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AM: The EU country set to be the worst affected by a no deal 

outcome is Ireland. Its Prime Minister, the Taoiseach, is Michael 

Martin and he joins me from Cork this morning. Mr Martin, thanks 

very much for joining us. Can I ask you first of all, for all of those 

of us engaged in the kind of fog of politics at the moment, it’s 

hard to work out what is really going on. Are you now working on 

the basis that there will not be a deal? 

MM: No, I’m not. My view is that it is absolutely imperative that 

both sides continue to engage and both sides continue to work 

and negotiate to avoid a no deal, because I firmly believe and 

have consistently said that a no deal would be very bad news for 

all of us. Yes, for Ireland, as you said in your introduction, and 

also for  the United Kingdom and indeed European Union member 

states. We are interdependent. The UK economy and the 

European economy is very integrated and that has built up over a 

long time. It was the United Kingdom that  was one of the 

creators of the European Union single market, going back to the 

time of Margaret Thatcher who led the way on that. And so in my 

view it’s extremely important that the future relationship between 

the United Kingdom and Europe is a solid one, not just in terms of 

tariff free and quota free trade, but also in terms of politics, 

judicial cooperation, security cooperation, aviation, transport, 

energy. It’s important that we have a good future relationship deal 

between Europe and the United Kingdom, given the geopolitical 

challenges we are facing, but also because we represent people. 

Workers, employers who need the certainty and the clarity of such 

a deal because a no deal would be so damaging to workers in the 

UK, in Ireland and across Europe. That is why I say and any bit o 
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energy we have  left, we must continue to focus on negotiating 

our way to a deal. 

 

AM: So Taoiseach, would you regard this as a failure of statecraft 

on both sides? 

MM: I would indeed and I have said that before because I think if 

you stand back and I’ve just come from a European Council 

meeting, there are many challenges across the world, very serious 

challenges and it seems to me with the election of President Joe 

Biden there’s an opportunity in terms of the Trans Atlantic 

relationship to reset that relationship between United States and 

Europe and of course the United Kingdom. All three share 

common values in terms of democracy, freedom of speech and it’s 

important that harmonious relations between the United Kingdom 

and Europe are set so as to underpin what I foresee will be a 

more multilateral thrust from the United States into the future. So 

the US, the UK and Europe have a lot in common. I think it would 

be an appalling failure of states craft if we were not in a position 

to get  a deal over the line. 

 

AM: Well you imply very strongly that the EU side is doing 

everything that it can to get a deal, and yet Boris Johnson asked 

for meetings with Angela Merkel in Berlin and Emmanuel Macron 

in Paris and then asked for phone calls with them and all of that 

was refused. Now we remember when your predecessor, Mr 

Varadkar had a meeting face to face with Boris Johnson, this 

doesn’t feel like the EU is really trying any longer to get a deal. 

MM: I don’t think that’s a fair assessment of the situation, Andrew. 

In terms of the Northern Ireland Protocol, the Withdrawal 

Agreement and the issues pertaining to the Good Friday 

Agreement. It was important that the British and Irish 

governments worked to facilitate a breakthrough on that. And for 

me as well, the British Irish relationship is central. Post Brexit as 

well.  Because I was a member of a government that brought in 

the Good Friday Agreement. I understand the centrality of the 
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British Irish relationship in terms of peace on the island of Ireland 

and in terms of the transformation of the British Irish relationship 

over the last 30 years. But what one has to take into consideration  

however, is that post the Lisbon Treaty, Europe has 27 EU 

member states. We work through the Commission and there is 

great respect and faith in Michel Barnier and his team. And the 

view is, and the view from the outset has been that  that is the 

negotiating channel, Michel Barnier and his negotiating team with 

the British negotiating team and then that the President of the 

Commission, Ursula von der Leyen would engage with the  British 

Prime Minister in  terms of resolving any sort of major issues or to 

unblock any blockages in that process. 

 

AM: I absolutely understand that and of course they are talking 

later on today, but the problem is that Michel Barnier and his team 

have failed to deliver a deal. And can I ask you directly, if Boris 

Johnson wanted to talk to you straightforwardly would you talk to 

him now? 

MM: Well I think as I said to you in the context of the British Irish 

relationship we have an open channel. But I think in terms of the 

substance of the negotiations  that is between the European Union 

negotiating team, Michel Barnier and the British government. I 

want to say this though, that I appreciate the work that was done 

by the British government with the European Union  and 

negotiating team on the Northern Ireland Protocol and in relation 

to the Withdrawal Treaty which then led to the subsequent 

withdrawal of the clauses in the Internal Market Bill. And I think 

that demonstrates what can happen when people knuckle down 

and get involved in a constructive process, and full credit to 

Michael Gove and indeed Commissioner  Sefcovic for facilitating 

that and that is important as a pointer to the capacity of both 

sides. Even at the 11th hour in a very difficult negotiating around 

level playing field and fisheries, the capacity in my view still exists 

for the  United Kingdom government and European Union and 
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their negotiating teams to conclude a deal that is in all our 

interests for the longer term. 

