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AM: Can I start by asking you about this very clearly quite hard-

line new tone from London this morning? You must have seen it in 

the papers as well. What do you make of it? 

LV: I did. Well, first of all I just want to say that we regret the fact 

that the UK has left the European Union, but we totally accept 

your decision and we’re glad that it’s happening with the 

withdrawal agreement, in an orderly fashion that means there’ll be 

no hard border between north and south and that citizens’ rights 

are protected and the common travel area between Britain and 

Ireland remains in place. I think, looking at your papers today, I 

would just really have one reflection. I think we all learned a lot – 

certainly I’ve learned a lot – from the past two and a half years, 

dealing with Brexit and dealing with two different British prime 

ministers, and one thing I’d say to everyone is let’s not repeat 

some of the errors that we’ve made in the past two and a half 

years. Let’s not set such rigid red lines that it makes it hard to 

come to an agreement, and let’s tone down the kind of 

nationalistic rhetoric. You know, as is always the case when it 

comes to negotiations, setting out so boldly such firm red lines 

actually makes coming to an agreement more difficult because the 

other party you’re negotiating with doesn’t feel they’ve  got a fair 

deal unless those red lines get turned pink or bent in some way. 

And the second thing I’d say is let’s be cautious about the rhetoric. 

We all want the UK and the European Union to have a close 

relationship, a political relationship, a security relationship, a 

trading relationship. It’s essential for my country in terms of our 

economy and trade, our agrifood sector, our fisheries, so you 

know, let’s start off on a better footing than maybe was the case 

after the referendum. 
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AM: Well you talk about a better footing, but what about this 

proposal in the papers that British ambassadors have been told 

not to sit alongside EU ambassadors in the future, sit away from 

them? Does that come across as slightly offensive or in any other 

sense difficult for the EU side? 

LV: I think it just comes across as being a little bit petty. You 

know, it’s kind of when you’re in primary school or in, in secondary 

school that you get worried about who you sit beside in class. You 

know, most international forums that I’ve attended, whether it’s 

UN or other international bodies, you tend to be seated either in 

alphabetical order or according to protocol. So I don’t really know 

what that’s about, but it seems a bit silly. Surely everyone should 

be trying to work with everyone. 

 

AM: Do you regret saying that Britain was a small country that 

was going to learn from its mistake? Was that petty? 

LV: I don’t think so. It certainly wasn’t intended to be. It’s a 

serious point. The UK is a country with a population of about 60 

million and is the sixth largest economy in the world. But as 

economic power in the world moves to Asia, moves east and 

south, it’ll probably fall in those rankings. That’s just inevitable, 

that’s the way the world is going. Part of the reason why we have 

a European Union is the recognition that all of the countries of the 

European Union in the 21st century, never mind the 22nd century 

when it comes, are going to be smaller in terms of population and 

economy on a global scale. And being a European Union, having a 

single currency and a single market puts us on an equal footing 

with massive countries like America and China, and in the future 

countries like India, which is rising. For counties with a population 

of less than 100 million and economies that are becoming smaller 

relative to those giant countries, it puts them in a weaker position, 

in my view and that’s just the reality of the 21st century that we 

now live on.  
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AM: I’m trying to understand why there is such an angry mood in 

London at the moment, and it seems to me to be – I may be 

getting this wrong, but it seems to be that Britain felt she was 

offered a Canada-style free trade agreement and now the EU is 

saying, ‘yes, yes, that’s fine, but only if you align with our 

standards and come under the European Court of Justice.’ In 

other words, you can have Canada-style access as long as you 

behave like Norway. And to a lot of people in Britain that does not 

feel like Brexit.  

