there are dominant social norms to encourage contact,  prejudice has been shown 
to be minimised (Allport, 1954).  This paradigm for conflict reduction has been the key to many interventions in Northern Ireland (Hayes, 
McAllister and Dowds, 2007), including integrated education. Such conflict reduction may occur because a new overarching identity is 
created by increased cross-community contact, and this new identity to some extent replaces the binary categories (Gaertner et al. 
1993).   
 Most analysis of the Northern Irish identity has suggested that this identity may indeed be one such super-ordinate identity, a 
new 'shared identity'. Northern Irishness has been shown repeatedly to be perceived as the most inclusive of the main identities here 
(Moxon-Brown, 1991).  Those identifying in this way tend to have more tolerant attitudes to the people of other religions (Lowe & 
Muldoon, 2014).  It is also associated with attending integrated education (Hayes, McAllister & Dowds, 2007), and having contact with 
religious outgroups.  It has also been shown that the further one lives from an area that historically suffered high levels of conflict 
related violence the more likely one is to consider oneself Northern Irish.  These findings seem to add weight to the argument that 
Northern Irish is an inclusive identity that can overarch the sub-groups Irish and British.   
 However, recent research shows that each group does not have the same level of potential inclusion to Northern Irishness.  It 
has been shown that people consider Northern Irishness to be more closely associated with Britishness (and Protestants) than 
Irishness (and Catholics) and that the typical Northern Irish identifier is generally perceived to be a Protestant (McKeown, 2014).  
Studies on similar identities in other countries suggest this may be due to differences in the social status of members of each sub-
group (Devos & Banaji, 2005).  It seems likely that the historical and continuing higher average status of Protestants in Northern 
Ireland (Nolan, 2013) may mean they have a greater ability to define what this identity actually means.  The Northern Irish identity is 
particularly susceptible to differing interpretations in meaning due its terminological ambiguity.  For instance, someone can say they 
are Northern Irish and mean they are Irish, but from the North and thus delegitimise partition. Similarly, someone could say that are 
Northern Irish and mean they are from a state within the United Kingdom, and are in no way Irish.  In this case it is British that is the 
overarching identity, encompassing Northern Irish, Scottish, Welsh and English.  Northern Irish is a relatively new identity and its 
meanings appear to be very much in a state of flux. To shed more light on the issue we now report our empirical findings. 
 
Northern Irish: How prevalent? And who are they? 
The proportion of citizens who describe themselves as 'British', 'Irish' or 'Northern Irish' is reported in Figure 1. The Northern Irish 
option is chosen by 29 percent, more than 'Irish' which is chosen by a quarter of respondents while over two fifths indicate that they 
are British. When identity choice is broken down by religion there is unsurprisingly a strong relationship between being Protestant and 
feeling British, and between being Catholic and regarding oneself as Irish. What is striking, however, is the even distribution of 
'Northern Irish' across the religions. Twenty-seven percent of Catholics and 29 percent of Protestants feel 'Northern Irish'.   
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a. All respondents      b. Protestants only   c. Catholics only  

Figure 1   Prevalence of 'Northern Irish' Identity  (see endnote for data description) 

 

However, these patterns have not been stable over time.  Looking at historical survey data from the Northern Ireland Life and Times 
(NILT) and its precursor, the Northern Ireland Social Attitudes (NISA), there has been a long term trend of increasing popularity over 
time of 'Northern Irish' for Protestants while Catholics have had a reasonably consistent level of support for this identity.  For most of 
this period though Northern Irishness was more popular among Catholics than Protestants, with the notable exception of 2012 when 
the survey was conducted during the Union Flag dispute.  At this time only 16% of Catholics considered themselves Northern Irish, 
compared with 24% of Protestants.  It seems that preference for this identity is susceptible to political events, particularly as it is 
consistently shown to be the ‘weakest’ national identity compared with Irish and British.  In the 2007 NILT 70% of Catholics saw 
themselves as ‘very strongly’ Irish, 60% of Protestants ‘very strongly’ British, while only 16% of Catholics and 45% Protestants  saw 
themselves as ‘very strongly’ Northern Irish.   
 Further breaking this data down by age shows some clear trends.  For Protestants, age is a very clear predictor of Northern 
Irish identification, being preferred by younger respondents.  For example, the latest NILT shows that 36.4% of 18-24 year old 
Protestants choose Northern Irish, while the figure is only 15.3% for those over 65 years old.  The relationship is more complex for 
Catholics.  Year on year there appears to be a consistent bell-curve shaped trend with Northern Irishness being preferred by middle 
aged Catholics compared with both older and younger respondents.   
 There is also a correlation between wealth and Northern Irish identification.  When asked if they had been in employment the 
week before being interviewed asked 58.6% of Northern Irish identifiers said they were.  The figures for Irish and British are 50.6% and 
46.2% respectively.  Northern Irish identifiers are also less likely to rent their accommodation (21.6% compared with 36.9% for Irish 
and 30.7% for British) and are more likely own it.  
 
Northern Irish: Possible Meanings 
If 'Northern Irish' is a genuinely 'neutral' or cross-community identity, this may lead to politically moderate views and behaviour. A 
different interpretation of 'Northern Irish' as identity choice is that it may be simply another manifestation of the two main identities. 
Some Protestants may adopt the term as a way of expressing their belonging to a particular part of the UK while some Catholics may 
use the term to indicate their belonging to the Northern part of Ireland (McKeown, 2014). Accordingly, Northern Irish Catholics and 
Northern Irish Protestants may be just as different from each other as Irish Catholics and British Protestants are. A third possibility is 
that being 'Northern Irish' is a meaningful distinction for Catholics but not for Protestants. As the majority culture Protestants may 
'project' their identity on the superordinate 'Northern Irish' identity (Noor et al. 2010 and McKeown, 2014). This would lead to large 
differences between Irish Catholic and Northern Irish Catholics in terms of attitudes and behaviour, but little or no differences between 
British Protestants and Northern Irish Protestants.  
 
 
Which Meaning is Correct? Relating to Political Attitudes 
We find that British Protestants are different from 'Northern Irish' Protestants: less than a quarter of the latter favour direct rule 
compared to two fifths of the former (see Table 1). Identity based differences in constitutional preferences are even more stark for 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

   

 

 2 

Knowledge Exchange Seminar Series 2014-15 

Introduction  
How many people in Northern Ireland actually describe themselves as Northern Irish rather than Irish or British? Does this identity 
choice vary across the two main communities? What kind of people hold a Northern Irish identity - in terms of age, and socio-economic 
status? Is Northern Irish identity on the increase over time? In addition to addressing these questions we try to understand what the 
'Northern Irish' identity actually means. Is it a genuinely different, cross-community identity. Or is it just another way of expressing the 
dominant identities of British and Irish? We probe the meaning of Northern Irish by examining the political views and the political 
behaviour of Northern Irish identifiers, their social attitudes and the relationship between inter-group contact and identity choice. In our 
final section we tease out some possible policy implications of 'Northern Irish' identity. To begin with, however, we provide a brief 
overview of the academic literature on the Northern Irish identity. 
 
Northern Irish Identity 
Research on Northern Irish identity typically uses Social Identity Theory as a theoretical departure point (Tajfel, 2010). This theory 
posits that an individual’s behaviour and attitudes can be predicted, based on the social category that they consider themselves to be a 
part of.  Each salient social group of people has its own norms, values and shared understandings and this to a large degree influences 
how each person acts and thinks.  Early research in this area showed that dividing people into groups, even if those groups are virtually 
meaningless, can create a scenario in which people exhibit ingroup favouritism and the potential for hostility towards outgroups (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979, Sherif et al, 1961).  This led social psychologists to attempt to find the optimal conditions under which groups can live 
together harmoniously.  When people have contact with outgroup members, when there is equal status between them, when they work 
cooperatively to achieve common goals, and when there are dominant social norms to encourage contact,  prejudice has been shown 
to be minimised (Allport, 1954).  This paradigm for conflict reduction has been the key to many interventions in Northern Ireland (Hayes, 
McAllister and Dowds, 2007), including integrated education. Such conflict reduction may occur because a new overarching identity is 
created by increased cross-community contact, and this new identity to some extent replaces the binary categories (Gaertner et al. 
1993).   
 Most analysis of the Northern Irish identity has suggested that this identity may indeed be one such super-ordinate identity, a 
new 'shared identity'. Northern Irishness has been shown repeatedly to be perceived as the most inclusive of the main identities here 
(Moxon-Brown, 1991).  Those identifying in this way tend to have more tolerant attitudes to the people of other religions (Lowe & 
Muldoon, 2014).  It is also associated with attending integrated education (Hayes, McAllister & Dowds, 2007), and having contact with 
religious outgroups.  It has also been shown that the further one lives from an area that historically suffered high levels of conflict 
related violence the more likely one is to consider oneself Northern Irish.  These findings seem to add weight to the argument that 
Northern Irish is an inclusive identity that can overarch the sub-groups Irish and British.   
 However, recent research shows that each group does not have the same level of potential inclusion to Northern Irishness.  It 
has been shown that people consider Northern Irishness to be more closely associated with Britishness (and Protestants) than 
Irishness (and Catholics) and that the typical Northern Irish identifier is generally perceived to be a Protestant (McKeown, 2014).  
Studies on similar identities in other countries suggest this may be due to differences in the social status of members of each sub-
group (Devos & Banaji, 2005).  It seems likely that the historical and continuing higher average status of Protestants in Northern 
Ireland (Nolan, 2013) may mean they have a greater ability to define what this identity actually means.  The Northern Irish identity is 
particularly susceptible to differing interpretations in meaning due its terminological ambiguity.  For instance, someone can say they 
are Northern Irish and mean they are Irish, but from the North and thus delegitimise partition. Similarly, someone could say that are 
Northern Irish and mean they are from a state within the United Kingdom, and are in no way Irish.  In this case it is British that is the 
overarching identity, encompassing Northern Irish, Scottish, Welsh and English.  Northern Irish is a relatively new identity and its 
meanings appear to be very much in a state of flux. To shed more light on the issue we now report our empirical findings. 
 
Northern Irish: How prevalent? And who are they? 
The proportion of citizens who describe themselves as 'British', 'Irish' or 'Northern Irish' is reported in Figure 1. The Northern Irish 
option is chosen by 29 percent, more than 'Irish' which is chosen by a quarter of respondents while over two fifths indicate that they 
are British. When identity choice is broken down by religion there is unsurprisingly a strong relationship between being Protestant and 
feeling British, and between being Catholic and regarding oneself as Irish. What is striking, however, is the even distribution of 
'Northern Irish' across the religions. Twenty-seven percent of Catholics and 29 percent of Protestants feel 'Northern Irish'.   

 



   

 

 4 

Knowledge Exchange Seminar Series 2014-15 

Catholics: support for a united Ireland is three times greater among Irish Catholics (59 percent) than among Northern Irish Catholics 
(21 percent). The British versus Northern Irish distinction among Protestants also differentiates Protestants who are 'unionist' and 
those who are not: British Protestants are 'unionist' by a proportion of 2 to 1 while Northern Irish Protestants are almost evenly divided 
between 'unionists' and 'neither unionist nor nationalist'. An analogous, but much starker, pattern emerges among Catholics. Irish 
Catholics are over twice as likely to be nationalist than 'neither unionist nor nationalist' while Northern Irish Catholics are almost twice 
as likely to be 'neither unionist nor nationalist' than 'nationalist'.  The identity distinction is related to attitudes to powersharing among 
Protestants. One quarter of British Protestants are opposed compared to only 14 percent of Northern Irish Protestants. Among 
Catholics, attitudes to powersharing are equally positive, irrespective of identity. This analysis of the relationship between identity 
choice and other facets of ethno-national positions suggests that the 'Northern Irish' identity is politically meaningful in the sense that it 
is related to relatively moderate aspects of ethno-nationalism within both communities, but particularly so within the Catholic 
community, seemingly echoing the asymmetric findings of Noor et al. (2008). 

 
Table 1: Relationship between identity and other ethno-national positions 
 
                   Protestants          Catholics 
        
    British    Northern Irish  Irish  Northern Irish 
     
unionist      67.7        51.4        1.1      2.1  
neither       31.1        47.0      29.9    63.7 
nationalist       1.2          1.6      69.0    34.2 
    100.0     100.0   100.0 100.0 
 
UK direct rule      38.9       23.0        4.6      9.0 
UK assembly      60.4       74.8      36.1    70.2 
united Ireland        0.6         2.2      59.2    20.8 
    100.0    100.0   100.0 100.0 
 
very pro power sharing     30.7       36.1      52.8    53.2 
pro power sharing      45.3       49.8      41.2    41.9 
anti power sharing     24.0       14.0        6.0      4.9 
    100.0    100.0   100.0 100.0 

 
Relating to Vote Choice at Election Time 
In Table 2 Protestant vote choice between the DUP and UUP is examined. DUP voters are essentially no different from UUP voters 
with respect to identity choice (Northern Irish versus British). This is in sharp contrast to the patterns than emerge for Catholic vote 
choice between Sinn Féin and the SDLP (Table 3). Catholics who are Irish strongly support Sinn Féin rather than SDLP (by a 
proportion of three to one) whereas 'Northern Irish' Catholics are evenly divided between Sinn Féin and the SDLP. What this analysis 
highlights again is the asymmetric nature of the relationship between northern Irish and vote choice: it matters for Catholics but less so 
for Protestants. 
 
