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AM: The Northern Ireland Protocol is paperwork emerging from 

Brexit, it was meant to ensure no hard border between the two 

parts of Ireland, but, because it means a trade border between 

Northern Ireland and Great Britain it’s already made daily life moe 

difficult for people living in Northern Ireland as well as provoking 

anger amongst the Unionist community. It is the frontline of 

ongoing Brexit tensions between the UK and the EU. In a minute 

I’m going to be talking to Maros Secovic who is the man the EU 

has put in charge of relations with the UK. But first I’m joined now 

by Edwin Poots, the newly elected Leader of the DUP.  

You have said that this Protocol is intolerable. Why? 

EP: Well, we have a grace period currently. When those grace 

periods end we’re going to have 15,000 checks per week of goods 

coming from Great Britain to Northern Ireland. So it’s more checks 

in the Port of Belfast and Arne than there is in Rotterdam, 

Europe’s biggest port. We have more checks between Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland than there is between Russia, 

Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, all of those countries on the Eastern 

part of the European Union. And I asked the question of the 

European Union, are they more trustworthy trading partners than 

Great Britain and of course that isn’t the case. So we really need 

to dits the Protocol and dits these checks because they’re hugely 

damaging to the lowest paid workers anywhere in the United 

Kingdom in Northern Ireland. 

 

AM: Ursula Von Der Leyen who’s head of the EU Commission says, 

‘the Protocol is the only possible solution to ensure peace and 

stability in Northern Ireland.’ What is your alternative? 
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EP: Well I’m not sure what shore Von Der Leyen is looking at 

because we have violence on our streets in Northern Ireland that 

hasn’t been the case for years and that’s on the back of this 

Protocol. And it vexes me because the European Commission over 

the years have put their heart and soul into winning peace in 

Northern Ireland and the current batch of Commissioners don’t 

seem to care for the Peace Process in Northern Ireland and that 

really needs to change. That attitude needs to change. They are 

doing demonstrable harm to every individual in Northern Ireland 

and it’s having a devastating impact. 

 

AM: Do you want the British government to trigger Article 16 

which would put a brake to all of this now? 

P: They have the grounds to do it because in terms of economic 

and societal damage that is very evident, so leading food suppliers 

are saying they when this grace period comes in are going to 

struggle to supply hospitals, so supply schools, to supply prisons 

with food. We have a circumstance where medicines and medical 

devices, over 90% of them come Great Britain to Northern 

Ireland, new modern cancer drugs not being able to get in. So all 

of the criteria can be met and easily met. And remember, the 

European Union triggered Article 16 very easily when they wanted 

to stop vaccinations coming through Northern Ireland to Great 

Britain. 

 

AM: Your predecessor – well they didn’t trigger it of course, they 

threatened to trigger it and then they pulled back – but your 

predecessor Arlene Foster points out the marching season is quite 

close and this situation could provoke violence over the summer. 

Do you agree with her? 

P: I do agree with that and I don’t want to use the threat of 

violence in terms of this. Our arguments are very clear and very 

coherent. This is the European Union seeking to punish the United 

Kingdom, as a consequence Northern Ireland is being used as a 

play thing for the European Union. I can assure  you Northern 
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Ireland should be nobody’s plaything. We are citizens of the 

United Kingdom, we were citizens of the European Union and we 

deserve to be treated with the same respect as everybody else. 

 

AM: Thanks for the moment Mr Poots. 
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MAROS SEFCOVIC 

Vice President of the European Commission  

Mr Sefcovic, I don’t know if you were able to hear that but Edwin 

Poots, Leader of the DUP was saying that people like you are 

using Northern Ireland as a play thing and you’re not really 

serious about peace there.  

S: No, I think that  we really do our utmost to  make sure that 

also in practice we demonstrate our total commitment to the Good 

Friday Belfast Agreement and therefore we’ve been looking for the 

four years that would be the best solution to the very sensitive 

situation in Northern Ireland, and for us – and not only for us but 

also for the UK government -  the response was very clear. So it 

was the Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland and I think that 

now what we should do is to focus on the policies and politics that 

rather unite than divide us. And therefore I think we have also to 

turn the table  a little bit in this discussion and look what Protocol 

brings as the opportunity to Northern Ireland. Because I think 

there is ample access to two very important markets. Five hundred 

million consumers of (amper?) are chasing power and unique 

opportunity for business people.  