LV: I don’t think that is an accurate representation of what’s 

happening. You know, it is possible to have a Canada-style trade 

agreement with the UK. You know, that means not being in the 

single market, for example, in the way that Norway is. But Canada 

isn’t the UK. You know, you’re geographically part of the European 

continent, we share seas, we share airspace, and our economies 

are very integrated. And one thing that we feel very strongly in 

the European Union is that if we’re going to have tariff-free, 

quota-free trade with the UK, which is essentially what we have 

with Canada on almost everything, then that needs to come with a 

level playing field, because we, for example – and you can 

understand this from common sense terms – we would have very 

strong views on fair competition and state aid. So let’s say, for 

example, there’s a company in Belgium that’s competing with a 

company based in the southeast of England, or there’s a company 

in Donegal or Cavan or Monaghan, you know, on the Irish side of 

the border if you like, the republic of Ireland side of the border, 

competing with a company in Northern Ireland, if the government 

in Britain gave that company huge amounts of grants and state 

aids, that wouldn’t be fair competition. So you know, we have to 

make sure that we have common rules around issues like that. 

And also of course labour standards, environmental standards, 

product standards.  

 

AM: But on all of that Boris Johnson could not have been clearer 

this weekend. He says there not going to be common standards, 
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we are not going to follow EU regulations, and above all, under no 

circumstances will we fall under the European Court. What’s the 

effect of that? 

LV: I suppose on the issue of the court, what we’d have to agree 

in my view is some sort of mechanism to adjudicate disputes. It 

may not necessarily be the European Court of Justice, but there 

will have to be some sort of mechanism, some sort of – 

AM: Can I just jump in and ask you about that? Because clearly, 

for the UK as a separate power, to be underneath the European 

Court would be unacceptable in Britain. But could you see some 

kind of organisation where perhaps you’ve got three European 

judges and three British judges sitting in a new body to adjudicate 

disputes between the UK and the EU going forward? Would that 

be the kind of arrangement you could accept? 

LV: I think they’re the kind of mechanisms that we’re going to 

have to negotiate and talk about. But bear in mind, the EU’s 

economy is an economy of 450 million people, not 60. So would 

three and three be fair, you know? But they’re the kind of things 

we’d have to talk about. I do believe the prime minister, by the 

way, when he says publicly and privately, that the United Kingdom 

will not seek to undercut the European Union when it comes to 

labour standards, environmental standards, product standards, 

health and safety, all of those things. You know, I don’t believe 

that the UK is going to try to engage in a race to the bottom on 

issues like pay and workers’ rights and so on. But if that is the 

case, and we all accept that, why is there a problem writing that 

into law, into an international treaty so that we all have that 

assurance? 

 

AM: Another big area of course in this is how these negotiations 

are going to be conducted. In the old days the mantra was 

‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’. Presumably in this 

stage of the negotiations it’s not quite like that. 

LV: I think our ambition over the next couple of months should be 

to agree everything, to have a comprehensive free trade 



5 
LEO VARADKAR 

agreement and also agreements on other things that are really 

important, like aviation, fishing, data, security, but that is going to 

be very ambitious and we’re going to have to get really busy over 

the next few weeks – we’ll have the negotiating guidelines coming 

out on Monday and GAC, which is the General Affairs Council of 

the European Union, will meet at the end of February to sign off 

on those, represented by Minister McEntee in our case. And then 

there’ll be a meeting of the European heads of government in 

March. So you know, things are really going to get busy and 

intense really from March onwards and we need to get down to 

business. 

 

AM: They’re going to be busy and intense, and this business of 

who adjudicates, who rules, is going to be a big, big issue going 

forward. Why not the WTO itself? You know, it was set up to do 

this kind of thing. 

LV: As I understand it, the World Trade Organisation will make 

adjudications on matters that all under WTO rules. But you know, 

that wouldn’t be the case for free trade agreements. But there are 

other mechanisms. There’s the EFTA Court, for example, part of 

the European Free Trade Association. So these are the things, I 

think, that will have to be part of the negotiation. Bear in mind as 

well, the WTO court isn’t really functioning because the US is, has 

a difficult relationship with the World Trade Organisation at the 

moment. So I think if have something between the UK and the EU 

it should be between the UK and EU and not involve other parts of 

the world, if that makes any sense. 