 
Table 2: Protestant vote choice between the DUP and UUP by ethno-national positions 
 
    DUP UUP total    
 
British    62.1 37.9 100.0 
Northern Irish   65.9 34.1 100.0 
 
 
Table 3: Catholic vote choice between Sinn Fein and the SDLP by ethno-national positions 
 
    SDLP SF total    
 
Irish    25.2 74.8 100.0 
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Northern Irish   52.3 47.1 100.0 
 
 
Relating to Inter-Group Attitudes  
On virtually all indicators of attitudes towards people of different religions Northern Irish identifiers tend to have a greater acceptance 
than both Irish and British identifiers.  For example if asked “Would you mind if a close relative married someone of another religion?” 
5.8% of Northern Irish Catholics say they would mind compared with 18% of Irish Catholics.  The same pattern is found for Protestants 
with 11.7% of Northern Irish identifiers saying they would mind compared with 29% of British Protestants.  When asked about the other 
main religions culture we find the same pattern.  When respondents were asked “Does the culture and traditions of the [other religion 
to the respondent] community add to the richness and diversity of Northern Ireland society?” 8.3% of Irish Catholics strongly agree 
compared with 17.2% of Northern Irish Catholics, while 9.5% of British Protestants strongly agree compared with 20.4% of Northern 
Irish Protestants.  It does seem clear that Northern Irish identification is associated with greater tolerance for mixing and the culture of 
out-group religious members. 
 
Intergroup Contact as a Cause of Northern Irishness? 
The existing literature on the Northern Irish identity considers it to be a possible ‘superordinate’ identity.  This is an identity that can 
overarch smaller subcategories.  For this reason it is suggested that it is possible to be both British and Northern Irish or Irish and 
Northern Irish without there necessarily being a contradiction.  Another example of this kind identity would be American, which is 
inclusive of both African Americans and European Americans.  Research in this area shows this form of identity comes from positive 
contact between group members (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2012).  When people from different groups have contact under conditions of 
equal status, working cooperatively towards common goals while there are social norms that are accepting of this contact, it makes 
less practical sense to talk about difference and a new overarching identity is created so that both members feel a part of the same 
group.  For this reason it is valuable to look at correlations between Northern Irish identification and contact with religious outgroups. 
 For instance, how many friends one has of another religion is a good predictor of Northern Irish identification.  Only 4% of 
Northern Irish respondents say all of their friends are of the same religion as themselves, compared with 16.4% for Irish and 12.6% for 
British respondents.  Interestingly though the influence of more out-group friends on national identity is greater for Catholics than 
Protestants.  A Catholic who has half of their friends of the same religion of them is approximately 3 times more likely to be Northern 
Irish than one with all of their friends of the same religion.  However, a Protestant with half of their friends of the same religion is only 
about twice as likely to be Northern Irish as one with all their friends of the same religion (NILT 2007-2012).  The reasons for this 
difference are discussed later in this report.  There also appears to be a significant correlation between integrated and mixed 
education and Northern Irish identification so that they are 37% more likely to consider themselves Northern Irish.   
 Looking at the 2011 census there does not appear to be a particularly strong correlation between the religious homogeneity 
of one’s electoral ward and the likelihood of Northern Irish identification.  This is most likely due to the fact that religious diversity in a 
ward is not a good indicator of intergroup mixing in that area.  What can be said though is that in all electoral wards where there is less 
than 20% Northern Irish identification, more than 90% of the population is from one religious community.   
 
Conclusion 
From the analysis we can draw two main conclusions.  First, Northern Irishness does appear to be a real common ingroup identity, 
inclusive of both Protestants and Catholics.  It is associated with pro-social attitudes towards outgroup members so that prejudice is at 
a lower level than with Irish or British identifiers.  Based on our theoretical assumptions not only is this identity correlated with more 
supportive attitudes to social mixing, but that contact is in fact its cause.  The levels of support for Northern Irish identification can 
tentatively be predicted to follow patterns of intergroup contact. 
 Secondly, there does appear to be a difference in the perception of what Northern Irishness means to Catholics and 
Protestants.  Intergroup contact appears to influence Catholics identity choice significantly more than for Protestants.  There are 
different interpretations of how inclusive the concept of Northern Irishness is to Britishness and Irishness.  From this it can be inferred 
that Catholics, on average, tend to view this as a neutral, overarching identity more so than Protestants.  Similarly, there are 
differences in terms of voting behaviour.  Northern Irish identification has a bigger impact on Catholics voting, and there is a much 
larger difference between the identities of SDLP and Sinn Féin voters than there are between UUP and DUP voters.  This data, along 
with previous work by other researchers suggests that the Northern Irish identity is framed such that it is closer to Britishness. This is 
most likely a result of inequalities in status, although more research is required before this can be confidently asserted.  As there is a 
long term trend of increasing Protestant preference for this identity that seems as though it will continue, this means that in the future 
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Catholics: support for a united Ireland is three times greater among Irish Catholics (59 percent) than among Northern Irish Catholics 
(21 percent). The British versus Northern Irish distinction among Protestants also differentiates Protestants who are 'unionist' and 
those who are not: British Protestants are 'unionist' by a proportion of 2 to 1 while Northern Irish Protestants are almost evenly divided 
between 'unionists' and 'neither unionist nor nationalist'. An analogous, but much starker, pattern emerges among Catholics. Irish 
Catholics are over twice as likely to be nationalist than 'neither unionist nor nationalist' while Northern Irish Catholics are almost twice 
as likely to be 'neither unionist nor nationalist' than 'nationalist'.  The identity distinction is related to attitudes to powersharing among 
Protestants. One quarter of British Protestants are opposed compared to only 14 percent of Northern Irish Protestants. Among 
Catholics, attitudes to powersharing are equally positive, irrespective of identity. This analysis of the relationship between identity 
choice and other facets of ethno-national positions suggests that the 'Northern Irish' identity is politically meaningful in the sense that it 
is related to relatively moderate aspects of ethno-nationalism within both communities, but particularly so within the Catholic 
community, seemingly echoing the asymmetric findings of Noor et al. (2008). 

 
Table 1: Relationship between identity and other ethno-national positions 
 
                   Protestants          Catholics 
        
    British    Northern Irish  Irish  Northern Irish 
     
unionist      67.7        51.4        1.1      2.1  
neither       31.1        47.0      29.9    63.7 
nationalist       1.2          1.6      69.0    34.2 
    100.0     100.0   100.0 100.0 
 
UK direct rule      38.9       23.0        4.6      9.0 
UK assembly      60.4       74.8      36.1    70.2 
united Ireland        0.6         2.2      59.2    20.8 
    100.0    100.0   100.0 100.0 
 
very pro power sharing     30.7       36.1      52.8    53.2 
pro power sharing      45.3       49.8      41.2    41.9 
anti power sharing     24.0       14.0        6.0      4.9 
    100.0    100.0   100.0 100.0 

 
Relating to Vote Choice at Election Time 
In Table 2 Protestant vote choice between the DUP and UUP is examined. DUP voters are essentially no different from UUP voters 
with respect to identity choice (Northern Irish versus British). This is in sharp contrast to the patterns than emerge for Catholic vote 
choice between Sinn Féin and the SDLP (Table 3). Catholics who are Irish strongly support Sinn Féin rather than SDLP (by a 
proportion of three to one) whereas 'Northern Irish' Catholics are evenly divided between Sinn Féin and the SDLP. What this analysis 
highlights again is the asymmetric nature of the relationship between northern Irish and vote choice: it matters for Catholics but less so 
for Protestants. 
 
 
Table 2: Protestant vote choice between the DUP and UUP by ethno-national positions 
 
    DUP UUP total    
 
British    62.1 37.9 100.0 
Northern Irish   65.9 34.1 100.0 
 
 
Table 3: Catholic vote choice between Sinn Fein and the SDLP by ethno-national positions 
 
    SDLP SF total    
 
Irish    25.2 74.8 100.0 
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the Northern Irish identity could  become less inclusive of Catholics and its chances of being a neutral middle-ground between Irish 
and British could be undermined. 
 
Note on data: The data used for Tables 1-3 are generated from four Election Study surveys conducted in Northern Ireland and pooled 
into a single data set. The four studies were conducted by John Garry and were carried out directly after the 2007 Assembly Election, 
2009 European Parliament election, the 2010 Westminster election and the 2011 Assembly election. More details on this data source 
are available upon request from John Garry. All other survey data in this report is from the Northern Ireland Life and Times. 
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4.11 Report of the Secretary-General on the United 
Nations operation in Cyprus 

I. Introduction

1. The present report on the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus
(UNFICYP) covers developments from 25 June 2016 to 15 December 2016 and
brings up to date, since the issuance of my report dated 8 July 2016 ( S/2016/598),
the record of activities carried out by UNFICYP pursuant to Security Council
resolution 186 (1964) and subsequent Council resolutions, most recently resolution
2300 (2016).

2. As at 15 December 2016, the strength of the military component stood at 883
(56 women) for all ranks, and the strength of the police component stood at 67
(17 women) (see annex).

II. Significant political developments

3. During the reporting period, negotiations between the Greek Cypriot leader,
Nicos Anastasiades, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Mustafa Akıncı, continued in a
sustained and results-oriented manner. The leaders maintained a regular and often
intense schedule of meetings, while negotiators and experts also continued to meet
regularly.

4. Through their intensive work in this leader-led process, Mr. Akıncı and
Mr. Anastasiades succeeded in taking the talks further than they have ever been
since 2008, achieving major progress in four of the six negotiation chapters:
governance and power-sharing; property; the economy; and matters relating to the
European Union. They also, for the first time, conducted negotiations on the issue of
territory, held in Mont Pèlerin, Switzerland, which I opened on 7 November 2016.

5. Following two rounds of meetings in those negotiations, the leaders
announced in a statement issued by the United Nations on 1 December that they
would meet in Geneva from 9 to 11 January 2017. They also announced that a
conference on Cyprus would be convened on 12 January in Geneva with the added
participation of the guarantor Powers — Greece, Turkey and the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. They further stated that other relevant parties
would be invited as needed.
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 III. Activities of the United Nations Peacekeeping Force 
in Cyprus  
 
 

6. UNFICYP is intended first and foremost to prevent a recurrence of fighting 
and to contribute to the maintenance of law and order and a return to normal 
conditions. Its mandate requires reconciling security considerations and the 
maintenance of the military status quo with allowing Cypriots who live and work in 
the buffer zone to pursue civilian activities and enjoy full and productive lives. Such 
an approach, when successful, builds confidence between communities and 
contributes to the overall effort by the United Nations in support of the peace 
process. 
 
 

 A. Prevention of a recurrence of fighting and maintenance of the 
military status quo  
 
 

7. The integrity and stability of the buffer zone were maintained during the 
reporting period. UNFICYP liaison between the opposing forces was particularly 
important in preventing any escalation of low-level disputes.  

8. Throughout this time, however, UNFICYP sought to address challenges to its 
authority in the buffer zone. The opposing forces’ continued non-recognition of the 
1989 aide-memoire and lack of agreement concerning the exact delineation of the 
ceasefire lines complicated the Force’s efforts to fulfil its mandate. Construction by 
both sides is seen by UNFICYP as conferring a military advantage and therefore as 
a violation. Such construction continued to cause concern, in particular when not 
accompanied by prompt deconstruction of the old infrastructure.  

9. The prevalence of closed-circuit television equipment at positions that remain 
guarded continued to be a concern. It is the Force’s view that such installations 
confer a military advantage. In addition, military positions violating the status quo 
and established by both forces inside the buffer zone, in particular at Strovilia, 
remain in place and are classified as permanent violations. The United Nations 
continues to hold the Government of Turkey responsible for the status quo in 
Varosha.  
 
 

 B. Demining activity  
 
 

10. During the reporting period, UNFICYP integrated a mine -clearance capacity 
from the United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS) into the mission to focus 
on the five areas in the north that had been identified in 2015 as Suspected  as 
Hazardous Areas, and to provide support to the Committee on Missing Persons to 
protect its staff from possible risks from explosive remnants of war. Since 
22 August, a total of 21,757 square metres of land in four locations has been cleared 
and released through manual and mechanical mine clearance, and in the process 
seven anti-tank mines have been removed and destroyed.  

11. Despite assurances by the Turkish Cypriot security forces, no progress was 
registered in the clearance of the minefield just north of the buffer zone in 
Mammari, where heavy rains led to mine-washes into the buffer zone in 2014 and 
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2015, nor was progress made in clearing the four known remaining minefields in the 
buffer zone, of which three belong to the National Guard and one to the Turkish 
forces. While the Turkish Cypriot side has indicated that it would accept the 
clearance of all four areas as a package, the Greek Cypriot side maintains the 
position that its three minefields are required to counter a perceived threat. Efforts 
continue at all levels to advance a more comprehensive approach to demining, both 
inside and beyond the buffer zone.  
 
 

 C. Restoration of normal conditions and humanitarian functions  
 
 

12. Relations between UNFICYP police and the respective police forces remained 
collaborative and constructive at all levels, with daily communications to enhance 
cooperation and address operational matters within the buffer zone. In parallel to 
that liaison, UNFICYP police facilitated the work of the Joint Communications 
Room and the Technical Committee on Crime and Criminal Matters. During the 
reporting period, the Joint Communications Room exchanged 83 communications 
on criminal matters with an intercommunal dimension.  

13. From 24 June to the end of November, 805,269 official crossings of the buffer 
zone were recorded. The role of UNFICYP with regard to all interactions at, around 
or through crossing points is expected to expand with the planned opening in 20 17 
of two crossings, at Deryniea/Derinya and Lefka-Aplici/Lefke-Aplıç, per the 
agreement reached in the Technical Committee on Crossings. Throughout the 
reporting period, UNFICYP police continued to provide escorts for convoys of 
civilians and supplies at the Limnitis/Yeşılırmak crossing point, in accordance with 
the agreement reached by the leaders in October 2010.  

14. In early November, UNFICYP escorted police from both sides into the 
bicommunal village of Pyla to conduct simultaneous searches of eight c asinos that 
had been operating illegally for several years. As a result, the eight casinos were 
closed, and 2 Turkish Cypriots, 33 Greek Cypriots and 9 foreign nationals were 
charged. The two mukhtars of Pyla and the residents themselves expressed their 
relief and appreciation for this outcome. UNFICYP commended both sides for their 
careful work in tackling crime, thereby reducing the risk to the residents of Pyla.  

