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AM: Welcome Mr Coveney, thanks for joining us. We last saw you 

actually at Stormont with Julian Smith standing alongside you as 

part of that agreement. Can I ask you what is the interest of 

Dublin in this agreement working? What’s in it for the south? 

SC: Well, this is erm – we in the Republic of Ireland have a huge 

interest in Northern Ireland. We always have and we always will 

have. And don’t forget that both the British and Irish governments 

together were responsible for signing off on a peace agreement 

more than 20 years ago called the Good Friday Agreement. And 

we are, as both countries and governments, co-guarantors of that 

agreement. And so without devolved government in Stormont 

effectively that agreement can’t function. Northern Ireland can’t 

make decisions for itself and government in Northern Ireland can’t 

interact as it should with the government in Dublin and the 

government in London. And so we have what we’ve seen for the 

last three years in the absence of a functioning Stormont, we 

have  a polarisation of politics, we have tension, division, not just 

between political parties but that seeps into communities as well 

across Northern Ireland. Whether people see themselves as 

nationalists and Irish or Unionist and British, or indeed the 

increasing number of people who see themselves as neither of 

those two identities. Everybody in Northern Ireland needs to have 

a functioning government that can make decisions on their behalf, 

and for the last three years effectively civil servants in Northern 

Ireland – which has been very unfair to them – have been trying 

to keep public services going in the absence of political decision 

making. And that has caused so many problems and tensions. 

And when you add to that the pressures of Brexit on Northern 

Ireland, being pulled and dragged in different directions 

depending on the debates in Westminster or in Dublin, really I 

think the importance of getting devolved government, the 
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importance of Northern Ireland creating a voice for itself again in 

these big debates, but also in domestic decisions in Northern 

Ireland is so important. And that’s why Julian Smith and I have 

been working so closely together and this weekend history has 

been made in many ways by Britain and Ireland working together 

again with parties in Northern Ireland to make something positive 

happen. 

 

AM: You mentioned the word history there. One of the things 

that’s going to happen as a result of this is that a historical 

investigations unit is going to be set up looking at the origins of all 

the killings during the so-called Troubles period. And there are 

people in the Unionist community, Lady Sylvia Hammond, for 

instance, who’ve expressed some concern that this will, in her 

view, lead to possible a vehicle to rewrite history. A lot of 

Unionists are worried about what’s going to come out of that. 

What can you say to Northern Irish Unionists to reassure them? If 

anything. 

SC: Well, what I can say is that well, I mean, I can say a number 

of things. I mean, first of all, a number of years ago there was an 

agreement called the Stormont House Agreement, which 

essentially put in place the structures to deal with the incredibly 

difficult and sensitive issues around the legacy of Northern 

Ireland, the pain, the violence, the deaths, the injuries and the 

scars that have been left by that across society in Northern 

Ireland collectively, but also individual families. And what both 

governments have agreed to do, and that has been reinforced in 

this agreement, is to try to establish the truth. So that families 

can access the truth around what happened to their loved ones. 

And that truth has to be fair across all communities. It’s not about 

apportioning blame. It’s about the truth. And I think we are going 

to try and move forward now – well, the British government has 

committed to moving forward on the basis of the Stormont House 

Agreement in this agreement. And I think that is going to be a big 

challenge for Julian Smith as Secretary of State to explain in 
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Westminster, but also to convince people in Northern Ireland who 

want to move ahead with this process but to do it in a way that’s 

fair and truthful. And I think we can do that. And certainly the 

Irish government is there to help and to work with communities to 

bring them on that difficult journey. But that is a journey that is 

essential if we’re going to achieve true reconciliation in Northern 

Ireland, which is ultimately what we need to do. 

 

AM: Now, this agreement has only really happened because of the  

British general election result. It’s now the case that the 

Conservative government no longer depends upon the DUP at 

Westminster. Is that something that Dublin can celebrate? 

 

SC: Well, first of all I think you’re wrong. I think that’s somewhat 

of a cynical view as to what’s happened. This hasn’t just 

happened because of the British general election and the 

changing balance of power, if you like, that involves the DUP or 

has involved the DUP in the past. I mean, I’ve been working with 

all parties in Northern Ireland for two years and we’ve had an 

intensive engagement for the last nine months, since the tragic 

murder of Lyra McKee, a young journalist who was shot and killed 

in Derry nine months ago. And I think all parties, regardless of 

British general election results, have been working for some time 

to try to restore power sharing in Northern Ireland to try to 

ensure that Northern Ireland can make decisions for itself again. 

Certainly the British general election has been part of that story, 

but I wouldn’t categorise it as the dominant influence over what 

has been achieved this weekend. 