AM: If I can jump in.  

S: So I think that’s something we have to discuss and I reach – 

 

 

AM: Lots of business people we’ve talked to have said that 

contrary to this being a great new opportunity the Protocol is 

literally killing their businesses week after week. The BBC did a 

poll of Northern Ireland people, across customers and shoppers. 

48% hate the Protocol and really want it to go. This is something 

that’s happening not just among politicians but on the streets of 

Northern Ireland, in the shops in Northern Ireland, people do feel 

this is intolerable and the EU don’t really get it. 
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S: No, I think we are working absolutely flat out to make sure that 

Protocol operates as smoothly as possible and we are really 

working on a daily basis how to make sure that the 

implementation of the Protocol is taking care of the daily problems 

of the citizens of Northern Ireland.  We’ve been looking for the 

solutions of how to deal with tagging the cattle; what do with 

(guide dogs) How also to address other issues which are brought 

to our table. 

AM: Let’s come onto those. 

S: But I think that we need also the same from the UK side, 

because I am still waiting when the UK side will bring something 

to the table which would make the operation of the BCBs 

smoother. We need access to IT system, we need the BCBs to be 

staffed properly and the staff to be properly trained, and I think 

this is what we need to focus on jointly. 

 

AM: Mr Poots said that this all started, or the current crisis began 

when at the end of January, the 29th of January I think the EU 

threatened to trigger Article 16. It was about the crossing of 

vaccines across the border, and although the EU pulled back that 

did provoke a really angry reaction in Northern Ireland from which 

the situation has not yet recovered.  

S: I think that we discussed it on many occasions. We never 

triggered Article 16. It was a mistake, it didn’t last more than 

three hours and we apologised for it. And I think that learning  

also from that mistake I would really  say that we should now 

focus on the future. How can we properly and fully implement the 

Protocol in a way that it would work for the people of Northern 

Ireland.  

AM: Do you accept that was the moment when the people of 

Northern Ireland lost faith in the Protocol?  

S: I think that it’s very difficult to analyse you know the time lines 

here and there and as I said it happened three months ago and 

therefore what I am suggesting and what I did since that I did 

several outreaches to the Northern Ireland or political 
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representatives  or the people from the business community. And 

I am going to do that again, because I would like to hear from Mr 

Poots himself and also from other  leaders of he political parties 

who form Northern Irish executive and discuss with them what we 

can do better before our next joint committee which we will have 

in London with my counterpart Mr Frost hopefully by mid June and 

how concretely we can advance the thing, because as I’m saying 

he was bringing a  lot to the table. We showed  - just me finish Mr 

Marr, just imagine that for the first time in the history of the 

European Union we actually outsourced the control of our external 

border to a third country, to the UK. And we are really working 

very closely to make sure that the Protocol is transformed into the 

opportunity. So I would like really to focus on making sure that 

the businesses will grow in Northern Ireland. That the 

businessmen who would like to open the shop, they  will have this 

free Ampril? access to the two biggest markets in the world. So I 

think that if he look at it, and if he for example look at the analyst 

what is written invest in Northern Ireland there is plenty of 

opportunities how to transform the Protocol into something 

positive, good for the future which would guarantee the peace, 

stability and prosperity for all islands of Ireland. 

 

AM: And yet the EU is taking the UK government to court over the 

grace periods. Without those grace periods there would be 

shortages in supermarkets in Northern Ireland. At the very least 

could you not pull that court action and allow those grace periods 

to carry on to allow shoppers in Northern Ireland to get the food 

they want? 

S: We are working on all the sensitive issues including the supplies 

of medicines, but  you know if you ask me about the legal action 

what was the reason for it? Because second time within a short 

period of time the UK government has breached its obligation 

under the International Law. And if we have to trust the UK that 

they will actually control our external border and access to the 

European internal market we want to be sure that once we sign 
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the International Agreement that they are properly honoured and 

respected. I was waiting eagerly to the response to our start of 

the legal action from the UK government and to be honest we are 

disappointed,  because it was a political response to very serious 

legal issues. So I hope that  we will be able to cover some of the 

ground and find joint approach how to solve these problems and 

not the unilateral one as we have seen it in the past.  Maybe just 

to remind Mr Marr, I was negotiating personally. 