15. No incidents were reported in November 2016 in connection with the Greek 
Cypriot demonstrations on the anniversary of the 1983 unilateral declaration of 
independence, in contrast to the events in November 2015, during which two 
vehicles belonging to Turkish Cypriots were targeted by Greek Cypriot youths 
throwing stones. No information was made available during the reporting period 
regarding the status of the judicial proceedings against 25 students who were 
charged with various offences related to those events.   

16. The Force continued to confront unauthorized activity in the buffer zone and 
aggressive behaviour by those engaged in such unauthorized activities. Hunting was 
of particular concern, as armed hunters who are often in fatigues can be mistaken 
for military personnel. UNFICYP intensified joint patrolling with game wardens and 
liaison with local authorities to address the 54 hunting-related incidents in the buffer 
zone by Greek Cypriot hunters during the reporting period. In one incident in 
November, hunters fired in the direction of unarmed peacekeepers. As at 
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 III. Activities of the United Nations Peacekeeping Force 
in Cyprus  
 
 

6. UNFICYP is intended first and foremost to prevent a recurrence of fighting 
and to contribute to the maintenance of law and order and a return to normal 
conditions. Its mandate requires reconciling security considerations and the 
maintenance of the military status quo with allowing Cypriots who live and work in 
the buffer zone to pursue civilian activities and enjoy full and productive lives. Such 
an approach, when successful, builds confidence between communities and 
contributes to the overall effort by the United Nations in support of the peace 
process. 
 
 

 A. Prevention of a recurrence of fighting and maintenance of the 
military status quo  
 
 

7. The integrity and stability of the buffer zone were maintained during the 
reporting period. UNFICYP liaison between the opposing forces was particularly 
important in preventing any escalation of low-level disputes.  

8. Throughout this time, however, UNFICYP sought to address challenges to its 
authority in the buffer zone. The opposing forces’ continued non-recognition of the 
1989 aide-memoire and lack of agreement concerning the exact delineation of the 
ceasefire lines complicated the Force’s efforts to fulfil its mandate. Construction by 
both sides is seen by UNFICYP as conferring a military advantage and therefore as 
a violation. Such construction continued to cause concern, in particular when not 
accompanied by prompt deconstruction of the old infrastructure.  

9. The prevalence of closed-circuit television equipment at positions that remain 
guarded continued to be a concern. It is the Force’s view that such installations 
confer a military advantage. In addition, military positions violating the status quo 
and established by both forces inside the buffer zone, in particular at Strovilia, 
remain in place and are classified as permanent violations. The United Nations 
continues to hold the Government of Turkey responsible for the status quo in 
Varosha.  
 
 

 B. Demining activity  
 
 

10. During the reporting period, UNFICYP integrated a mine -clearance capacity 
from the United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS) into the mission to focus 
on the five areas in the north that had been identified in 2015 as Suspected  as 
Hazardous Areas, and to provide support to the Committee on Missing Persons to 
protect its staff from possible risks from explosive remnants of war. Since 
22 August, a total of 21,757 square metres of land in four locations has been cleared 
and released through manual and mechanical mine clearance, and in the process 
seven anti-tank mines have been removed and destroyed.  

11. Despite assurances by the Turkish Cypriot security forces, no progress was 
registered in the clearance of the minefield just north of the buffer zone in 
Mammari, where heavy rains led to mine-washes into the buffer zone in 2014 and 



S/2017/20  
 

16-22711 4/12 
 

13 December, charges had been brought against three suspects in relation to those 
events.  

17. In an effort to support a return to normal conditions, UNFICYP continued to 
engage with the authorities, local community representatives and civilians to 
facilitate the implementation of civilian activities inside the buffer zone. In 
accordance with established procedures, UNFICYP allowed farming, grazing and 
construction activities, provided those activities did not compromise safety and 
security in the area. More than 719 permits for civi lian activities were issued during 
the reporting period, and all 12 applications for civilian construction projects in the 
buffer zone were approved. Unauthorized farming, however, continued to be 
problematic and a source of tension. The university in Pyla  continued to operate 
without UNFICYP authorization. 

18. During the reporting period, the number of intercommunal civil society 
initiatives in support of the settlement talks increased considerably, often assisted by 
UNFICYP within the buffer zone. The Mission facilitated the participation of more 
than 3,000 Cypriots from both communities in more than 50 sporting, cultural, 
educational and other civil society events. In addition, UNFICYP facilitated 
93 intercommunal gatherings at the Ledra Palace Hotel, with more than 2,300 
participants. In September, UNFICYP opened the buffer zone for more than 
500 Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot trade union members to mark together the 
International Day of Peace. In October, for the third consecutive year, the 
International Cyprus Car Rally, including 43 Greek Cypriot and 11 Turkish Cypriot 
drivers, crossed the respective ceasefire lines below the Venetian walls of old town 
Nicosia. In November, during the second meeting of the leaders in Mont Pèlerin, 
Switzerland, more than 2,000 Cypriots and 120 organizations from both 
communities participated in a bicommunal celebration and concert in support of the 
settlement talks. 

19. The Cyprus Women's Lobby held a conference on 4 November in which my 
Special Representative participated and at which activists from civil society, 
government and the international community discussed the role of women in 
promoting peace and security. The conference focused on promoting the role of 
women in the peace and security agenda, including within the Cyprus context, and 
touched on issues of relevance to a future solution of the Cypriot question, 
including education, human security and the role of women.  

20. UNFICYP also facilitated three meetings of political party representatives 
under the auspices of the embassy of Slovakia. On 26 October, the political parties 
issued a joint press release calling on the Technical Committee on Education to 
move forward with confidence-building measures. 

21. Intercommunal activity in the village of Pyla, the only mixed village in the 
buffer zone, continued to strengthen. From 13 to 15 August, more than 700 people 
participated in cultural performances at an intercommunal festival in the village.  On 
12 November, 130 Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot residents joined in a  visit to 
Paphos facilitated by UNFICYP. Another such visit took place on 3 December, to 
the Apostolos Andreas monastery in the Karpas Peninsula.  

22. Progress in the implementation of confidence-building measures, as agreed by 
the leaders in 2015, has been mixed during the reporting period. Further to the 
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agreement reached in the Technical Committee on Crossings, work commenced to 
facilitate the opening of two crossings, in Deryniea/Derinya and Lefka -
Aplici/Lefke-Aplıç. Work remains to be done on the interconnectivity of electricity 
grids and the interoperability of mobile telephones.  

23. UNFICYP continued to facilitate the work of eight intercommunal technical 
committees established in the framework of the talks. The Technical Committee on 
Crisis Management finalized a proposal to establish a cooperation mechanism to 
address potential natural disasters or humanitarian crises. The Technical Committee 
on Cultural Heritage, acting with support from the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and the European Union, has now completed 14 projects, 
notably the restoration of the main church complex  of the Apostolos Andreas 
monastery, funded by the Church of Cyprus and the Evkaf Administration and 
finished in November 2016.  

24. With a view to fostering opportunities for interaction between the communities 
as well as freedom of worship, UNFICYP facilitated 44 requests for religious 
services and commemorative events involving more than 10,000 individuals, which 
were either conducted in the buffer zone or required crossings to the north.  In 
addition to those events, UNFICYP facilitated the crossing to the south of nearly 
1,700 pilgrims to the Hala Sultan Tekke mosque, in Larnaca, on 7 July and 
15 September.  

25. In May 2016, the Turkish Cypriot authorities announced criteria and 
procedures to be applied regarding requests for religious services in the no rth. 
During the reporting period, the Turkish Cyprio t authorities approved 35 of 
72 requests for services submitted to UNFICYP for facilitation, compared to 44 of 
73 requests during the same period in 2015. None of 20 requests submitted to 
UNFICYP for facilitation for worship at sites inaccessible since 1974 was approved 
during the period, compared to the opening of nine new sites for worship during the 
same period in 2015.  

26. The religious leaders of Cyprus continued to demonstrate their commitment to 
joint dialogue and the promotion of religious freedom, supported by the Embassy of 
Sweden. The visit on 7 July to Hala Sultan Tekke to celebrate the feast of Bayram 
included, for the first time, Greek Orthodox, Muslim, Maronite, Armenian Orthodox 
and Latin Catholic representatives. On 9 December, the religious leaders launched a 
joint appeal via video message to encourage all those with information on the 
missing to come forward and support the work of the Committee on Missing 
Persons. On 30 November, the name day of Apostolos Andreas and the first day the 
monastery was open to the public, approximately 2,000 people attended a service 
and visited the monastery throughout the day with the support of UNDP and 
UNFICYP.  

27. The Force continued to deliver humanitarian assistance to 329 Greek Cypriots 
and 103 Maronites residing in the north and facilitated the post -mortem transfer of 
two Greek Cypriots for burial in the north. The Force also twice visited the Greek 
Cypriot primary and secondary schools in the Karpas Peninsula. The Turkish 
Cypriot authorities rejected 6 of the 117 textbooks that were proposed for use at the 
schools by the Greek Cypriots. The Turkish Cypriot authorities also rejected three 
of nine teachers nominated to work at the schools in the Karpas  and denied the 
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13 December, charges had been brought against three suspects in relation to those 
events.  

17. In an effort to support a return to normal conditions, UNFICYP continued to 
engage with the authorities, local community representatives and civilians to 
facilitate the implementation of civilian activities inside the buffer zone. In 
accordance with established procedures, UNFICYP allowed farming, grazing and 
construction activities, provided those activities did not compromise safety and 
security in the area. More than 719 permits for civi lian activities were issued during 
the reporting period, and all 12 applications for civilian construction projects in the 
buffer zone were approved. Unauthorized farming, however, continued to be 
problematic and a source of tension. The university in Pyla  continued to operate 
without UNFICYP authorization. 

18. During the reporting period, the number of intercommunal civil society 
initiatives in support of the settlement talks increased considerably, often assisted by 
UNFICYP within the buffer zone. The Mission facilitated the participation of more 
than 3,000 Cypriots from both communities in more than 50 sporting, cultural, 
educational and other civil society events. In addition, UNFICYP facilitated 
93 intercommunal gatherings at the Ledra Palace Hotel, with more than 2,300 
participants. In September, UNFICYP opened the buffer zone for more than 
500 Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot trade union members to mark together the 
International Day of Peace. In October, for the third consecutive year, the 
International Cyprus Car Rally, including 43 Greek Cypriot and 11 Turkish Cypriot 
drivers, crossed the respective ceasefire lines below the Venetian walls of old town 
Nicosia. In November, during the second meeting of the leaders in Mont Pèlerin, 
Switzerland, more than 2,000 Cypriots and 120 organizations from both 
communities participated in a bicommunal celebration and concert in support of the 
settlement talks. 

19. The Cyprus Women's Lobby held a conference on 4 November in which my 
Special Representative participated and at which activists from civil society, 
government and the international community discussed the role of women in 
promoting peace and security. The conference focused on promoting the role of 
women in the peace and security agenda, including within the Cyprus context, and 
touched on issues of relevance to a future solution of the Cypriot question, 
including education, human security and the role of women.  

20. UNFICYP also facilitated three meetings of political party representatives 
under the auspices of the embassy of Slovakia. On 26 October, the political parties 
issued a joint press release calling on the Technical Committee on Education to 
move forward with confidence-building measures. 

21. Intercommunal activity in the village of Pyla, the only mixed village in the 
buffer zone, continued to strengthen. From 13 to 15 August, more than 700 people 
participated in cultural performances at an intercommunal festival in the village.  On 
12 November, 130 Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot residents joined in a  visit to 
Paphos facilitated by UNFICYP. Another such visit took place on 3 December, to 
the Apostolos Andreas monastery in the Karpas Peninsula.  

22. Progress in the implementation of confidence-building measures, as agreed by 
the leaders in 2015, has been mixed during the reporting period. Further to the 



S/2017/20  
 

16-22711 6/12 
 

reappointment of two teachers who had previously worked in those schools. While 
no Greek-speaking doctors were approved to attend to the health needs of elderly 
Greek Cypriots and Maronites in the north, a Greek Cypriot nurse continued to 
provide services at a local clinic on the Karpas peninsula.   

28. No issues were identified as a result of the Force’s continued engagement with 
the relevant authorities in Larnaca and Limassol regarding access to health, welfare 
and educational services for Turkish Cypriots living in the south. While Turkish-
speaking pupils continued to have access to Turkish language education at a high 
school and primary school, there were no developments regarding the establishment 
of a Turkish language school in Limassol.  

29. UNFICYP conducted visits to 12 Turkish Cypriots held in Greek Cypriot 
detention facilities and attended one related court hearing to monitor and assist in 
addressing any legal and humanitarian issues faced by them. There were no Greek 
Cypriots detained in Turkish Cypriot detention facilities during the reporting period.  
 
 

 IV. Committee on Missing Persons  
 
 

30. As at 15 December, the bicommunal team of archaeologists of the Committee 
on Missing Persons had exhumed the remains on both sides of the i sland of 1,192 of 
2,001 individuals on the official list of missing persons. To date, the remains of 
740 individuals have been identified and returned to their respective families, 
including, during the reporting period, those of 115 individuals. In line with the 
permission received in November 2015, the Committee conducted, in 2016, 
10 excavations in military areas in the north, leading to the recovery of the remains 
of nine individuals. Throughout the reporting period, the Committee continued its 
cooperation with UNFICYP and UNMAS experts on the mitigation of risks posed 
by unexploded ordnance and the use of detection technologies by Committee field 
teams.  

