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Implications of the Northern Ireland Assembly 
elections for EU-UK relations 

On 5 May 2022, voters elected the members of the Northern Ireland Assembly (NIA) in a challenging political 
context, due among other things to differences over the Northern Ireland Protocol. Indeed, the largest unionist 
party in Northern Ireland strongly opposes the Protocol, and has blocked the work of Northern Ireland's political 
institutions pending changes in its operation. The UK government has reiterated its readiness to 'unilaterally dis-
apply' the Protocol and/or to suspend it – putting forward the Northern Ireland Protocol Bill to that effect in 
June – unless the EU agrees to its replacement. For its part, the EU continues to demand that the UK fully 
implements the Protocol it signed, and has proposed a number of practical solutions to the issues raised by 
stakeholders. In 2024, the NIA is due to vote on the continuing application of the Protocol. 

Background 
The Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland (the Protocol), part of the UK Withdrawal Agreement, came as a 
compromise solution to safeguard the 1998 Good Friday/Belfast Agreement (GFBA) after the UK's 
withdrawal from the EU. A key feature of the GFBA is that it, together with the then shared single market 
membership of both the UK and Ireland, enabled the removal of physical infrastructure and border controls 
(often described as a 'hard border') on the island of Ireland. While it reaffirms that 'Northern Ireland is part 
of the customs territory of the UK' and protects the UK internal market, the Protocol guarantees the free 
movement of goods between Northern Ireland and the EU, thereby preserving the absence of a hard 
border. However, in order to protect the EU single market, it provides for the application of relevant EU laws 
to Northern Ireland, involving the implementation of border controls on products entering Northern 
Ireland – including from the rest of the UK – and 'at risk' of entering the EU. 
The GFBA gave legislative and executive powers to the NIA and Executive, respectively. The Executive runs 
the devolved government in Northern Ireland, and is jointly chaired by the First Minister and Deputy First 
Minister, who are nominated by the largest political parties from each community designation. At the first 
meeting after elections, Assembly Members designate themselves as 'nationalist' (those who seek the 
unification of Northern Ireland and Ireland), 'unionist' (those who want Northern Ireland to stay in the UK), 
or 'other', creating the basis for 'cross-community power sharing'. The GFBA provides that the Executive is 
composed of representatives of the communities, proportionate to their number of seats in the NIA. Certain 
NIA decisions also require 'cross-community support', such as the election of the NIA Speaker and the 
approval of the budget, which means that they must be supported by both nationalists and unionists. 

Why the NIA elections matter for the Protocol 
The Protocol provides for a consent mechanism, whereby Northern Ireland must give its democratic 
consent to the Protocol's provisions on the application of EU law in Northern Ireland. In practice, a vote will 
be held in the NIA on a motion that EU law should continue to apply in Northern Ireland, and would be 
approved if a simple majority of the Members of the NIA, present and voting, vote in favour of the motion. 
The consent vote is to be repeated after four years, or eight years if the consent is given with 'cross-
community support'. Should the NIA vote against the Protocol, the latter would cease to apply two years 
later. The NIA must notify the UK government of the outcome of the first consent process no fewer than 
five days before 31 December 2024, i.e. four years after the end of the transition period.  

Different positions with respect to the Protocol 
Parties have different positions on the Protocol, with a clear split between unionists and nationalists. The 
former oppose the Protocol in its current form. The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) has adopted a hardline 
position, arguing that border controls between Great Britain and Northern Ireland (an 'Irish Sea border') 
undermine the position of Northern Ireland in the UK. They demand new arrangements that fulfil seven 
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criteria, including the avoidance of an 'Irish Sea border' and 'any diversion of trade'. By contrast, the Protocol 
is broadly supported by the two nationalist parties, Sinn Féin and the Social Democratic and Labour Party 
(SDLP), which argue that the Protocol 'mitigates against Brexit'. To Alliance, the largest of the 'other' parties, 
and the only one with enough seats to be in the Executive, the Protocol 'reflects the choice made for a hard 
Brexit', and the need for 'special arrangements' to manage the new context. Moreover, solutions involve 
'building trust', and the current UK government approach 'will make it harder to address ongoing issues'.1 

Results of the NIA elections 
The vote appreciably modified the shares of seats in the NIA (Figure 1). On the one hand, Sinn Féin has 
become the largest party (27 seats), the first time for a nationalist party in history, although the unionists 
remained the largest community with 37 seats. The DUP remains the largest unionist party (25 seats), 
followed by the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP, 9 seats) and Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV, 1 seat). On the other 
hand, Alliance obtained 17 seats, more than doubling its number of seats, and giving 'other' parties a far 
larger share. The rising support for parties designating as 'other' appears to be a long-term trend. 
Figure 1: Northern Ireland Assembly, share of seats for nationalists, unionists and 'others'  

  
Source: The Electoral Office for Northern Ireland; author's compilation. 

After the elections, the DUP declared that they would not nominate the Deputy First Minister, as envisaged 
for the second largest party, unless its issues with the Protocol were sorted. The DUP continues to seek 
profound changes to the Protocol, in particular that checks on goods moving from Great Britain to Northern 
Ireland be removed altogether. It has also refused to participate in the election of the Speaker, thereby 
freezing the NIA and cross-community power-sharing. 

United Kingdom government 
The UK government insists that the implementation of the Protocol threatens the GFBA as, in its view, the 
'East-West' dimension – supporting cooperation between the UK and the island of Ireland – is weakened. In 
its command paper published in July 2021, the UK government set out a list of issues, and suggested 
solutions entailing weakened border controls. In April 2022, the UK reiterated that it might take unilateral 
action against the Protocol, similarly to the Internal Market Bill attempt tabled in September 2020. It 
subsequently introduced a bill 'about the effect in domestic law of the Protocol' on 13 June 2022. 

European Union 
The European Commission and the European Parliament have expressed their opposition to renegotiating 
the Protocol. To Parliament, the UK's 'reneging on the provisions' of the Protocol 'undermines [its] credibility 
and trustworthiness'. Commission Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič met Northern Irish stakeholders in 
September 2021, following which the Commission proposed bespoke solutions to their concerns.  
 

1 Sinn Féin, the largest party following the May elections, is active in both Ireland and Northern Ireland, and in the last (2019-2024) 
term of the European Parliament (EP) before the UK's withdrawal sat with the Left group. The DUP is today the largest unionist 
party and did not sit with any group (NI) in the EP; it was not party to the GFBA. The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), which was party 
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to the GFBA, is the longest-standing and previously most successful unionist party, but today the second largest unionist party; it 
sat with the ECR group in the EP in the previous 2014-2019 legislature. The Alliance party sat with Renew Europe in the EP. 
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