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AM: Welcome Mr Martin. Can I ask you first of all whether British 

people who want to holiday in Ireland this summer are going to be 

welcome without being quarantined? 

MM: Well, first of all we would be very cautious on international 

travel generally. And on the 20th July we will announce our 

measures in relation to international travel. And essentially we 

have developed a methodology somewhat similar to the European 

Union in its relation with third countries. Essentially the 

methodology will be in relation to the level of the disease in 

particular countries, including the UK, and in terms of the level 

and where Ireland will be. Countries that are at Ireland’s level or 

below. And that’s the metric, if you like, that will determine our 

advice to Irish citizens in terms of their travel arrangements 

abroad. In terms of people coming into Ireland, the advice and the 

quarantining still remains, and it’s under constant review. Why? 

Because there’s a lot of international volatility with this virus. 

We’ve seen a spike in the numbers, we’re very concerned about 

that, and the Cabinet will be discussing this again this week in 

terms of measures that we may need to take to strengthen our 

resources at airports and so on to prevent the spread of this virus. 

So it’s a serious issue for us, we’re taking a cautious approach. 

 

AM: Absolutely. But if I was sitting at home in Britain with my 

computer up, wondering about whether to book that Irish hotel or 

bed and breakfast or whatever in August, I would probably hold 

off for the time being. Can I ask you what Britain needs to do to 

get onto the green list? 
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MM: Well, I think the suppression of the virus is the key. We’ve 

watched reports where in certain parts of the UK there are still 

difficulties, where certain areas have had to go into lockdown and 

so on and further severe restrictions. We’re all in common facing 

this issue and this challenge. And that is why we still, as our travel 

advisory, we’re saying to people not to travel for non-essential 

purposes. That’s our advice to our citizens. Because our priority is 

to get our schools open towards the end of August, to also free up 

hospital capacity to deal with non-covid illnesses and to try and 

get more activity there. So I think caution is the watchword here. 

And I think that will be our approach.  

 

AM: And in terms of cautious can I be absolutely clear, it is too 

early for British people to come to holiday in Ireland without being 

quarantined? 

MM: It is. 

 

AM: Alright, let me turn to the other big subject, of course, at the 

moment, which is Brexit. Do you now have the information you 

require on the new arrangements for the Irish border? 

MM: We don’t yet. I think there has been some progress in terms 

of the paper that the UK government published. But we do need 

more detail. We need more precision. I think we need an injection 

of momentum into the overall talks between the European Union 

and the United Kingdom in relation to Brexit. I do believe I had a 

very fruitful discussion with the prime minister, Boris Johnson, 

after I took up office. I think we both agreed that it’s in 

everybody’s interest, particularly in terms of businesses and giving 

them certainty and securing employment into the future that we 

get a good, comprehensive trade deal between the UK and the 

European Union that can be tariff-free, quota-free, and that will 

facilitate smooth future relationships and good access to the single 

market in return for a level playing pitch all around. And I think 

that’s in all of our interest, that we get this done. Our concern is 

time is tight in relation to all of the mechanisms that have to be 
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gone through in terms of getting the sanction and the approval of 

the EU members states, the European Union parliament and our 

respective governments. So we are getting into, in my opinion, an 

urgent time frame now. 

AM: And given that, do you think it’s acceptable for the European 

Court of Justice not to have jurisdiction over the UK as it goes 

forward as an independent country? Because that seems to be 

one of the big sticking points. Would you urge your colleagues to 

pull back on the ECJ issue? 

MM: Well, there are a number of sticking points, not just the ECJ 

issue. But again I believe – and I’ve been in touch with all of the 

main European negotiators, and indeed, as I say, with the UK 

prime minister – that if there’s a will there’s a way in terms of 

resolving outstanding issues and mechanisms can be developed to 

ensure proper stewardship and oversight of any particular 

agreement. But so far progress has been too slow in my opinion, 

and we do need an injection of momentum here and we do need 

to see a sense that people want to bring these discussions to a 

conclusion, or to have a time line towards the conclusion of these 

discussions.  

 

AM: You’re clearly concerned, you’re clearly worried about this. 

But you’ve also got an oversight on what’s going on from your 

particular position. In your guts, as it were, do you think we’re 

going to get a deal? Do you think there will be a deal? 

MM: I think there will be a deal. There has to be a deal. It can’t be 

at any price. And I think my obligation as Taoiseach of Ireland, 

and indeed all of our obligation as politicians, is to think of the 

people of Ireland, the people of the United Kingdom, the people of 

the European Union. Put politics to one side. People need their 

jobs, they need to be secure in their jobs. Businesses need 

certainty. To me it makes absolute sense that the UK should retain 

access to the European single market for its own benefit. But then 

with that comes obligations and responsibilities as well, and we all 

have to work on a level playing field. I see no sense in a no deal 
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Brexit or in any sub-optimal agreement between the UK and the 

European Union. The ordinary people on the ground, the workers, 

will suffer if that is the case. And all of us in politics and in public 

life must do everything we can to protect workers, to protect 

livelihoods and protect the essence of our economy. 

 

AM: What does it mean for the Republic of Ireland if the border 

arrangements aren’t ready by the end of the year? 

MM: Well, I think, two points I would make. There won’t be a 

border. That’s agreed. The protocol is agreed. The withdrawal 

agreement is agreed. There can be no resigning back from that. 