31. On 28 July, following two years of discussions, members of the Committee on 
Missing Persons signed an agreement to initiate research into the archives of 
security forces and international organizations present in Cyprus during the periods 
of 1963 to 1964 and 1974 with the aim of locating information on additional burial 
sites of missing persons. To that end, the Committee on Missing Persons 
commenced work on creating a dedicated archival research unit. During the 
reporting period, the Committee published a book documenting its work, entitled 
“Beneath the carob trees: the lost lives of Cyprus”. The Committee also organized 
high-level photo exhibitions in New York, Brussels and Geneva with the aim of 
securing continued financial and political support.  
 
 

 V. Transition planning  
 
 

32. UNFICYP continued to work on planning for transition in relation to a 
settlement, as requested by the Security Council, establishing a joint working group 
with my good offices mission and the support of relevant Headquarters departments.  
On 22 July, UNFICYP briefed the leaders on initial transition planning.  In early 
November, the negotiators returned to such matters, in the presence of my Special 
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Adviser and my Special Representative, and agreed in principle that the United 
Nations would focus on several key areas of support in a post -settlement period. 
Further discussion with the negotiators took place on 15 December.  

33. The transition planning undertaken during the past year has demonstrated the 
extent to which the United Nations capabilities on the island will need to change in 
order to effectively support the implementation of an agreement and assist the sides 
with the challenges of a post-settlement period. Defining these new capabilities will 
depend on further progress in the talks on key outstanding issues and will require 
thorough engagement with the sides on their expectations for the future United 
Nations role. It should be noted, however, that with current resources and in its 
present configuration, UNFICYP has limited ability to deliver appropriate support 
to a settlement. Moreover, such planning is but one aspect  of a much broader need 
for preparations for the implementation of a settlement that is the responsibility of 
the sides. 
 
 

 VI. Conduct and discipline and sexual exploitation and abuse  
 
 

34. During the reporting period, three category 2 allegations were reported and 
referred for investigation. There were no reports of category 1 allegations, including 
allegations of sexual exploitation or abuse.  

35. The Mission’s training programme on conduct and discipline and sexual 
exploitation and abuse exceeded planned outputs, with a total of 20 training sessions 
conducted during the reporting period. These involved 1,003 mission participants, 
including 799 military personnel, 23 United Nations police personnel, 167 civilian 
personnel and 14 UNMAS personnel. As part of the Force’s awareness-raising 
activities on sexual exploitation and abuse, a human trafficking awareness training 
session was conducted on 29 July 2016, with the participation of personnel from 
UNFICYP, the Office of the Special Adviser, the Office of the Committee on 
Missing Persons and United Nations agencies, funds and programmes.  
 
 

 VII. Financial and administrative aspects  
 
 

36. The General Assembly, by its resolution 70/273, appropriated the amount of 
$57.8 million gross for the maintenance of the United Nations Peacekeeping Force 
in Cyprus for the period from 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017, inclusive of the 
voluntary contribution of one third of the net cost of the Force, equivalent to 
$18.4 million from the Government of Cyprus and the voluntary contribution of 
$6.5 million from the Government of Greece.  

37. As at 19 December 2016, unpaid assessed contributions to the Special Account 
for the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus amounted to $13.8 million. 
The total outstanding assessed contributions for all peacekeeping operations as at 
that date amounted to $2,024.1 million.  

38. Reimbursement of troop costs was made for the period up to 31 October 2016, 
while reimbursement of the costs of contingent-owned equipment has been made for 
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reappointment of two teachers who had previously worked in those schools. While 
no Greek-speaking doctors were approved to attend to the health needs of elderly 
Greek Cypriots and Maronites in the north, a Greek Cypriot nurse continued to 
provide services at a local clinic on the Karpas peninsula.   

28. No issues were identified as a result of the Force’s continued engagement with 
the relevant authorities in Larnaca and Limassol regarding access to health, welfare 
and educational services for Turkish Cypriots living in the south. While Turkish-
speaking pupils continued to have access to Turkish language education at a high 
school and primary school, there were no developments regarding the establishment 
of a Turkish language school in Limassol.  

29. UNFICYP conducted visits to 12 Turkish Cypriots held in Greek Cypriot 
detention facilities and attended one related court hearing to monitor and assist in 
addressing any legal and humanitarian issues faced by them. There were no Greek 
Cypriots detained in Turkish Cypriot detention facilities during the reporting period.  
 
 

 IV. Committee on Missing Persons  
 
 

30. As at 15 December, the bicommunal team of archaeologists of the Committee 
on Missing Persons had exhumed the remains on both sides of the i sland of 1,192 of 
2,001 individuals on the official list of missing persons. To date, the remains of 
740 individuals have been identified and returned to their respective families, 
including, during the reporting period, those of 115 individuals. In line with the 
permission received in November 2015, the Committee conducted, in 2016, 
10 excavations in military areas in the north, leading to the recovery of the remains 
of nine individuals. Throughout the reporting period, the Committee continued its 
cooperation with UNFICYP and UNMAS experts on the mitigation of risks posed 
by unexploded ordnance and the use of detection technologies by Committee field 
teams.  

31. On 28 July, following two years of discussions, members of the Committee on 
Missing Persons signed an agreement to initiate research into the archives of 
security forces and international organizations present in Cyprus during the periods 
of 1963 to 1964 and 1974 with the aim of locating information on additional burial 
sites of missing persons. To that end, the Committee on Missing Persons 
commenced work on creating a dedicated archival research unit. During the 
reporting period, the Committee published a book documenting its work, entitled 
“Beneath the carob trees: the lost lives of Cyprus”. The Committee also organized 
high-level photo exhibitions in New York, Brussels and Geneva with the aim of 
securing continued financial and political support.  
 
 

 V. Transition planning  
 
 

32. UNFICYP continued to work on planning for transition in relation to a 
settlement, as requested by the Security Council, establishing a joint working group 
with my good offices mission and the support of relevant Headquarters departments.  
On 22 July, UNFICYP briefed the leaders on initial transition planning.  In early 
November, the negotiators returned to such matters, in the presence of my Special 
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the period up to 30 September 2016, in accordance with the quarterly payment 
schedule. 
 
 

 VIII. Observations  
 
 

39. Unprecedented progress has been made in the leader-led negotiation process 
over the past 19 months. I commend Mr. Akıncı and Mr. Anastasiades for their 
efforts. Through their vision, courage and leadership, they have advanced the talks 
in a definitive manner. At the same time, a number of delicate and important issues 
remain. The process has now reached a critical juncture, and I encourage the leaders 
to build on the momentum as they embark on the most crucial and perhaps most 
demanding part of their common journey. I also encourage all Cypriots to support 
the leaders as they move into the decisive weeks ahead, in pursuit of the common 
goal of reaching a comprehensive settlement as soon as possible.  As the talks enter a 
pivotal stage, it is more important than ever that the guarantor Powers, Greece, 
Turkey and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and other 
relevant actors remain committed to supporting the ongoing and determined efforts 
of the leaders.  

40. The growing efforts demonstrated by citizens’ groups in Cyprus to build 
support for the settlement talks and reunification are also to be commended. As the 
leaders progress in their negotiations, I encourage them to fully engage civil society 
throughout Cyprus with a view to fostering broad grass-roots support for a solution. 
Women’s groups have been an important part of civil society’s efforts to support the 
talks, including their call for incorporating  a gender dimension into the peace 
process in accordance with Security Council resolution 1325 (2000). I encourage 
the leaders to redouble their efforts to fully reflect the principles and aims of 
resolution 1325 on women and peace and security in their continuing deliberations.  

41. The United Nations remains committed to supporting the vital humanitarian 
work being carried out on behalf of the families of victims through the Committee 
on Missing Persons. In the light of the advanced age of both relatives and witnesses, 
it is critical that the Committee be given the means and the information required to 
accelerate its work. In that respect, I am heartened to see that the resources of the 
Committee have been enhanced during this reporting period. This additional 
capacity is a particularly important effort in the light of the advanced age of many 
of the witnesses and relatives. The Committee’s efforts to heal the wounds of the 
past not only are critical for those families directly affected by the tragedy of the 
missing, but also support the broader process of reconciliation between 
communities.  

42. Progress relating to confidence-building measures will remain important in the 
period ahead. The opening of the two crossing points, in particular, will lead to 
major improvements in the lives of affected communities. While the progress made 
towards the safety of Cypriots via the clearance of five minefields in the north is 
welcome, much more remains to be done. The lack of action on the clearance of the 
minefield adjacent to the ceasefire line near Mammari, for example, continues to 
pose unnecessary risks. Minefields on the island have little military value, but pose 
a serious threat to life. I urge both sides to take advantage of the dedicated UNMAS 
demining capacity within UNFICYP in the coming months to rid Cyprus of 
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minefields across the island. Such clearance would greatly reduce the risk to 
civilians and allow increased freedom of movement in and around the buffer zone.  

43. No serious incidents of violence between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cyp riots 
were reported during the November 2016 demonstrations.  At the same time, I note 
the continued lack of information regarding the judicial processes pertaining to the 
events of November 2015. A clear resolution of those cases will serve to build 
confidence between the communities and signal that such acts will not be tolerated 
in Cyprus.  

44. As a fundamental human right, there can be no doubt that freedom of worship 
across the island is important in and of itself. At the same time, it can also provide a 
context for enhanced interaction between the communities. I call for all restrictions 
on freedom of worship, including restrictions on access to religious sites, to be 
lifted.  

45. I note joint efforts by the religious leaders continue to lend much -needed and 
broad-based support for freedom of worship and the peace. Sustained open dialogue 
combined with a commitment to freedom of worship by both sides can only serve to 
open doors for greater understanding and trust.   

46. I continue to call upon both communities to exert efforts to create a climate 
conducive to achieving greater economic and social parity between the two sides 
and to widen and deepen economic, social, cultural, sporting or similar ties and 
contacts, including with a view to encouraging trade. Such contacts promote trust 
between the communities and help to address the Turkish Cypriots’ concerns 
regarding isolation. I urge both leaders to persist in addressing those issues.   

47. UNFICYP continues to play an important role in maintaining a calm and 
secure environment and helping to rebuild trust between the communities. Its ability 
to do so rests in large part on the commitment of the two sides to refrain from 
challenging the Force’s authority. I urge the sides to formally accept the aide -
memoire of 1989, without which there is repeated contestation of the United 
Nations delineation of the ceasefire lines. In the same vein, I call on both sides to 
support the Force’s role in pre-empting and responding to civilian, law and order 
and military-related issues and in encouraging intercommunal activities to rebuild 
trust and cooperation.  

48. UNFICYP is devoting increasing resources to deterring unauthorized civilian 
incursions into the buffer zone. Continued reports of aggression by hunters in the 
buffer zone against UNFICYP personnel are also of concern. The news that charges 
have been filed against those involved in the recent firing of weapons in the 
direction of UNFICYP personnel is welcome. I urge the authorities to ensure legal 
redress against the perpetrators.  

49. As argued in previous reports, closed-circuit television cameras can confer a 
military advantage and constitute a violation of the status quo if unaccompanied by 
a reduction in military personnel. At the same time, closed -circuit television can 
help to monitor illegal activity in the buffer zone and thus contribute to improved 
security in the area. I therefore encourage steps towards a permanent reduction in 
the military presence and posture along the ceasefire line, starting in those po sitions 
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39. Unprecedented progress has been made in the leader-led negotiation process 
over the past 19 months. I commend Mr. Akıncı and Mr. Anastasiades for their 
efforts. Through their vision, courage and leadership, they have advanced the talks 
in a definitive manner. At the same time, a number of delicate and important issues 
remain. The process has now reached a critical juncture, and I encourage the leaders 
to build on the momentum as they embark on the most crucial and perhaps most 
demanding part of their common journey. I also encourage all Cypriots to support 
the leaders as they move into the decisive weeks ahead, in pursuit of the common 
goal of reaching a comprehensive settlement as soon as possible.  As the talks enter a 
pivotal stage, it is more important than ever that the guarantor Powers, Greece, 
Turkey and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and other 
relevant actors remain committed to supporting the ongoing and determined efforts 
of the leaders.  

40. The growing efforts demonstrated by citizens’ groups in Cyprus to build 
support for the settlement talks and reunification are also to be commended. As the 
leaders progress in their negotiations, I encourage them to fully engage civil society 
throughout Cyprus with a view to fostering broad grass-roots support for a solution. 
Women’s groups have been an important part of civil society’s efforts to support the 
talks, including their call for incorporating  a gender dimension into the peace 
process in accordance with Security Council resolution 1325 (2000). I encourage 
the leaders to redouble their efforts to fully reflect the principles and aims of 
resolution 1325 on women and peace and security in their continuing deliberations.  

41. The United Nations remains committed to supporting the vital humanitarian 
work being carried out on behalf of the families of victims through the Committee 
on Missing Persons. In the light of the advanced age of both relatives and witnesses, 
it is critical that the Committee be given the means and the information required to 
accelerate its work. In that respect, I am heartened to see that the resources of the 
Committee have been enhanced during this reporting period. This additional 
capacity is a particularly important effort in the light of the advanced age of many 
of the witnesses and relatives. The Committee’s efforts to heal the wounds of the 
past not only are critical for those families directly affected by the tragedy of the 
missing, but also support the broader process of reconciliation between 
communities.  

42. Progress relating to confidence-building measures will remain important in the 
period ahead. The opening of the two crossing points, in particular, will lead to 
major improvements in the lives of affected communities. While the progress made 
towards the safety of Cypriots via the clearance of five minefields in the north is 
welcome, much more remains to be done. The lack of action on the clearance of the 
minefield adjacent to the ceasefire line near Mammari, for example, continues to 
pose unnecessary risks. Minefields on the island have little military value, but pose 
a serious threat to life. I urge both sides to take advantage of the dedicated UNMAS 
demining capacity within UNFICYP in the coming months to rid Cyprus of 
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that have been enhanced with closed-circuit television cameras, particularly in the 
militarized area, within the Venetian walls of the old town of Nicosia.  