 

AM: Well, what the British general election certainly means is that 

the Brexit debate is a bit different now. Do you now concede or 

accept that Boris Johnson is not going to extend these 

negotiations beyond the end of this year come what may? 
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SC: Well, that’s a matter for Boris Johnson. I mean, I certainly 

accept that the United Kingdom is now leaving the European 

Union at the end of this month, and that’s something that now 

has a Withdrawal Agreement to put structure around that 

decision. And we move into the next phase of Brexit, which is 

really now to try to put in place a permanent future relationship 

that’s good for Britain but is also good for countries like Ireland 

and the rest of the European Union. And our focus, from an Irish 

perspective, is to try to achieve the closest possible relationship 

between Britain and the EU. From a trade perspective, from a 

political perspective, from a security perspective and from a data 

perspective, from an aviation perspective. You know, the list goes 

on and on and on. And so when people talk about the future 

relationship in the UK in particular they seem to only talk about a 

future trade agreement. Actually there’s much more to this than 

that. There’s fishing, there’s aviation, there’s data, and there’s so 

many other things, and you know, I know that prime minister 

Johnson has set a very ambitious timetable to get this done – he’s 

even put it into British law – but just because a British parliament 

decides that British law says something, doesn’t mean that that 

law applies to the other 27 countries of the European Union. And 

so the European Union will approach this on the basis of getting 

the best deal possible, a fair and balanced deal, to ensure that the 

UK and the EU can interact as friends in the future. But the EU 

will not be rushed on this just because Britain passes a law. 

 

AM: But it was very interesting listening to you give that list of all 

the other things that need to be decided because there has been 

a suggestion that if it is impossible to do one single overarching 

agreement during 2020, what we might see by the end of the 

year are a series of side deals. A side deal on aviation, a side deal 

perhaps on fishing and on data and so on. If we emerged out of 

this year not with one big deal but with a series of side deals that 

avoided a so-called cliff edge, would that be something that the 

Irish government might find acceptable, even attractive? 
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SC: Well, look, we would certainly much rather negotiate a 

comprehensive deal that deals with all of these things collectively 

and together. Because if we’ve learned anything from the first 

round of Brexit, which has taken a lot longer than it should have, 

is that we’ve got to provide certainty for people. We cannot 

continue to have crisis after crisis around the uncertainty and the 

brinksmanship of Brexit negotiations. And when I read in much of 

the British media around the approach that needs to be taken 

now by the British government to take on the EU, to defeat them, 

to stand up to them, this is the language of enemies, not friends.  

AM; Outside –  

SC: And we need to move away from that. Both sides – no, 

Andrew, I want to make this point if I can – both sides in this 

negotiation, in the next stage of Brexit, has a vested interest in 

working together, not to try and out-manoeuvre each other. We 

need to put in place, from a trade perspective, a deal that 

respects the fact that the EU has got to insist on equivalence, on 

a level playing field, if there’s going be free trade in the future, 

and the UK also has its interests in terms of the relationship it 

wants to develop with other parts of the world taken into account 

as well. But there are so many other things that are linked to 

trade but are separate to that that need to be dealt with as well. 

 

AM: Alright. Well, let me ask you about one of the crunch things 

that is separate but connected, which is the financial services 

industry in general, services generally. The outgoing Governor of 

the Bank of England has said of the proposition that the financial 

services system should be run from inside the EU, he said, ‘it’s not 

desirable at all to align our approaches to out-source regulation 

and effectively supervision of the City of London.’ What’s your 

response to that? 

SC: Well, maybe the penny is finally dropping, Andrew. That 

actually when you leave a union that you’ve been part of for 45 

years, that things don’t remain the same. And that is inconvenient 

and it has consequences for the UK. The UK has decided to move 
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in a different direction. No longer as part of the European Union 

and the collective shelter of that and opportunity that comes with 

that. And that is why, from an Irish perspective, we want in all of 

these areas, whether it’s financial services, whether it’s agrifood, 

whether it’s fishing, whether it’s security, whether it’s preventing 

the new trade relationship resulting in barriers to trade through 

quotas or through tariffs, we want the closest possible relationship 

that we can have. But there is no way – 

AM: We’re almost out of time – 

SC: - of the UK in this negotiation maintaining the relationship we 

have today while outside of the European Union. And that is the 

reality of Brexit, I’m afraid.  

 

AM: I get that. You mentioned security just now. We’re almost out 

of time, so briefly would it not be unforgiveable for security to 

become something that was leveraged into the rest of the trade 

negotiation? In other words, whatever happens the security side 

of this has to remain sacrosanct and strong. 

 

SC: Yeah, look, I mean, certainly from an EU perspective I think 

we will approach this with responsibility. And certainly I think 

security is something that the EU wants to get an early agreement 

on with the UK. I think that makes sense for both sides. But again 

this is something that Boris Johnson is saying he wants to do in 

less than 12 months, and I think the European Union has 

constantly warned that that time frame is ambitious if not 

unrealistic. And so from an EU perspective we will try to approach 

all of these really important and sensitive areas with a sense of 

partnership and friendship, but at the same time they are complex 

and we’ll need to work through all of them, hopefully in parallel, 

but in my view it’s probably going to take longer than a year. But 

we’ll have to wait and see. 

 

AM: Okay, in a sense of friendship and partnership, thanks very 

much for joining us. 
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SC: Can I just say, Andrew, before I leave – 

AM: Very quickly. 

SC: Andrew, can I just say before I leave because I’ve been on 

your show a number of times over the last few years and most of 

the time we’ve been talking about tensions and differences 

between the UK and Ireland linked to Brexit. Can I just say this 

weekend we are celebrating something that is hugely positive, 

and that both British and Irish governments have worked together 

on for the last two years to create devolved power sharing again 

in Northern Ireland and a new beginning, and we should celebrate 

that.  

 

AM: Simon Coveney, that’s nice to hear. Thanks very much indeed 

for joining us. 

(ends) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   


