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AM: Now, the prime minister’s trade deal with the EU did bring 

sighs of relief from much of industry and the Tory Party, but it 

does mean extra checks on goods passing from Britain into 

Northern Ireland, something my next guest, Arlene Foster, the 

first minister there, once described as a ‘blood red line’ that could 

not be crossed Arlene Foster, I hope you’re warm enough there, 

thanks for joining us. You have crossed that line and you are now 

in charge of quite complicated procedures between Britain and 

Northern Ireland. As a government, that’s something that must 

distress you a bit. 

AF: Good morning, Andrew, from a very cold but a very beautiful 

county Fermanagh here in Northern Ireland. First of all I welcome 

the fact that we do have a free trade deal, because it does deal 

with some of the great difficulties that there are with the protocol. 

Now my job is to – of course we voted against the protocol, we 

didn’t want the protocol, and it’s here, therefore I have to mitigate 

against that and my job from now on is to mitigate against those  

excesses and to hold the government to account for what they 

claimed would be unfettered access for Northern Ireland and 

Great Britain, our largest market of course, and also from Great 

Britain into Northern Ireland, because there is that 

interconnectivity across the UK for our businesses and our citizens 

and our young people and therefore we need to make sure that 

that happens and that’s my job of work for the coming year, in 

this our centenary year in Northern Ireland. 

 

AM: Do you accept that there is now a border in the Irish Sea? 

AF: Well, it’s my job to mitigate against that, and we’ve been 

doing that through a number of committees. There’s a regulatory 
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issue there. Of course we always had SPS checks, Andrew, you 

know that, when animals and animal products came across into 

Northern Ireland those were checked on a very minor basis, and 

we need to make sure that that minor basis continues, because if 

you look at goods coming from New Zealand and the European 

Union only two per cent of those are checked, so why in heaven’s 

name would you check more goods coming from Great Britain into 

Northern Ireland when the SPS rules are actually still the same? 

 

AM: And yet I’ve got a list of the extra red tape that’s now 

available. EORI numbers, simplified frontier declarations, 

supplementary declarations, safety and security declarations, 

goods and vehicle movement services. I could go on and on and 

on. I won’t, but it looks very like a border. 

AF: Well, you know, I could stand here and bemoan the fact that 

we have left the European Union with a protocol. I wish that that 

wasn’t the case. Or I can now look for the opportunities as we 

move out of the EU. We’re out of the customs union, we’re out of 

the common agricultural aolicy, the common fisheries policy, but 

we do have to deal with this regulatory issue for four years, and 

then the Assembly votes on whether they want to remain within 

that regulatory system for goods. And I hope by that stage that 

people will say that it’s much better to move out of those 

regulations and into the global market which the rest of the UK 

can engage in. 

 

AM: Do you look at this process and worry that this may have 

weakened the British union, as it were, the British-Northern Irish 

union? I know that some of your colleagues – Sinn Fein 

colleagues, not surprisingly – see this as a huge opportunity and a 

beginning of the process for a united Ireland and a border poll - 

that this is the beginning of that. 

AF: Well, they’ve been arguing that for 50 years and longer now, 

that they’re moving towards that situation. But let me say very 

clearly actually we have seen this year more than most, in 2020, 
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the fact that it is so important to have the union between 

Northern Ireland and Great Britain. We have benefited greatly in 

terms of how we deal with Covid. We have had three billon 

pounds from the Westminster Exchequer given to Northern Ireland 

to help us to deal with Covid. We’ve been able to benefit from the 

fact that the UK was the first nation in the world to have the 

vaccination rolled out. We have of course our national health 

service, something that isn’t in the Republic of Ireland. And I think 

it is important to say that of course republicanism and nationalism 

wanted a no deal Brexit. They didn’t want free trade because that 

would have meant that they could have pointed to the disaster of 

Brexit. What we have now is a gateway of opportunity. It’s a 

gateway of opportunity for the whole of the UK and for Northern 

Ireland, and it’s important that in this centenary year that we look 

forward to that and we step through that gateway of opportunity 

and take the opportunities that are there for all of our people.  

 

AM: You mentioned Covid just now; can you guarantee that pupils 

sitting GCSEs and A Levels in Northern Ireland will be back at 

school on 11th January? 

AF: Well, that is our plan. As you know, it’s important that we do 

plan for our young people. They have missed out far too much on 

education during Covid. I really am concerned about the life 

chances for our young people. We’ve always prided ourselves on 

our education system here in Northern Ireland, and of course the 

best place for our young people is in schools; therefore we will do 

all that we can to keep our young people in schools. However, we 

do recognise with this new recent version of Covid19 that there 

are difficulties, and it transmits amongst younger people and 

therefore we have to take that into consideration. I certainly don’t 

want to be in the position of keeping our young people at home. 

But let me say this: it is important that we get young people into 

schools again, but we have to have remote learning for a short 

period of time, and I hope it is a short period of time. 
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AM: So people will have listened carefully: you can’t give a 

complete guarantee for obvious reasons and there might be 

remote learning. Of course, Northern Ireland is in lockdown at the 

moment. Do you think the rest of the UK should follow suit? 

AF: Well, that’s a matter of course for the prime minister as he 

looks across the United Kingdom. I think the way in which we 

have communicated, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and of 

course Westminster, throughout this Covid pandemic has been a 

positive of the union, and we now need to build on that to make 

sure that the vaccine rolls out in a positive way. I was very 

pleased to see the fact that the vaccine was administered across 

the UK on the same day in the four nations of the UK. 

 

AM: So in the same sense of the four nations of the UK, do you 

think there should be a four-nation UK lockdown to get on top of 

this? 

AF: Well, that’s a matter for the prime minister to lead on; 

listening of course to SAGE, listening to his advisers. We here in 

Northern Ireland have been dealing with, unfortunately, a growth 

in Covid19, and therefore we took the decision just before 

Christmas to go into this lockdown. I think actually the 

regionalisation of how we deal with Covid is a strength, not a 

weakness actually of the United Kingdom and it’s something that 

we should celebrate in terms of dealing with it locally. But overall 

in terms of Covid19 we’ve been able to work together as a UK, 

and I think that’s a positive as well. 

 

AM: Arlene Foster, thanks very much indeed for joining us on a 

chilly morning. Thank you so much. 

(ends) 