50. I welcome the initial steps taken by the sides to engage with UNFICYP and 
my good offices mission on transition planning, pursuant to Security Council 
resolution 2300 (2016). The establishment of a dedicated working group under the 
auspices of UNFICYP to enhance this work, together with inputs from the sides, is 
timely. Such planning will depend on further progress in the negotiations and on the 
deliberations of the sides regarding a United Nations support role in a reunified 
Cyprus. I underline the importance of UNFICYP, and any follow -on mission, being 
ready to respond to challenges both in the lead-up to and following the referendums. 
I hope to report back to the Council in due course on further developments on this 
matter.  

51. I recommend that the mandate of the mission be extended for a period of six 
months, until 31 July 2017. I once again express my gratitude to the 36 countries 
that have contributed, since 1964, either troops, police or both to the mission.  I pay 
tribute to the 186 peacekeepers who lost their lives over that period in support of 
peace in Cyprus. It is incumbent upon all parties to work in a determined manner 
towards a comprehensive settlement, to which all Cypriots aspire and which would 
obviate, in due course, the continuing need for a United Nations presence.  

52. I would like to express my appreciation to Elizabeth Spehar, who began her 
assignment with UNFICYP on 10 June, for her service as my Special Representative 
in Cyprus and Head of Mission. As Deputy Special Adviser, Ms. Spehar has been 
directly supporting the talks in addition to leading the Force’s support to my good 
offices mission during this crucial period.  

53. I welcome UNFICYP Force Commander, Major General Mohammad 
Humayun Kabir of Bangladesh, who succeeded Major General Kristin Lund in 
November.  

54. I would also like to express my deep appreciation to my Special Adviser, 
Espen Barth Eide, for his determined efforts to facilitate the talks between the sides.  

55. Finally, I extend my thanks to all the men and women serving in UNFICYP for 
the efficiency and commitment with which they are discharging the responsibilities 
entrusted to them by the Security Council. 

  



 S/2017/20 
 

11/12 16-22711 
 

Annex  
 

  Countries providing military and police personnel to the 
United Nations operation in Cyprus (as at 15 December 2016)  
 
 

Country Military personnel 

  Argentina 275 

Austria 4 

Bangladesh 2 

Brazil 2 

Canada 1 

Chile 14 

Hungary 77 

Paraguay 14 

Serbia 47 

Slovakia 169 

Ukraine 2 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland  276 

 Total 883 
 
 

Country Police personnel 

  Australia 7 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 5 

Bulgaria 2 

China 6 

India 5 

Ireland 12 

Italy 2 

Lithuania 2 

Montenegro 4 

Romania  4 

Russian Federation 3 

Serbia 2 

Slovakia 5 

Ukraine 8 

 Total 67 
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Ireland and Korea are both divided nations. During the first decade of the 20th century, Korea 

was occupied and eventually formally annexed by Imperial Japan.  At the end of the Second 

World War, the country was partitioned into zones of Soviet and American military occupation. 

Unable to agree on a formula for unifying the country, in 1948, two rival states, the Republic of 

Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, were declared in the southern (US) zone 

and the northern (Soviet) zone, respectively.  

In 1950, North Korea attacked South Korea in a bid to forcibly unify the peninsula, drawing the 

US and China into the conflict. Most of the capital stock was destroyed as armies from both 

sides twice traversed nearly the entire length of the peninsula. Millions of Koreans were 

uprooted and forced to flee their homes. The two Korean states subsequently not only pursued 

divergent development strategies but also pushed those strategies to extremes. South Korea 

not only adopted a capitalist system but also went on to pioneer an outward-oriented 

development strategy, emphasizing international trade as a catalyst. North Korea, in contrast, 

not only chose central planning but also intentionally time-phased its plans to frustrate linkages 

with those of other fraternally allied socialist states and in doing so created the world’s most 

autarkic economy, notable in the degree to which markets were repressed.  

Over nearly five decades, economic performance in South Korea was nothing short of 

spectacular. Between 1963, when a wide-ranging economic reform program was initiated, and 

1997, when the country experienced a financial crisis, real per capita income growth averaged 

more than six percent annually in purchasing power adjusted terms. At the start of that period 

the country’s income level was lower than that of Bolivia and Mozambique; by the end it was 

higher than that of Greece and Portugal. 

As astonishing as South Korea’s economic performance has been, its political development has 

been as impressive, if not more so: In the space of a single decade, between 1987 and 1997, the 

leadership of the South Korean government went from an authoritarian strongman (General 

Chun Doo-hwan) to his elected but hand-picked successor (General Roh Tae-woo) to an elected 

centrist civilian politician (Kim Young-sam) to a former dissident (Kim Dae-jung). Even the 

current political turmoil involving the impeachment and removal from office of the sitting 

president, Park Geun-hye, on corruption charges can be interpreted as signaling the maturing 

and consolidation of the country’s democratic institutions. South Korea is arguably the premier 

global success story of the past half century. 
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In stark contrast, North Korea experienced a famine during the 1990s, which killed perhaps 

600,000 to 1 million people out of a pre-famine population of roughly 22 million, making it one 

of the 20th century’s worst. This disaster was very much the product of the country’s political 

system, an anachronistic Stalinist dynasty, now into its third generation, which has 

systematically denied its populace the most elemental human, civil, and political rights. Even by 

the standards of Ireland’s history over the past century, the trauma experienced on the Korean 

peninsula has been profound. 

Both the North and South Korean constitutions lay claims to sovereignty over the entire 

peninsula. Though the Irish and Korean cases are radically different, this essay will examine the 

policies undertaken by the South Korean government in pursuit of national reconciliation and 

eventual unification with the hope that there may be some modest applicability to the Irish 

case. (North Korea also engages in unification preparations, publicly through an offshoot of the 

Korean Workers Party, the Committee for the Peaceful Unification of the Fatherland, and 

surreptitiously through support for front groups and financial aid to ideologically aligned 

factions in South Korea. It is hard to imagine that this model of engagement has any useful 

application to the Irish case, and for our purposes can safely be ignored.) The remainder of this 

essay focuses exclusively on ​South​  Korean unification preparations.  

 

Preparations for Unification 

 

In the period since a 1953 armistice put into force a ceasefire ending organized combat, the 

two Korean states have existed in a state of uneasy rivalry, punctuated at times by violent 

hostility. Despite the animosity, since the early 1970s both sides have officially promoted a 

policy of peaceful reunification. In 1972 North and South Korea signed the July 4th Joint 

Statement, which declared that both sides desired early peaceful unification and contained a 

renunciation of military force as a means to achieve unification. Both countries maintain 

nominal commitments to a consensual and protracted process of integration envisioned to last 

50 years or more while preparing for possibly more abrupt unification scenarios.  

In 2000, South Korean President Kim Dae-jung met with North Korean leader Kim Jong-il, the 

first time that two Korean heads of states had met. In 2007, another summit was held between 

South Korean President Roh Moo-hyun and Kim Jong-il. During both meetings, the two leaders 

released joint statements on the importance of unification. They proposed a variety of 

programs as first steps in the direction of unification. These programs included visits by families 

separated by the war decades earlier, humanitarian projects, cultural exchanges, and economic 

development projects. Nevertheless, none of these projects have been consistently 

implemented, and today inter-Korean cooperation is almost non-existent.  

The two Koreas are ​de facto​  and in most regards ​de jure​  mutually independent states. Both 
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states function as independent countries in the United Nations, and unlike the situation 

regarding China and Taiwan, 157 countries maintain diplomatic relations with both North and 

South Korea. The unique inter-Korean relationship has led to the creation of bureaucratic 

institutions that play roles similar to what a ministry of foreign affairs or an international 

development agency would play if the two had been normal countries with diplomatic 

relations.  

  

The Ministry of Unification 

 

To manage unification policy, the South Korean government operates the Ministry of 

Unification, which was established in 1969. The ministry plays a unique role as a quasi-foreign 

affairs and international development agency focused only on North Korea. The Minister of 

Unification sets policy on inter-Korean cooperation and engagement including humanitarian 

assistance, exchanges, North Korean refugee settlement in South Korea, and trade and 

economic cooperation. The ministry publishes an annual White Paper on Korean Unification 

policy as well as data and statistics on South Korea’s engagement with North Korea. Officials 

from the Ministry of Unification are assigned to South Korean embassies around the world. 

As democracy in South Korea has solidified, the human rights situation in North Korea has 

become more salient, as has the recognition that dealing with North Korean human rights 

abuses would be an essential element of any unification scenario. In March 2016, South Korea 

passed its first Human Rights Act, which created additional responsibilities for the Ministry of 

Unification to promote human rights, as well as mandating the creation of a government 

human rights foundation tasked with documenting North Korea human rights abuses to be 

used to prosecute perpetrators in a unified Korea. 

In the economics sphere, after the Berlin Wall fell, inter-Korean cooperation in South Korea 

gained new momentum, and South Korea became gradually more open to cultural exchanges 

and economic engagement with North Korea. The National Assembly passed legislation 

promoting inter-Korean economic cooperation and cultural exchanges in 1990. The greatest 

expansion of inter-Korean cooperation didn’t occur, however, until South Korean President Kim 

Dae-jung became president in 1998 and began to implement his “Sunshine Policy” towards 

North Korea—a policy based on the separation of politics and economics. The policy, named 

after Aesop’s fable of the Sun and the Wind, expanded cooperation with North Korea without 

demanding specific quid pro quos from North Korea in the military or human rights spheres. As 

originally conceived by Kim Dae-jung, the Sunshine Policy was instrumental: the expectation 

was that engagement would induce changes in the North Korean political and economic system 

that would create a more plausible and durable basis for national reconciliation and eventual 

unification.  
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The North Koreans responded favorably to Kim Dae-jung’s overtures but without making 

substantial changes to their economy or system of government. A paradox of Kim Dae-jung’s 

strategy was that in South Korea he argued that opening up North Korea’s society and economy 

would ultimately force the North Korean regime to change. But unsurprisingly, the North 

Korean regime regarded Kim’s overture as a Trojan Horse and permitted only very limited and 

controlled inter-Korean economic and cultural exchanges with an eye on maximizing cash 

inflows. Throughout the Sunshine Policy era, North Korea secretly continued to develop its 

nuclear weapons program, as it eventually admitted openly. 

 

Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund 

 

The South Korean government finances its inter-Korean cooperation projects, including official 

development assistance, insurance for South Korean firms, humanitarian aid, economic 

cooperation, and some unification preparation projects, through the Korea Export-Import 

Bank’s Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund. The fund currently receives regular allocations from the 

government and earns interest on its non-North Korea related investments. Since its 

establishment in the early 1990s, the fund has grown to approximately $11 billion today.  

The fund’s activities peaked during the heyday of the Sunshine Policy era in the mid-2000s. In 

2006 South Korea provided over $800 million in funding. During the height of the fund’s 

activities the categories with the largest spending were humanitarian assistance, economic 

cooperation, infrastructure support, and financing for a now-defunct light water reactor in 

North Korea. The fund finances projects through a variety of loans and grants, although in 

reality there is little hope that the loans will ever be repaid. Indeed, at one time South Korea 

provided food aid to North Korea in the form of “loans” precisely to avoid questions as to why it 

was not working through the UN’s World Food Program (WFP) and subjecting its aid to the 

monitoring activities that the WFP was attempting to implement.  

The cornerstone of the economic prong of Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy was the Kaesong 

Industrial Complex (KIC), a business industrial complex located in the North Korean city of 

Kaesong just a few kilometers north of the demilitarized zone, known as the DMZ, which 

separates the two Koreas. At Kaesong, South Korean firms used South Korean capital supported 

by significant South Korean government infrastructure spending and political risk insurance. 

The firms used cheap North Korean labor to produce mostly light manufactured goods, which 

were then sold in South Korea and exported elsewhere. Kim Dae-jung’s plan was for the KIC to 

serve as a template for inter-Korean economic cooperation that would spawn a virtuous cycle 

of trust between the two Koreas’ economies and societies. 

The high point of inter-Korean cooperation occurred in the mid-2000s as Kim Dae-jung’s 

engagement-oriented successor President Roh Moo-hyun built upon Kim Dae-jung’s vision to 
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expand economic cooperation, humanitarian aid, and inter-Korean tourism. In 2002, the Koreas 

opened a joint tourism project for South Korean tourists run by South Korean firm Hyundai 

Asan at Mount Kumgang, just north of the DMZ in the eastern part of North Korea. However, in 

2008 a North Korean soldier shot a South Korean tourist and, receiving a dissatisfactory 

response from the North Korean government, South Korean President Lee Myung-bak called off 

the entire tourism project. The South Korea-funded tourism zone remains mostly dormant, 

although North Korea is seeking Chinese investors to fully expropriate the property and take 

over management. 

In terms of economic weight, the KIC had the most impact of any joint Korean project. During 

the mid-2000s the complex continued to expand and by 2013 employed 53,000 North Korean 

workers. Even when inter-Korean tensions were high amidst two North Korean nuclear tests in 

2006 and 2009 and two North Korean attacks that killed South Koreans in 2010, the Kaesong 

complex continued to operate. Yet the KIC has always been a bit of political football. In 2013, 

North Korea unilaterally closed the complex for five months. In 2016, after the fourth North 

Korean nuclear test, the South Korean government of Park Geun-hye announced a “temporary 

closure,” which remains in effect. As recently as 2015, trade with South Korea accounted for 

approximately 30 percent of North Korea’s total trade but following the closing of the KIC 

declined to nil.  

Now that inter-Korean cooperation is virtually non-existent, the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund 

uses the majority of its funding allocations to pay firms that lost investments when South Korea 

shut down the KIC in 2016. Currently the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund spends most of its 

funds on paying South Korean firms ​not​  to cooperate with North Korea. 

However, North-South trade and investment have always contained a significant explicit or 

implicit subsidy element, and if a more pro-engagement government were to come to power in 

Seoul (which seems likely, if not probable, in the near future), the fund could be spent quite 

quickly on infrastructure associated with additional KIC-like projects in the North. 