 

AM: I’m just going to give you another possible solution. If the 

politics is so difficult there’s a Trusted Traders Scheme which 

would allow a supermarket like Sainsbury’s which has no, so far as 

I’m aware, no supermarkets south of the border to send its goods 

from Great Britain into Northern Ireland without all the checks, 

without all the restrictions. Now given that none of that food is 

going to enter the sacred single market, why will that be a 

problem? 

S: No I think that if we are talking Trusted Trader Scheme I was 

discussing it in great length with my then counterpart Mr Michael 

Gove in December and at that time  I was asking -  I mean the 

great spirit which the UK government at that time was suggesting 

for March, for June and for the end of the year, if this is enough 

and by time the UK will be in the position to fulfil the Protocol and 

the answer was yes and we got even written confirmation and 

official declaration of the UK government that by these deadlines 

everything will be in place and operating properly. And of course 

the Trusted Traders Scheme was a part of it and  there we are 

working on the Trusted Traders Scheme and again let’s look at it 

jointly but we need to have common approach and no unilateral 

actions.   

 

AM: One other small seeming but to many people ridiculous 

example of what’s going on at the moment is that if I have a 

guide dog and I want to take it from Great Britain into Northern 

Ireland it now needs a vaccination certificate against Rabies. But 
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the last time there was a domestic case of Rabies in Britain was 

1922. That’s absurd, isn’t it? 

S: Look, I mean this is exactly what I mentioned as an example 

which we can definitely solve, but if you want even a better 

example how we can get rid of 80% of possible checks of goods 

and animals arriving to Northern Ireland, let’s go for the 

Veterinary Agreement  which we have for example with 

Switzerland. I understand the point of the UK that United Kingdom 

wants to have the freedom to sign another Free Trade Agreement 

and it’s absolutely fine, but we know that all these agreements 

take time to be negotiated and to be approved. So I even offered 

to have this Switzerland type veterinary agreement on temporary 

basis which would help us to bridge over the current problems, 

which would get rid of 80% of checks and all the things you just 

described and I think that it would be the right thing to do. It 

would calm down the situation, it would help all sides to build 

necessary infrastructure and address the issues which are raised 

by the stakeholders, and by the way, this was one of the key asks 

which I heard in the meeting which I had with Northern Irish 

business representatives and Ulster’s Farmers Union. We are 

ready to do so but we just need to get over I would say ideology 

into pragmatism and real politics and go for this type of veterinary 

agreement which could be done just like this within a few weeks 

and we get rid of 80% of the checks and the problems we are 

discussing.  

 

AM: Mr Poots was just talking about the need for Boris Johnson to 

trigger Article 16 on the British side very soon. If that happened 

what would you do? Would you start to build a hard border on the 

island of Ireland? 

S: What we have said many times and I think that our 

commitment to the great Friday Belfast Agreement is absolute and 

the key prerequisite for that is avoidance of a hard border. 

Therefore we’ve been negotiating the Protocol for four years 

because we jointly came to the conclusion that this is the best 
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possible solution. And I think that the respect of Good Friday 

Agreement is not only important to UK, Ireland, Northern Ireland, 

but also to very important .. like United States of America. So I 

think that here we should simply respect the international 

commitments. And I think that what we need in our EU/UK 

relationship is more of a cooperation.  Joint approach and not 

unilateral actions because I think it would further sour our 

relationship and I think to build it on top of the pictures which 

have been dominating the European press when European citizens 

have been put in detention cells or being fingerprinted just 

because they wanted to visit the United Kingdom it doesn’t help 

the atmospheres and therefore I think that we need to calm down, 

focus on how we are going to resolve the problems and focus on 

the future.  

 

AM: In a very calm sense, Mr Sefcovic, what matters more to you 

the future of peace in Northern Ireland or the purity of the single 

market? 