And I think your UK government has signalled that it wants to 

make this as effective and efficient as possible. That is the 

working out of the protocol. I think that can be done and I think 

Northern Ireland can get the best of both worlds here. Continued 

access to the UK market, of course, for Northern Ireland 

businesses and so forth, but also access to the single European 

market. That’s important. And Northern Ireland needs 

development, it needs economic momentum, and I think let’s turn 

this into an opportunity for Northern Ireland and, through that, 

the island of Ireland. That’s my approach to this. And that’s what I 

want to see maximised over the series of agreements that will 

emerge from this. But it’s important, obviously, to protect the 

integrity of the European Union single market as well. We’re 

conscious of that. But we believe within the protocol that’s been 

agreed, within the withdrawal agreement there is a basis for doing 

that. 

 

AM: Let me turn back to covid. You mentioned earlier on you’re 

worried about there are more cases in Ireland at the moment and 

the R rate is now above one, I understand, in Ireland. Are you 

concerned that we may be seeing a second spike later this year, 

or a second wave? 

MM: Well, we are concerned that, given what’s happening 

globally, that that’s always a possibility. And some of our public 
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health officials, many of our public health officials are particularly 

concerned about that and the potential of a second wave. That is 

why we’ve set domestic priorities in terms of parts of the economy 

that we want to reopen. And also services like education and 

indeed health, to try and free up capacity there. So we’re doing  

everything we possibly can to avoid a second spike. And clearly 

the agenda of the government is very much dominated by the 

continued prevalence of the virus. And we’re watching very 

carefully what’s happening across Europe in terms of spikes and in 

terms of experience of other member states who’ve opened up 

earlier than we have. 

 

AM: Now, let me ask you about your relationship – you mentioned 

Boris Johnson just now – you weren’t terribly complimentary about 

him at the McGill summer school about this time last year. You 

said: ‘anyone in Dublin who met Mr Johnson during his time as 

Foreign Secretary will tell you the many ways in which he failed to 

show the slightest level of understanding about the operations of 

the Good Friday Agreement. I don’t think anyone can credibly say 

he has thought through how to promote prosperity and 

reconciliation in Northern Ireland.’ Have you had second thoughts 

about him? 

MM: Well, I was very heartened by our discussion in terms of 

trying to reset the British-Irish relationship post-Brexit, which I 

think the prime minister is very keen on doing. And I was 

particularly taken by that and we both committed to the necessity 

of doing that in a post-Brexit scenario, because from the Irish 

perspective the entire peace process on the island of Ireland was 

based on the relationship between Britain and Ireland, and then 

the relationship north-south, and then within the two traditions 

within Northern Ireland. So central to all of this is a very strong 

proactive relationship between Britain and Ireland and our two 

governments, and I’m very dedicated and committed to nurturing 

that and ensuring that we can improve upon it, and so is the 
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prime minister. That’s the basis upon which I intend to take our 

relationship into the future.  

 

AM: Your party is committed to a united Ireland, but you’re not an 

enthusiast for the Sinn Fein policy of a new referendum, or so-

called border poll. If that’s not going to be the way forward, what 

is the way forward? 

MM: The way forward is to continue to nurture the very essential 

relationships that I spoke about earlier. And also to work out how 

we can share the island of Ireland together in peace and harmony 

into the future, respecting each other’s traditions and concerns. 

And there’s a lot of work to do in relation to that. And that is why 

in my own office we’re setting up a new Shared Ireland Unit to 

develop fresh thinking around that. I want to inject greater 

momentum into the north-south dimension of the Good Friday 

Agreement in terms of practical, pragmatic economic projects and 

activity that we can get under way. And I think to me a border poll 

is far too divisive at this stage and doesn’t deal with the more 

fundamental issue of how we continue to live and work together 

as we evolved and live on this island, particularly in a post-Brexit 

scenario. 

 

AM: Micheal Martin, I can’t end this interview without asking you 

about Jack Charlton. A really big figure in English football, but a 

titanic figure in the story of Irish football too. Anyone of a certain 

age can remember 1990 and all of that. Just tell us a little bit 

about how he’s regarded now in Ireland. 

MM: He is regarded as a hero in Ireland. A person for whom we 

have the greatest of affection. And I just want to let his family 

know, as I said yesterday, that in the hearts of every Irish person 

there’s a special place for Jack Charlton. And it’s about more than 

just football. Those heady days of the late 1980s and 1990 in 

Ireland were quite extraordinary. It was as if Jack Charlton and 

the entire Irish team took us out of a bleak and miserable ‘80s into 

a very exciting 1990s. And the Italia World Cup Campaign was the 
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catalyst for that. My wife and I got married in 1990, our 

honeymoon was in the middle of those great series of games and 

the Packie Bonner penalty save and David O’Leary putting it in and 

Scolari putting it in (Name?) eventually killing our hopes and 

dreams. But Jack Charlton just, I think, personified the essence of 

sport and I listened to the players yesterday, that sense of joy 

that emanated from their conversations about playing football for 

joy, I think the whole country was joyful. Well know sport can be 

too intense, but Charlton’s era was about the sheer youthful 

childish enjoyment of the wonderful game. 

 

AM: Micheal Martin, what an epitaph. Thanks very much indeed 

for talking to us today. Much appreciated. Thank you for that. 

(ends) 

 