 

Other Activities of the Ministry of Unification 

 

Besides these official government-run entities, the South Korean government funds think tanks 

that either support unification directly or fund projects that support them. The most prominent 

unification-focused think tank is the Korean Institute for National Unification, known as KINU, 

which was founded in 1991. KINU conducts research on a variety of unification-related issues, 

focusing on politics in Northeast Asia, analyzing North Korea as it is today, and researching 

unification strategy. 

In terms of models of unification, South Korea has often looked at German unification to glean 

insights into how Korea might unify (Park Geun-hye once called Germany “an example and a 
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model for a peaceful reunification of our own country”), though the differences in the two 

situations are vast. The difference in per capita income between the two Koreas today is 

perhaps ten times that of the two Germanys when they unified. The degree of political 

repression that existed in East Germany pales in comparison to contemporary North Korea, 

where citizens (really subjects) have virtually no political rights and institutions of civil society 

autonomous from the state are absent. Nevertheless, Germany provides the best-case example 

of a state divided by the Cold War, and many studies have been conducted to try to tie lessons 

learned in the German unification model to the Korean Peninsula. KINU, in fact, publishes a 

regular series of journal articles on German unification and its implications for the Korean 

Peninsula. 

Another responsibility discharged by the Ministry of Unification is refugee resettlement. Most 

North Koreans who enter South Korea spend three months in a settlement center where they 

receive education to help them adapt to South Korean society. North Korean defections to 

South Korea were relatively rare during the Cold War but increased after the collapse of the 

Soviet Union. Defections and resettlements expanded at even faster rates during the North 

Korean famine in the late 1990s. There are now 30,000 North Korean refugees in South Korea. 

The first of these North Korean refugee resettlement centers, known as “Hanawon” or “unity 

centers,” was built in 1999. It was originally planned to handle 200 refugees but an increasing 

flow of refugees led the government to expand the center to accommodate 400 refugees in 

2002. In 2004, a second center was built in the outskirts of Seoul. North Korean refugees 

generally live much better lives in South Korea than in North Korea but suffer from a variety of 

problems, including psychological issues due to abuse by the North Korean regime, exploitation 

while in transit (most refugees cross the border into China and then have to make an 

on-migration to a third country such as Mongolia or Vietnam to file an asylum claim, an ordeal 

that can take years), discrimination in South Korea, and various difficulties in adapting to their 

new lives. Their experiences provide a window into understanding North Korean society and 

the challenges North Koreans would face in a future unified Korea. 

 

Other Unification Preparation Activities 

 

As a peculiar vestige of the Cold War, South Korea maintains a shadow government for 

ceremonial purposes of five South Korean officials, who collect South Korean government 

salaries, as the shadow representatives of five North Korean provinces. These positions were 

first established in 1949 before the Korean War and have been maintained until this day. These 

politicians play a purely ceremonial role in meeting with North Koreans and their descendants 

living in South Korea—there are an estimated 8.5 million Koreans of North Korean descent in 

South Korea. 
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In 1980, the National Unification Advisory Council (NUAC) consisting of functional, local, and 

overseas members was established to gather public opinion in South Korea and foreign 

countries concerning unification, promote a national consensus regarding unification, act as a 

focal point for national unification preparations, and advise the President on unification policy. 

NUAC is really a mobilization body, not an advisory or policy-making group (despite its name), 

with almost 20,000 council members, including more than 3,000 in the diaspora.  

Both the current president, Park Geun-hye, and her predecessor, Lee Myung-bak, have 

attempted to reinvigorate the public mobilization activities implicit in NUAC in pursuit of 

unification. During his presidency, Lee proposed a unification tax to begin more rapidly 

accumulating funds for the enormous expected costs of unification. The divergence between 

North and South Korea in virtually every area of development means that unification costs 

could be well over a trillion dollars, approximately equal to South Korea’s annual national 

income. President Lee was unable to pass a unification tax, however. 

In light of her predecessor’s failure to introduce a unification tax, Park Geun-hye has taken a 

different tack. Instead of dwelling on the monumental costs of unification and the burden that 

it would impose upon South Korean taxpayers, she famously predicted that unification would 

be a “jackpot” or “bonanza”—focusing on the great economic and political windfalls that would 

spring from a unified Korean Peninsula. A 2014 Asan Institute poll showed that while more than 

70 percent of those in their twenties claimed to be interested in reunification, less than 35 

percent were willing to pay additional taxes to fund the enormous projected cost. (Such views 

in part reflect the anxiety, widespread among South Korean young adults, that due to the 

country’s rapidly aging demographic profile and swiftly rising dependency ratio, they will bear 

the fiscal burden of supporting many elderly South Koreans—regardless of what happens in the 

North.) Park also emphasized unification education, including promoting the Center for Unified 

Future of Korea,  that focused on educating the younger generation of South Koreans on the 

importance of unification. 

Another initiative to build public awareness under the current administration of Park Geun-hye 

has been the establishment of the Presidential Committee for Unification Preparation (PCUP). 

This group, run out of the Blue House with the President as the formal chair, comprises Korean 

and foreign experts from diverse fields to provide research and guidance on unification. The 

recruitment of participants has consciously been non-partisan to include a diversity of views, 

though inevitably some participants affiliated with the party out of power have been 

disappointed. (In the interests of full disclosure, I have participated as a foreign advisor to this 

group.) PCUP has essentially three main tasks: to set out a blueprint and roadmap for 

unification; to build a national consensus; and to establish a system of cooperation among 

government agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Its taskforce on cooperation 

projects has attempted limited initiatives in the environmental and public health spheres, such 

as vaccinating North Korean youngsters and replanting North Korean hillsides, which were 

significantly denuded as more and more marginal land was brought under cultivation during the 
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Korean famine in the late 1990s. There are now 30,000 North Korean refugees in South Korea. 

The first of these North Korean refugee resettlement centers, known as “Hanawon” or “unity 

centers,” was built in 1999. It was originally planned to handle 200 refugees but an increasing 

flow of refugees led the government to expand the center to accommodate 400 refugees in 

2002. In 2004, a second center was built in the outskirts of Seoul. North Korean refugees 

generally live much better lives in South Korea than in North Korea but suffer from a variety of 

problems, including psychological issues due to abuse by the North Korean regime, exploitation 

while in transit (most refugees cross the border into China and then have to make an 

on-migration to a third country such as Mongolia or Vietnam to file an asylum claim, an ordeal 

that can take years), discrimination in South Korea, and various difficulties in adapting to their 

new lives. Their experiences provide a window into understanding North Korean society and 

the challenges North Koreans would face in a future unified Korea. 

 

Other Unification Preparation Activities 

 

As a peculiar vestige of the Cold War, South Korea maintains a shadow government for 

ceremonial purposes of five South Korean officials, who collect South Korean government 

salaries, as the shadow representatives of five North Korean provinces. These positions were 

first established in 1949 before the Korean War and have been maintained until this day. These 

politicians play a purely ceremonial role in meeting with North Koreans and their descendants 

living in South Korea—there are an estimated 8.5 million Koreans of North Korean descent in 

South Korea. 
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famine period. (The particular relevance of tree planting is that deforestation continues to 

contribute to problems of river, canal, and reservoir silting and exacerbated flooding associated 

with the seasonal monsoon-type pattern of rainfall.) Analysts associated with the PCUP have 

done ground-breaking work on integrating North Korean refugees into South Korean labor 

markets.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The last ten years have seen an increase in inter-Korean military tensions and a marked 

decrease in cooperation. There are also no clear signs that the North Korean government is on 

the brink of collapse despite regular speculation along these lines. Formal unification activities 

in South Korea have clearly shifted from engagement to preparation for more abrupt 

unification scenarios. 

More changes could be on the horizon. The South Korean president, Park Geun-hye, is in the 

process of being impeached and may not serve her full term in office. Regardless, the country 

will hold elections within a year, and the leading declared candidates all lean towards less 

conditional, less reciprocal engagement policies toward the North. The pendulum could well 

swing back toward the more pro-engagement policies of the Kim Dae-jung/Roh Moo-hyun era. 

But a simple turning back of the clock is unlikely: North Korea has pursued nuclear weapons 

and long-range missile programs at an accelerating rate, is subject to tighter and more 

pervasive international economic sanctions under the auspices of the United Nations; and the 

issue of human rights has risen in prominence—all in distinction to the Sunshine years. 

From the standpoint of Ireland, the two cases appear radically different, and it is questionable 

how much from the Korean experience is applicable. Nevertheless, some Korean approaches 

may be worth examining. They mainly involve actions that a country’s political leadership can 

undertake autonomously to promote national reconciliation having regard to the eventual 

possibility that a majority of the population in Northern Ireland might someday favor 

unification.  

First, with the creation of the Ministry of Unification, the South Koreans established a 

cabinet-level department tasked with a multiplicity of unification-related responsibilities. The 

ministry acts as a diplomatic interlocutor; administers a variety of programs relating to 

unification, including the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund and refugee intake; and maintains a 

think tank that focuses on unification-related research. The latter function could be relevant to 

the Irish case insofar as the prospect of Brexit may significantly change economic conditions in 

Northern Ireland, as well as the Republic of Ireland’s economic relations with the United 

Kingdom as a whole. In South Korea, the sorts of economic modeling that one would want to 

conduct in anticipation of these developments, as well as public discussion and dissemination, 
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are supported by government-affiliated think tanks as well as bodies such as PCUP. The 

specifics obviously differ enormously—North Korea lacks the basic institutions of a market 

economy, and the cross-border flow of goods, capital, and people is highly restricted—all in 

contrast to the Irish case. Nevertheless, cross-border exchange across Northern Ireland and the 

Republic is subject to currency risk, and with Brexit, EU transfers to Northern Ireland will 

disappear, and additional distortions are likely to be introduced. It is not hard to see the 

desirability of doing analysis similar or parallel to what the South Koreans conduct today. 

Second, under the governments of Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye, there has been a 

renewed emphasis on educating the South Korean public, which is frankly unprepared for what 

could transpire in the medium to long run. These efforts have involved not only Lee and Park 

using the “bully pulpit” of the presidency to shine light on the unification issue but also a 

revitalization of the NUAC and the formation of the PCUP. Again, contemplating Brexit, one can 

grasp the desirability of public bodies in Ireland convening similar groups of experts and 

politically active citizens to enhance both the analytical quality and public awareness of 

contingency planning. 

In sum, the Korean and Irish cases differ enormously. But that is not to say that there is nothing 

to be learned from South Korean preparations for eventual national unification. Some of the 

approaches, suitably altered and adapted, could make a positive contribution as Ireland 

contemplates its future. 
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Introduction 

This research note discusses:  

 What the Human Development Index (‘HDI’) is;  

 How the Republic of Ireland and the UK perform on this measure; and 

 A calculation of a HDI value for Northern Ireland. 

The enquiry received by L&RS asked where Northern Ireland would be placed relative 

to the Republic of Ireland on the HDI by each category of the HDI, where Ireland was 

ranked in seventh place.  

There are a number of issues to note in the context of this query.  

1. The latest HDI, as published in the 2014 Human Development Report (‘HDR’) 
relates to data for the year 2013. In this HDR Ireland ranks in 11th position 

based on its HDI value (0.899). Ireland previously ranked in seventh position in 

the HDR 2013 (which used 2012 data).  

 

Therefore, in order to be reflective of the current position, this research note 

relates to the latest information available (i.e. 2013 data).  

 

The UN’s Human Development Office (‘HDO’) notes that it is misleading to 
compare values and rankings with those of previously published reports.  

The HDO advises users of the HDR not to compare the results from different 
reports1. 

 

                                                

1 The difference between values published in two different Reports is the combined effect of data revision, 
change in methodology, and the change in achievements in indicators.  
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2. Northern Ireland is not included in the list of countries included in the UN’s HDI. 

The information used to devise the HDI is based on sources of international 

country data statistics which does not provide Northern Ireland information.  

 

3. However, a HDI value for Northern Ireland has been calculated in this research 

note in order to provide an indication of where Northern Ireland would likely be 

placed relative to the Republic of Ireland and the UK.  

 

However, the limitations of this approach should be noted. The calculation of a 

HDI value for Northern Ireland is not directly comparable with the country 

values reported in the HDR, as different sources of information were used to 

calculate Northern Ireland’s HDI.  

In this respect the HDO states that to include a country in the HDI 

“We need recent, reliable and comparable data for all three dimensions of the 
Index. For a country to be included, statistics should ideally be available from 
the relevant international data agencies” 2. 

It should also be noted that the UK is included in the HDI, and would likely incorporate 

Northern Ireland within its overall measure, but this information is not available on a 

dis-aggregated basis. 

What is the Human Development Index (‘HDI’)? 

The HDO states that the HDI was  

“Created to emphasize that people and their capabilities should be the ultimate 
criteria for assessing the development of a country, not economic growth 
alone”. 

                                                

2 The HDO says that the HDI is based primarily on international data from the United Nations Population 
Division, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics and the 
World Bank. 
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The 2014 HDR presents the HDI (values and ranks) for 187 countries and UN-

recognized territories3. 

The HDO says that the HDI is a summary measure for assessing long-term progress in 

three basic dimensions of human development.   

 A long and healthy life (measured by life expectancy);  

 Access to knowledge (measured by (i) mean years of education among the 

adult population4; and (ii) expected years of schooling for children of school-

entry age5); and  

 A decent standard of living (measured by Gross National Income6 (GNI) per 

capita).  

The 2013 HDR covers 187 countries, the same number as in 2012 and 2011.  

 

How is the Human Development Index Devised? 

The HDI is a summary measure of achievements in key dimensions of human 
development: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of 
living7. See Figure 1 below. 
 