 

AM: Let’s look if we may, Taoiseach, at the some of the details  of 

all of this. The so called Ratchet Clause which means that under 

the current proposals the UK would have to stay in absolute lock 

step with the EU every time the EU changed rules and regulations 

or face punitive tariffs. Now that seems very unfair and one sided 

to a lot of people in the UK. Ursula von der Leyen said that this 

could be visa versa, so that the UK could apply punitive tariffs to 

the EU if the UK felt that the EU system was unfair to it. Is that 

offer on the table? 

MM: It is indeed. I mean first of all I would stand back from the 

high principle of that and say to you that first of all Britain has 

high standards. Britain is a first world economy. Britain’s economy 

is integrated with the United Kingdom economy and has been for 

a long, long time now.  That’s the context. And in my view take 

environmental issues and take  - but if I may – take the ambition, 

yes and we have a dispute resolution mechanism with Canada. All 

trade deals have dispute resolution frameworks and it works both 

ways. And you know, I was just about to make the point that 

Britain’s ambition on climate change, for example, is higher than 

some EU member states. So it’s not a one way process here and 

the British consumer demands high standards in food and in other 

areas. I think it’s fair that we all depend on each other in terms of 

access to a common market, a single market. Huge value to 

British companies as well and I think it’s only fair that there is a 

mechanism or that there is a framework where into the future any 

perceived advantages that one side may gain over the other can 

be resolved through such a mechanism. I think that, in my view, 

makes sense and objectively looking at it I don’t really see how 

people can object to such a framework to facilitate an ongoing 

trade relationship which would be tariff free.  
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AM: Can I just ask you, given what you’ve said about that, we’re 

all looking for areas where there might be a little bit of last minute 

movement to get a deal. Do you think this is one area where the 

EU can move a little bit further to allow a deal to happen? 

MM: Well I think the level playing field area is one that has 

bedevilled the talks from the outset. In my view with some degree 

of creativity a resolution can be found on that area and I think you 

know, the United Kingdom exports heavily into the European 

Union market, indeed into Ireland as well and Ireland would be 

the 5th largest market for the destination of British goods and 

services which is probably not widely known at about 38 billion. 

China comes next at about 30 billion.  That illustrates the 

interdependence between our two economies. And so in my view 

Britain has a lot to gain through access obviously to the European 

market and I think a resolution mechanism or a mechanism to  

resolve any future disputes is one that both sides, with a bit of 

creativity, could sign up to. And I think, you know, 97% of this 

deal has been negotiated across the judicial, security, research, a 

whole range of areas and it seems to me that the remaining 3% 

should not be beyond the capacity of both sides to bridge. And 

that is why it’s so important that dialogue continues. We know in 

our shared history that dialogue is far better than conflict and that 

dialogue is the way to go to  maintain and sustain the very, very 

good relationships that have developed over the years and over 

the decades between our two peoples. That in the interest of 

British Irish relationship, in the interest of the European UK 

relationship, that both sides now really make a major effort over 

the next number of hours to avoid a no deal and to get this over 

the line. 

 

AM: Given all of that, do you think that the talking is going to go 

on beyond today? 

MM: I don’t know, but I hope so and I fervently hope so. The fact 

that they negotiated into the night I think is an important sign in 

itself and I think where the dialogue continues and that gives me 
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hope, and I do believe, as I have said, that given the capacity of 

both  sides to have reached a conclusion on the Northern Ireland 

Protocol, that that shows that the capacity exists also for both 

sides to get a deal on the substantive issues around level playing 

field and around fisheries.  

 

AM: The essence of this seems to be that Britain does not want to 

be tied to the EU in perpetuity forever.  On that issue and on the 

vexed question of fishing do you think there is still room for  

manoeuvre on the EU side that could allow a deal to be done or 

not? 

MM: Well look, I think there are two sides to negotiating, there 

always have been and in my view, I don’t like language about you 

know, Britain being tied to – It’s about having access to a market, 

it’s about the interdependence of  our respective economic 

systems and political systems. And any such agreement needs a 

framework to resolve any potential disputes into the future and I 

think that that would be the overall point I would make. It’s not 

for me to get into the nitty gritty of the negotiations, that’s for the  

negotiating teams, but I do believe there’s room there to resolve 

this into the  future. And on also in terms of fisheries – you know, 

there’s an interdependence there as well, as I’ve pointed out to 

the British Prime Minister, you know, fish caught off the coast of 

Scotland are very often spawned in the south west coast of 

Ireland, so again – and we all want to protect our fishing 

communities and our rural communities that that industry 

sustains. And so I think it’s far better again that we have dialogue 

and harmony in the context of those discussions rather than 

potential acrimony and conflict.  As I mentioned earlier the 

importance of the United States, Europe relationship it’s vital that 

we don’t have an acrimonious breakup here because that would 

be very damaging all round.   

 

Ends  

 