S: Of coursed that if it comes to the peace and future of the 

people of Northern Ireland and prosperity of the island of Ireland, 

it’s very important for us, but I don’t know who can we kind of 

dissect it from the overall relationship, because what I was just 

describing at the beginning of our interview I think we just should 

look at the Protocol as a new business opportunity for Northern 

Ireland. How to actually use the axis to the two very important 

markets which is free, which is without any hindrance, without any 

obstacles. How can we bring the distribution value change to 

Northern Ireland?  How can we bring new growth and new jobs to 

this very important place which goes right now through a lot of 

political tension? 

 

AM: We’re almost out of time, Commissioner, I apologise for that. 

One last question if I might about another subject, does the 

spread of the Indian variant in the UK mean in practical terms it’s 
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very unlikely that British people will go on holiday this summer to 

the Continent of Europe? 

S: As you know currently we are working very hard on the digital 

Covid Certificate to make sure  that we will come gradually back to 

normalcy and the travelling will be safe again. And we are in very 

close contact with our British partners because of course I know 

that  the Europeans would like to welcome British tourists. We 

have lot of personal links built over the years and I believe that 

also for the future it would focus on how to build  strategic 

partnership between EU and the UK. So I’m sure that we’ll do our 

utmost of course provided that the health situation would warrant 

it to make sure that we can open doors for British holidaymakers i  

the next summer.  

 

AM: Mr Sefcovic, it’s been a great pleasure to have you on the 

show, thank you. 
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BACK TO MR POOTS, DUP  

AM: Mr Poots is in fact still here so you heard some of that, all of 

that I think. What’s your reaction? 

P: Well the European Union still are in tunnel vision in respect of 

the Protocl and nothing but the Protocol. The reality is they’re 

playing fast and loose with the Peace Process in Northern Ireland 

as a consequence of that. 

 

AM: I can see  you’re complaining about the Protocol, you hate it 

and all the rest of it. I don’t really understand what your solution 

is to resolve this very complicated problem if the Protocol isn’t 

there. What would you put instead? 

P: I’m fully up for protecting the single market and in doing that 

we do not need to have barriers to food that’s consumed in 

Northern Ireland, to medicines  that are being used in Northern 

Ireland to protect the single  market. So the barriers that are 

being placed what is contrary to the Belfast Good Friday 

Agreement need to be removed and we can provide checks 

between Northern Ireland or between Great Britain and the 

European Union in Northern Ireland. It doesn’t have to be at the 

border, it can be at another location in Northern Ireland, including 

the ports. 

 

AM: What about Mr Sefcovic’s suggestion of a Swiss style 

agreement on food and agriculture and animals? At least for a 

short period of time. Do you like that idea? 

P: That struck me as a temporary solution. I want permanent 

solutions and the permanent solution to take the barriers away 

between Great Britain and Northern Ireland and provide security 

in terms of the single market that goods that are entering the 

European Union from Great Britain have the appropriate checks.   
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AM: So basically a kind of semi open border going forward in 

perpetuity for goods? Even if that means some risk to the single 

market? 

P: I believe that we can eradicate virtually all of the risks to the 

single market by having checks on the goods that are going to the 

European Union based in Northern Ireland. That deals with the 

single market issue and it still allows all of the food, all of the  

medicines that are travelling to Northern Ireland from Great 

Britain to arrive without huge cost  - £25 million of costs per year 

being added to the public purse.   

 

AM: Do  you think where we are now that Unionism is in greater 

peril than ever before? 

P: Unionism has always had its struggles. We’ve see what’s going 

on in Scotland in particular and Boris Johnson is a Unionist leader. 

He really should not have his layers arguing in court that the act 

of union has been done away with as a result of the Withdrawal 

Agreement and I would encourage the Prime Minister Johnson, 

who’s a Unionist to pull back from that circumstance.  

 

AM: Talking of Unionism the leadership contest which you won 

was very brutal and deeply hurt Arlene Foster. Do you have any 

regrets at all about the way it was fought? 

P: Elections are bruising, election contests are  bruising. It’s 

happened across political parties all across Great Britian and other 

parts of the world. We recover from these things, we pull together 

and we fight for the common cause which is the union between 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland which we cherish. 

 

Ends  