 
 
 

                                                

3 The HDR also separately includes an inequality-adjusted HDI for 145 countries, a Gender Development 
Index for 148 countries, a Gender Inequality Index for 149 countries, and a Multidimensional Poverty Index 
for 91 countries. However, the HDI is the headline index reported, and is the main focus of the HDR report, 
and this research note. 
4 The average number of years of education received in a life-time by people aged 25 years and older. 
5 The total number of years of schooling a child of school-entry age can expect to receive if prevailing 
patterns of age-specific enrolment rates stay the same throughout the child's life. 
6 The World Bank defines GNI as “The sum of value added by all resident producers plus any product 
taxes (less subsidies) not included in the valuation of output plus net receipts of primary income 
(compensation of employees and property income) from abroad”. 
7 The HDI assigns equal weight to all three dimension indices; the two education sub-indices are also 

weighted equally.  
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Figure 1: Human Development Index 

 

There are two steps to calculating the HDI. 
 

1. Minimum and maximum values are set in order to transform the indicators 
expressed in different units into indices between 0 and 1. 

 
Table 1: Dimensions of the HDI8 
Dimension Indicator Min Max 
Health Life expectancy 

(years) 
20 85 

Education Expected years of 
schooling / mean 
years of schooling 

0 18 / 15 

Standard of living Gross national 
income per capita $ 

$100 $75,000 

 
2. Having defined the minimum and maximum values, the dimension indices are 

calculated as: 
 

 Dimension index = actual value – minimum value / maximum value – minimum 
value 

 
The HDI is the geometric9 mean of the three dimensional indices10. 

                                                

8 Data sources used: Life expectancy at birth: UNDESA (2013). Mean years of schooling: Barro and Lee 
(2013), UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2013) and Human Development Report Office updates based on 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2013). Expected years of schooling: UNESCO (2013). GNI per capita: 
World Bank (2014), IMF (2014), UNSD (2014) and UNDESA (2013). 
 
9 The geometric mean is defined as the nth root of the product of n numbers. A geometric mean is often 
used when comparing different items. The use of a geometric mean "normalizes" the ranges being 
averaged, so that no range dominates the weighting, and a given percentage change in any of the 
properties has the same effect on the geometric mean. 



Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 6 

 

 

 

 

Calculating a Northern Ireland HDI value 

The enquiry received by L&RS asked for a comparison of Northern Ireland to the 

Republic of Ireland on the UN’s HDI list of territories. 

Northern Ireland is not included separately11 in the UN’s HDI list of territories.  

Therefore, in this research note an attempt at calculating a HDI value for Northern 

Ireland has been made. 

However, it is very important that the limitations of this calculation are taken into 

account. 

1. The information used to calculate Northern Ireland’s HDI is not strictly 

comparable with that used in the UN’s HDR. As the international statistics 

underpinning the UN’s HDR does not provide Northern Ireland data, other 

sources of information have been used.  

o Life expectancy data has been sourced from the National Life Tables of 

Northern Ireland, 2011 – 2013. 

 

o GNI per capita has been calculated using Northern Ireland Gross Value 

Added (‘GVA’) from UK national accounts. This GVA per capita value 

has then been converted into dollars using the OECD’s 2011 purchasing 

price parities (‘PPP’).  
 

This value has also been calculated for the UK in order to compare it to 

the value reported in the UN’s HDR. The percentage difference between 

the two values for the UK has then been applied to the Northern Ireland 

figure in an attempt to correct for differences in both approaches. 

                                                                                                                                          

10 For the education dimension, the above equation is first applied to each of the two indicators, and then 
the arithmetic mean of the two resulting indices is taken. For income, the natural log of the actual, 
minimum and maximum values is used. 
11 But Northern Ireland is likely incorporated within the UK overall value. 
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2. Gathering data for the purpose of calculating Northern Ireland’s (i) expected 

years of schooling and (ii) mean years of schooling is difficult. Information used 

to calculate expected years of schooling is based on enrolment information 

from the Northern Ireland Department of Education for the year 2013/14 

together with population data from the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

agency for the year 2013. Mean years of schooling has been calculated based 

on data relating to highest level of qualifications received from the Northern 

Ireland data from the census 2011.  

 

Various assumptions have been made to calculate both these measures owing 

to information/data gaps and therefore these should only be used as a general 

guide. 

 

3. These values were then applied to the UN’s approach to devising the HDI as 

previously outlined in this research note.  

 

This means the HDI value for Northern Ireland is calculated as: 

 Life expectancy index = (80.15 – 20) / (85 – 20) = 0.925 

 

 Income index (PPP 2011$ per capita) = Log(26,446) - Log(100) / 

Log(75,000) - Log(100) = 0.834 
 

 Education index [Mean years of schooling = (8.3 – 0) / (15 – 0) = 0.55; 

Expected years of schooling = (14.8 – 0) / (18 – 0) = 0.82] = 

(0.55+0.82)/2 = 0.69 
 

 HDI = (0.93*0.84*0.69)1/3 = 0.816. 
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4. Given the limitations of the approach in this research note, Northern Ireland’s 

HDI value should only be taken as a general guide when comparing this to the 

Republic of Ireland and the UK.  

 

The Republic of Ireland, UK and Northern Ireland values 

The Republic of Ireland’s HDI value and ranking12  

In the 2014 HDR, the Republic of Ireland’s HDI value is 0.899, placing Ireland in the 
very high human development category13. 
 
This means Ireland ranks 11 out of 187 countries.  
 

Ireland’s HDI of 0.899 is above the average of 0.890 for countries in the very high 

human development group, and above the average of 0.876 for countries in the 

OECD14. 

 
Table 2 shows Ireland’s result in each of the HDI indicators. 
 
 
Table 2: Republic of Ireland’s HDI Components 
Year  Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 
schooling 

Mean years 
of 
schooling 

GNI per 
capita 
(2011 
PPP$) 

HDI 
value 

HDI 
ranking 

2013 80.7 18.6 11.6 33,414 0.899 11th  

                                                

12 A country report for the Republic of Ireland can be found here: 
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/IRL.pdf 
13 The very high human development category represents the top 49 territories ranked on the 
HDI. 
14 The list of member countries in the OECD can be found here: 
http://www.oecd.org/about/membersandpartners/list-oecd-member-countries.htm 
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The UK’s HDI value and ranking15  

The UK’s HDI value for 2013 is 0.892, placing the UK in the very high human 
development category. 
 
This means that the UK ranks 14 out of 187 countries.  
 

The UK’s 2013 HDI of 0.892 is above the average of 0.890 for countries in the very 

high human development group, and above the average of 0.876 for countries in the 

OECD. 

 
Table 3 shows the UK’s result in each of the HDI indicators. 
 
 
Table 3: UK’s HDI Components 
Year Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 
schooling 

Mean years 
of 
schooling 

GNI per 
capita 
(2011 
PPP$) 

HDI 
value 

HDI 
ranking 

2013 80.5 16.2 12.3 35,002 0.892 14th  

 

Northern Ireland’s HDI value and ranking  

For the reasons previously stated in this research note, care needs to be taken in 
interpreting the HDI value for Northern Ireland.  
 
The indicators used have different sources than those used in the HDR and 
assumptions have had to be made due to data gaps.  
 
Therefore, Northern Ireland’s HDI value should only be taken in the context of a 
general position relative to the Republic of Ireland and the UK.  
 
Northern Ireland’s HDI value (0.816) is below both the Republic of Ireland (0.899) and 
the UK (0.892).  
 

                                                

15 A country report for the UK can be found here: http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-
notes/GBR.pdf 
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Northern Ireland’s HDI value is also below the average for the countries16 in the very 
high human development group (0.890). 
 
Table 4 shows Northern Ireland’s estimated result in each of the HDI indicators. 
 
 
Table 4: Northern Ireland’s HDI Components 
Year Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 
schooling 

Mean years 
of 
schooling 

GNI per 
capita 
(2011 
PPP$) 

HDI 
value 

HDI 
ranking 

2013 80.1 14.8 8.3  26,446 0.816 Below 
the 
Republic 
of 
Ireland 
and the 
UK 
(44th) 

 

  

                                                

16 Average of those countries included in the very high human development group in the 2014 HDR. 
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Addendum – Human Development Index 2014 

The Human Development Index (‘HDI’) in the 2015 UN Human Development Report 

(‘HDR’) relates to data for the year 2014 (2014 HDI). 

The 2014 HDI covers 188 countries, compared to 187 countries covered in the 

previous report (2013 HDI). 

It is noted that in general rankings tend to change little between two successive years 

but there are several countries which did experience change in rankings between the 

2013 HDI and the 2014 HDI. 

There was no change in methodology for computation of the 2014 HDI compared to 

the 2013 HDI. Therefore, the approach highlighted above in this note remains 

applicable.  

The value for Northern Ireland above was based on the information that was obtainable 

(from Northern Ireland statistical agencies) for the previous research note supplied in 

December 2015, and no further update is possible at this time. 

The Republic of Ireland’s HDI value and ranking  

In the 2015 HDR, the Republic of Ireland’s 2014 HDI value is 0.916, placing Ireland in 
the very high human development category17. 
 
This means Ireland ranks joint 6th (with Germany) out of 188 countries.  
 

Ireland’s HDI of 0.916 is above the value of 0.896 for the countries in the very high 

human development group, and above the value of 0.880 for the group of countries in 

the OECD18. 

 

                                                

17 The very high human development category represents the top 49 territories ranked on the 
HDI. 
18 The list of member countries in the OECD can be found here: 
http://www.oecd.org/about/membersandpartners/list-oecd-member-countries.htm 
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Table 2 shows Ireland’s result in each of the HDI indicators for the 2013 and 2014 HDI. 
 

There were improvements in life expectancy, mean years of schooling and income per 

person which improved Ireland’s HDI scoring, leading to an improvement in Ireland’s 

ranking among the benchmarked countries. 

Table 2: Republic of Ireland’s HDI Components 
Year  Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 
schooling 

Mean years 
of 
schooling 

GNI per 
capita 
(2011 
PPP$) 

HDI 
value 

HDI 
ranking 

2013 80.7 18.6 11.6 33,414 0.899 11th  
2014 80.9 18.6 12.2 39,568 0.916 Joint 6th  

The UK’s HDI value and ranking  

The UK’s HDI value for 2014 is 0.907, placing the UK in the very high human 
development category. 
 
This means that the UK ranks joint 14th (with Sweden) out of 188 countries.  
 

The UK’s 2014 HDI of 0.907 is above the average of 0.896 for countries in the very 

high human development group, and above the value of 0.880 for the group of 

countries in the OECD. 

 
Table 3 shows the UK’s result in each of the HDI indicators for the 2013 and 2014 HDI. 
 

There were improvements in life expectancy, mean years of schooling and income per 

person which improved the UK’s HDI scoring, but its relative ranking remained 

unchanged as other countries also showed improvement in their HDI scores. 

Table 3: UK’s HDI Components 
Year Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 
schooling 

Mean years 
of 
schooling 

GNI per 
capita 
(2011 
PPP$) 

HDI 
value 

HDI 
ranking 

2013 80.5 16.2 12.3 35,002 0.892 14th  
2014 80.7 16.2 13.1 39,267 0.907 Joint 

14th  



Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 13 

 

 

 

 

References 

1. Malik, K. (2014), The Human Development Report, The United Nations 

Development Programme, (http://hdr.undp.org/en/2014-report/download). 

2. Jahan, S. (2015), The Human Development Report, The United Nations 

Development Programme, (http://hdr.undp.org/en/2015-report). 

3. Office for National Statistics (UK), Regional Gross Value Added (‘GVA’), 

(http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Regional+GVA). 

4. Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA), 

(http://www.nisra.gov.uk/demography/default.asp130.htm).   

5. Northern Ireland Department of Education,  

(School enrolment https://www.deni.gov.uk/publications/school-enrolments-

northern-ireland-summary-data);  

(Higher education enrolment https://www.delni.gov.uk/articles/higher-education-

enrolments); and 

(Population http://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/default.asp10.htm). 

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 

 

 

 

 

0 

 

Joint Sovereignty  

Research for Senator Mark Daly 

Abstract 

The research request was for a briefing on joint sovereignty, where it currently is implemented, 

and instances where it has been implemented in the past but not anymore. 

Date: Wednesday, 08 February 2017 

Enquiry Number: 2017/70 

Library & Research Service central enquiry desk: Tel – 01 618 4701 

 

 

 

 

 



Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 1 

 

 

 

 

Legal Disclaimer 

No liability is accepted to any person arising out of any reliance on the contents of this 
paper.  Nothing herein constitutes professional advice of any kind.  For full details of 
our attribution policy please go to the Library & Research Service’s intranet pages. 
Please note as per the L&RS 2012 Statement of Service, the L&RS routinely reuses 
the research it has undertaken for individual Members in order to answer on-demand 
queries from other Members, or to provide research briefings for all Members.   

© Houses of the Oireachtas 2017  



Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 2 

 

 

 

 

Contents 

Executive Summary ...................................................................................................... 3 

What is Joint Sovereignty, or a Condominium ............................................................... 4 

Critique of Condominia ................................................................................................. 6 

Examples of Condominia .............................................................................................. 7 

Condominium over land ............................................................................................ 8 

Water Condominium .................................................................................................. 9 

Other Examples .......................................................................................................... 10 

Reading Resources .................................................................................................... 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Oireachtas Library & Research Service | On-Demand Research Paper 3 

 

 

 

 

Executive Summary  

 According to a law journal article by Samuels (2008)1 a condominium in 

international law is where two or more States exercise joint sovereignty over a 

territory. 

 Condominia should also be distinguished from other territorial arrangements 

which are discussed further in the body of this research paper. 

 Critics arguments have included that if two or more States have not been able 

to reach a peaceful arrangement for even temporary resolution of a dispute, it is 

hard to imagine how those States will be able to collaborate in the day to day 

administration of the disputed territory.  