 

AM: What about the possibility this year that we don’t see one 

overarching agreement but a series of agreements, because 

otherwise there is, for instance, the absurd idea that a security 

deal could be compromised by an argument over widgets? In 

other words, there are things that are more important than other 

things and shouldn’t they be dealt with in that order? 
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LV: Well, you know, I guess if it isn’t possible to have a 

comprehensive agreement, well then the backup plan would be 

sectoral agreements or some temporary agreements that would 

buy us more time while we negotiate the comprehensive 

agreement. But that to me is an inferior outcome. You know, any 

imposition of bureaucracy, checks, restrictions of trade, tariffs, 

quotas, that’s not good for anyone. Not good for the Irish 

economy by any means, which trades so much with the UK, 

particularly the agrifood sector and our rural economies really 

depend on trade with the UK. But its not good for the United 

Kingdom either. So that would be a secondary, second class 

outcome, if you like, and by its nature would probably be 

temporary or short lived because we would still have to come to 

the agreement on all the other matters, which means everything 

running on into 2021, 2022. 

 

AM: We often use quite kind of high-minded and abstract 

language about all of this, but in the end these negotiations come 

down to some fairly brutal horse trading, and one of the 

suggestions is that in return for full access to British fishing waters 

the EU might get proper access to the financial markets based in 

the City of London. Now, Michael Gove has said a flat no to that. 

But is that the kind of horse trading you expect will happen now? 

LV: I think financial services are very different to fishing, and you 

wouldn’t usually be seeing financial services included in a free 

trade agreement. But I think we will need an agreement on 

fishing. You know, we do share seas. The Irish Sea, the Channel, 

the North Sea. The fish don’t know where the boundary is. So 

we’ll need to have an agreement on access to fishing waters and 

fishing rights. And bear in mind, from the point of view of the 

United Kingdom, 70 per cent of the fish that you land in the UK 

actually get sold to European markets. So you’re going to need 

access to our markets to be able to sell the fish that you land. If 

you don’t do that you’ll have to find alternative markets and will 

probably end up getting a lower price for your product. So it 
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makes sense that we have an agreement that gives us access to 

each other’s waters.  

 

AM: Now, I mentioned your own general election. You’re up 

against it a bit at the moment. What happens if, against all your 

hopes and expectations I’m sure, Fianna Fail do very well. Sinn 

Fein are now either first or second in a whole slew of opinion polls 

this morning. They’re clearly doing very well as well. What would 

it do to this Brexit negotiation if British ministers were negotiation 

not with people like yourself but with Sinn Fein ministers? 

LV: Well, it is looking like a very tight election. We’re a bit behind. 

But everything is within the margin of error of three per cent, so 

this election is all to play for. One thing that won’t happen, you 

won’t see a coalition involving my party and Sinn Fein, that’s just 

not going to happen. Sinn Fein, in our view, is soft on crime and 

also high on tax, proposals to tax business, pensions, incomes, 

wealth, property, you name it, to the tune of four billion euros, 

and that would be enormously damaging for the Irish economy, 

for people’s jobs and incomes and livelihoods and businesses. So 

that’s definitely not going to happen. So the likelihood is it’s 

actually going to be quite difficult to form a government over the 

next couple of months, and that means the current government 

remains in place. 

 

AM: Which leads me on to wonder whether trying to form a 

government in Dublin is in turn going to have an impact on the 

Brexit negotiations, because if Dublin is still trying to form a 

government for quite a while, then the UK will have nobody to 

really negotiate with and certainly won’t have a future long term 

partner they can rely on in Dublin. 

LV: Well, the negotiations of course will take place between the 

UK and the EU, but we’re very much plugged into the EU side, 

we’re part of the team 27 and will have a lot of influence in that 

regard. And you’ll know, the EU Trade Commissioner is an 

Irishman. There, I think, will be difficulty if we’ve trouble forming 
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a government in Ireland. The reason why the election is 

happening now is I took the decision that now is the best time, 

that there was a window of opportunity to have an election here in 

Ireland. We’d have to have one anyway by the spring of next 

year. I chose this as the window of opportunity to have an 

election and to have a new government in place by that crucial 

European Council meeting in March. So I know that’s something 

the Irish public will reflect on when they go to the polls at the 

weekend, the need to have a stable government, because that’s 

essential for, for our future in so many different ways. 

 

AM: Leo Varadkar, thanks very much indeed for talking to us this 

morning. 

(ends) 

 