 Samuels (2008) notes that past condominium experience shows that it has not 

been a successful solution to territorial disputes. Therefore, he suggest that 

condominia should be dealt with long term vision and strong support structures.  

 The golden age of condominium (if it can be called so), lasted from the early 

19th century through the middle of the 20th century. 

 Condominium largely disappeared from international law in the late 20th century.  

 A number of case studies are briefly outlined in the body of this research paper. 

Historical examples include the New Hebrides, Moresnet, and Sudan among 

others.  

 Condominia are rare today, but a couple of examples, as described in the body 

of this research paper, including Andorra and the Gulf of Fonseca. A 

condominium solution has also been proposed in a number of territorial 

disputes such as Gibraltar; however these have not been taken very seriously. 

 

 

                                                

1 Samuels (2008), Condominium Arrangements in International Practice: Reviving an 
Abandoned Concept of Boundary Dispute Resolution, Michigan Journal of International Law. 
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What is Joint Sovereignty, or a Condominium 

In a law journal publication, Samuels (2008)2 stated that a condominium in international 

law is where two or more States exercise joint sovereignty over a territory. 

It is often used as a measure of last resort and has generally been designed to be 

temporary in nature. However, a negotiated condominium arrangement may be an 

ideal model for creating a durable resolution for many boundary disputes. 

Samuels (2008) distinguishes between a condominium and a coimperium. Both are an 

arrangement composed of a formal association of two or more subjects of international 

law (generally States) and a joint exercise of authority within a particular territory. 

A condominium exists when two or more States exercise joint sovereignty over territory 

that belongs to the administering States whereas a coimperium exists when they 

exercise joint sovereignty over a third party’s territory. A coimperium is a caretaker 

regime whereas a condominium is intended to serve the interests of the administering 

powers themselves. 

Samuels (2008) also says that condominia should also be distinguished from the four 

primary territorial arrangements established in the wake of the two world wars and a 

consequence of dismantling of colonial empires i.e. mandates, trust territories, non-self 

governing territories and protectorates.  

These were established with the explicit purpose of allowing territories to work toward 

independence. With few exceptions, none of these arrangements involved joint action 

and in no case involve shared sovereignty.  

In a law journal publication, Perkins (2014)3 states that Alfred Verdross may have come 

up with the most productive definition of condominium “a condominium is a territory 

                                                

2 Samuels (2008), Condominium Arrangements in International Practice: Reviving an 
Abandoned Concept of Boundary Dispute Resolution, Michigan Journal of International Law. 
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placed under the joint authority of two or more states [condomini] and thus subject to 

the different state rules, which have been issued by a joint organ”.  

Samuels (2008) also states that distinctions arise between: 

 Frontier condominia4 and colonial condominia; and 

 Condominia over land and over water. 

A frontier condominium can be more difficult to resolve than a colonial condominium. 

The 19th century condominia over Moresnet (Germany and Belgium) and over 

Schleswig-Holstein and Lauenburg (Austria and Prussia) highlighted some of these 

difficulties. 

Practical issues such as boundary crossings and currency flow complicate 

administration of frontier condominia among others. Frontier condominia have in 

general been shorter in duration than colonial condominia5.  

The colonial condominium lasted as late as the 1980s as the last colonial 

condominium, the New Hebrides gained independence6. 

Condominia over water present less delicate demands for joint cooperation than over 

land.  

Samuels (2008) goes on to say that for a State to claim a condominium in a territory 

with another State, each side must admit that the territory belongs to it conjointly with 

the other State. States and courts must also confront legal issues that arise. 

                                                                                                                                          

3 Perkins (2014), Edification from the Andorran Model: A  Brief Exploration into the 
Condominium Solution on the International Stage and Its potential Application to Current Land 
Disputes, Indiana journal of Global Legal Studies. 
4 An example of a frontier condominium was between Russia and Japan over Sakhalin Island. It 
was established in 1855 until 1875. 
5 As a case in point, from the middle ages Andorra was a condominium, but in 1993 it was 
granted full independence. However, the Bishop of Urgell in Catalonia and French president are 
still [at time of writing] joint presidents of Andorra.  
6 Another example was the joint administration of the Canton and Enderbury Islands by the UK 
and US from 1939 to 1979. 
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A roadmap for condominium must address citizenship, voting rights, executive, 

legislative, judicial powers, economics and financial issues, public services, foreign 

affairs, defence, freedom of movement and others.  

Critique of Condominia 

According to Samuels (2008), critics have argued that if two or more States have not 

been able to reach a peaceful arrangement for even temporary resolution of a dispute, 

it is hard to imagine how those States will be able to collaborate in the day to day 

administration of the disputed territory.  

However, Samuels (2008) states that the development of the EU shows the willingness 

of States to cede sovereignty to other bodies suggesting that condominia could serve 

as a viable long term mechanism to resolve boundary disputes.  

At the height of its use from mid-nineteenth century through early twentieth century, 

condominia failed in large because States defined themselves by their sovereignty and 

conceived of that as indivisible. 

For relevant lessons in the private property realm, the work of political scientist Elinor 

Ostron is noted as being particularly instructive. Ostrom investigated a number of 

common property regimes over what she described as common pool resources.  

Ostrom’s inquiry suggests a number of features of common property regimes that 

might prove instructive for the analogous relationship in international public law. Eight 

design principles are illustrated which might also be considered an indispensable 

element of any condominium arrangement. For further information, these features are 

discussed in Samuels (2008) paper. 

Samuels (2008) states that condominia have often been discarded from discourse on 

potential solutions but have been a scapegoat for failures independent of the difficulties 

pose by joint sovereignty. In many cases the failure resulted form the fact that it was a 

solution when all else had failed. In others, the failed arrangements were not in fact 
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condominia. For others failure resulted from poor planning and foresight. Samuels 

(2008) states that nothing preordains its failure as a device for dispute resolution. 

Perkins (2014) also notes that the concept of condominium fell into disfavour by legal 

and political theorists in the 20th century as the Westphalian conception of a territory 

being absolutely sovereign became the paramount characteristic of the national state.  

The paper notes that critics of condominium solutions champion the Westphalian 

notion of a State, with sovereignty paramount. Critics argue that the condominium 

solution was usually enacted as a temporary measure which makes it difficult to 

establish a permanent solution. In addition, critics argue if it is difficult to reach a 

peaceful solution for disputed territory it is difficult to cooperate on daily administration 

of the territory.  

Perkins (2014) also states that in spite of the absence of condominium solutions today, 

except Andorra, the possibility of viable similar political arrangements in international 

disputes is there. 

Like Samuels, Perkins (2014) notes that European States have established 

intergovernmental collective regimes and a movement away from the Westphalian 

model towards a collective governmental model accelerated during the early 20th 

century.  

EU Member States have pooled their sovereignty to co-govern territory; it can be 

conceptualized as a macro-version of the condominium solution on a global scale. 

Examples of Condominia  

According to Samuels (2008) historic instances of condominia can provide lessons for 

the future. Past condominium experience shows that it has not been a successful 

solution to territorial disputes. Samuels (2008) is of the view that condominia must be 

dealt with long term vision and strong support structures to have the opportunity to 

succeed.  
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From a historical perspective the earliest condominium recorded in detail was in the 

13th century between Eygpt and Hatti to end hostility in Asia Minor. 

The emergence of condominium as an international law term was largely the result of 

Roman and civil law influences. From Latin, condominium refers to a concept of shared 

sovereignty and administration that reached the modern world from the feudal system 

of medieval Europe. Condominium was imported into international law in the middle 

ages when Roman law was received by Germanic States and Western Europe. 

Samuels (2008) suggests that the golden age of condominium (stating that if one could 

say that there was one at all), lasted from the early 19th century through the middle of 

the 20th century. These occurred in response to border disputes and conflicting colonial 

claims and as a key tool at the Congress of Vienna after the Napoleonic wars. 

Thereafter, Condominium largely disappeared form lexicon of international law in the 

late 20th century.  

Samuels (2008) presents a number of case studies as briefly outlined below. 

Condominium over land 

 The New Hebrides (a chain of islands located in the Pacific Ocean) colonial 

condominium was established in 1906 between the UK and France, and 

governed for 74 years.  

 Moresnet (a region a few kilometres from where the borders of Germany, 

Belgium, and the Netherlands meet) was a frontier condominium between 1816 

and 1919, when Belgium was granted full sovereignty over the area. 

 Schleswig-Holstein (19th century Prussian province made up of the duchies of 

Schleswig, Holstein, and Lauenburg which lie on a peninsula between Denmark 

and Germany) was a frontier/colonial condominium entered into by Prussia and 

Austria in 1865. However, the form this took was different from Moresnet in that 

there was an agreement of unilateral administration of two condominium 

territories (Austria administered Holstein and Prussia Administered Schleswig).  
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 The Samoa colonial governance was a tripartite rule of the Samoan Islands 

from 1889 and 1899 has been referred to as colonial condominium by 

Germany, Great Britain and the US. However, it was more of a joint 

protectorate than a condominium as although each power held equal authority 

in governance of Samoa, the authority was less than sovereign authority. The 

tripartite arrangement lasted for 10 years. 

 Trieste was a hybrid condominium created by the Italian Peace Treaty after 

World War 2 where the Free Territory Trieste was to be governed by the 

international community. The Free Territory would be administered in Zones, 

with the result that the relevant condominium was not over the whole territory, 

but the Italian portion of Zone A, before the whole territory returned to Italy. 

 The Sudan hybrid condominium involved the UK and Egypt jointly controlling 

Sudan between 1898 and 1955. However, the administrative and military 

commands were controlled entirely by the British.  

Water Condominium 

Though most condominium arrangements concern land, a condominium may also 

grant joint sovereignty over a body of water.  

 The Dutch-Prussian Frontier Stream was a situation whereby in 1816 Prussia 

and the Netherlands signed an agreement vesting ownership of frontier 

waterways jointly in the two States. 

 The Gulf of Fonseca was an important precedent for water condominia due to a 

landmark ruling of the International Court of Justice in 1992. The Gulf of 

Fonseca lies off the Pacific coast of El Salavador, Honduras and Nicargua. It is 

of interest because it was not created by agreement among the parties 

involved, but by judicial decision. 
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Other Examples 

Perkins (2014) states that a condominium is almost entirely absent on the world stage 

today save for a small sized western European nation of Andorra, atop the Pyrenees 

Mountains. This has endured for eight centuries as a successful political condominium. 

As a consequence the western European country of Andorra remains one of the only 

functioning political condominiums in the world. However, a subsequent Treaty 

between Spain, France and Andorra has qualified the extent of their power.  Enacted in 

1993, the Treaty codifies Andorra’s ability to establish an international personality, with 

the signatories expressly recognizing Andorra as a sovereign state.  

However, Andorra’s autonomy in international diplomacy is encumbered in two ways. 

Andorra must adhere to international conventions to which France or Spain is also a 

party. Andorra must also respect the fundamental interest of both Spain and France 

and must cooperate in the settlement of any issues that concern such fundamental 

interests. However, France and Spain have both implicitly and explicitly recognized and 

sanctioned Andorra’s international personality.  

An initial explanation of the endurance Andorra’s condominium is that Andorra is not a 

condominium per se. Where other condominia have traditionally involved two 

sovereign States, Andorra involves one sovereign State (France) while the other ruler 

is the Bishop of Urgell, an ecclesiastical leader not directly affiliated with Spain.  

Another theory as to why the condominium solution in Andorra has continued to endure 

if because Andorra has few natural resources, and is highly isolated.  

In an academic paper, Rossi7 (2016) discusses the case of the Gulf of Fonseca but 

notes that despite notable historical examples, recourse to the concept has been 

limited and generally dismissed as a means of dispute settlement and territorial 

administration. 

                                                

7 Rossi (2016), Jura Novit Curia? Condominium in the Gulf of Fonseca and the Local Illusion of 
a Pluri-State Bay, University of Iowa College of Law. 
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Examples of its provisional application is mentioned, for example  

 Between the US and Great Britain and their joint control over the Oregon 

Country/Columbia District of the Pacific Northwest from 1815-1846;  

 In the Atacama desert region of Bolivia/Chile/Peru; and 

 In the 1910/12 trilateral conferences among Norway, Sweden, and Russia on 

the High Artic administration of Spitsbergen (Svalbard) and Andorra. 

Rossi (2016) states that the concept has nonetheless intrigued legal scholars who 

periodically revisit its prospects in disputed boundaries such as Gibraltar, the West 

Bank and Gaza, the Caspian Sea among others. 

According to an opinion article in the New York Times (January 23 2012) Pheasant 

Island, which lies near the Atlantic Ocean terminus of the French-Spanish border is a 

condominium. The Treaty of the Pyrenees was concluded in 1659. Pheasant Island is 

also known as Ile de la Conférence. The Treaty established Pheasant Island as a 

condominium. The article states that it isn’t shared simultaneously but rather 

alternatively, between France and Spain.  

The article also stated that there is a water condominium between Germany and 

Luxembourg where the Moselle river, its tributary the Sauer and its tributary the Our 

form a common border. This came into being in 1815. 

The Brcko district of Bosnia and Herzegovina has also been cited as an example of a 

condominium. An amendment to the constitution8 of Bosnia and Herzegovina states 

that the territory is jointly owned by (a condominium of) the Entities [Bosnia and 

Herzegovina], though it is a unit of local self-government.  

                                                

8 See also https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Bosnia_Herzegovina_2009.pdf 
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Samuels (2008) states that a condominium has been proposed as a solution to several 

prominent boundary disputes, including Gibraltar9, the West Bank and Gaza, and the 

Caspian Sea among others. But these proposals have not been taken seriously. 

  

                                                

9 The CIA Factbook notes that Gibraltar after a series of talks between 1997 and 2002 the UK 

and Spain discussed temporary joint sovereignty over Gibraltar. The Gibraltar Government 

called a referendum in 2002 and the majority of citizens voted against sharing sovereignty with 

Spain.  
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