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Objective of the mission and topics covered:

On 19-21 December 2022, a Delegation of 5 IMCO MEPs visited Dublin, Republic of Ireland 
(ROI), and some Border Counties where ROI and Northern Ireland (NI) meet, to ascertain the 
operation of the NI Protocol to the WA and effects on the EU single market and consumers. 

The objective was to obtain first hand perspectives from a range of Irish interests on Brexit and 
Protocol. The main topics covered were:
1. The EU-UK discussions at which the European Commission represents the EU;
2. The upcoming 25th Anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement that brought peace to the 

island of Ireland;
3. The ROI Government view on the current negotiations between EU and UK;
4. The effect of Brexit and Protocol on ROI consumers; and
5. The effect of Brexit and Protocol on ROI and NI business and employment. 

Key findings:

The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 has brought not just a peace dividend to the Island of 
Ireland, but also a dividend of social, economic and employment advances in the form of 
development of the all island economy. All sides, EU and UK alike, were very much aware of 
the need to safeguard these advances in negotiating the Brexit package of WA and TCA, in 
particular the WA Protocol. 

The Delegation is of the view that the UK should refrain from unilateral plans to change the 
WA Protocol. This view seems to be widely shared by the ROI Government, representatives of 
ROI consumers and business organisations. 
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Summary Report on Main Meetings:

Meetings with senior Officials of the Foreign Ministry

Because the Irish Parliament went into Recess on 15 December 2022, a normal political meeting 
with its EU Affairs Committee was not possible. Similarly, because the Irish Government was 
in the middle of a major reshuffle, involving in particular the rotation of the Taoiseach (or Prime 
Minister), two political meetings with EU Affairs and Enterprise Ministers could not go ahead. 

However, a team of Senior Officials of the Foreign Ministry did brief the Delegation at length 
on the Irish Government perspectives on the Withdrawal Agreement and its NI Protocol, the 
EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA), current ROI-NI current political relations, 
and ROI-NI legacy and reconciliation issues. 

During the exchange, MEPs were informed that the European Commission alone leads for the 
EU in all negotiations with the UK on TCA and WA/Protocol and occasionally consults the 
ROI. The ROI hopes that the Protocol and Assembly stalemates are resolved in time for the 
25th anniversary of the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in April 2023. MEPs were also 
informed that Customs Declarations between ROI and the rest of the UK have increased 
exponentially from approx. 1 million forms per annum before Brexit to a current level of about 
29 million (annualised).

Meeting with consumers organisations

A team from the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) briefed the 
Delegation about problems with UK of likely greater scale in ROI than in other EU Member 
States, namely about gaps in investigation and enforcement in the absence of formal 
cooperation with the UK, product safety and market surveillance issues as the TCA that do not 
currently foresee comparable formal arrangements in future, and the need to reset working 
relations with the UK’s Competitions and Markets Authority (or CMA) under the TCA in the 
future. 
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MEPs exchanged on needs to give voice to consumers and to their concerns in the EU-UK 
negotiations on TCA/WA/Protocol. CCPC calls for a robust framework for future cooperation 
with the UK’s CMA. They nonetheless welcomed that the consumer interest is strongly 
represented in its dealings with Ireland’s Data Protection Commissioner arising from any 
abuses of consumer data protection/GDPR etc.

Meetings with two companies 

The first of the two businesses visited was the Jameson Distillery, a component part of the 
greater Irish Distillers Group, itself a component of the Pernod Ricard Group, where the 
hosts provided the Delegation with a tutorial on various methods of distilling, flavouring and 
storage in the production of their different brands of Irish Whiskey. 

During the exchanges, the hosts particularly emphasised the importance of the NI Protocol in 
facilitating the seamless operation of the all island whiskey wholesale market, satisfying of 
rules of origin requirements, and solving other supply chain issues. The importance of this has 
to be seen in the context of the fact that, while, Jameson and a few others classic brands are 
known worldwide, there are in fact more than 40 different Irish whiskey brands, many produced 
by small and medium sized distilleries spread across both ROI and NI. 

The second business visited was a major milk processing plant belonging to Lakeland Dairies, 
based in County Cavan on the ROI-NI border. Some of the points made by the hosts were that 
the entity is a farmer owned cooperative society, i.e. 2100 in ROI and 1200 in NI, thus a key 
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role in rural economy in both ROI and NI. It has a turnover of €1.3 billion per annum generated 
by 8 milk processing plants, four of which are in ROI employing 700 and the other four in NI 
employing 500 workers. The milk and derived products are exported to 80 countries globally. 
Lakeland highlighted that the NI Protocol works very well for this sector and should not be 
jeopardised.

   

From the exchanges with the hosts, the following issues were raised: the absence of milk 
processing capacity in NI and presence of same in ROI (in particular, at the plant visited by the 
Delegation) has become a feature since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement nearly 25 
years ago. In addition, supply chains in this sector are diverse and a “one size fits all” solution 
will not work. In particular, mention being made in the media of dual regulation might work at 
the retail level but will not for these supply chains, and indeed could quickly collapse NI milk 
production (mitigation measures would be needed in that event). A negotiated settlement seems 
to be the only way forward.

Meeting with Business Representative Organisations

Back in Dublin, the Delegation met with the Irish Business and Employers Confederation 
(IBEC), which in its introduction, emphasised its role as the largest Irish business organisation, 
and its participation at Business Europe in Brussels, the ILO in Geneva, OECD in Paris etc. It 
commended the 30th anniversary of the EU Internal Market. IBEC acknowledged the 
disruptions caused by Brexit adding that it remains in constant contact with counterparts in the 
UK Confederation of British Industry (CBI), and hoped the 25th Anniversary of the Good 
Friday Agreement in Q1 2023 might facilitate a deal on the NI Protocol. 
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From the exchange with the hosts, the Delegation noted that IBEC hopes the Single Market will 
remain an openly trading bloc rather than resort to protectionism in the face of global challenges 
of Brexit, Ukraine War etc (in particular vis-a-vis trusted trading partners like the US). Irish 
business is fully behind the efforts of the European Commission to broker a deal with the UK 
on the Protocol (recalling that the people and businesses of NI did not vote for Brexit in 2016 
as it was against their social and economic best interests). There is hope that, with a more 
cooperative Prime Minister in London who seems more inclined to listen properly to economic 
perspectives, a deal can and will be done. 

The Irish Small & Medium Sizes Enterprises (ISME) also met the Delegation. Their main 
points outlined were post-Brexit, as import difficulties rather than export difficulties are more 
marked for Micro-SMEs (MSMEs). The previous practise of warehousing by intermediaries of 
large amounts of goods imported from the UK before delivery in smaller amounts to MSMEs 
has become challenging. Tier 2 civil law problems have also arisen in terms of previous UK-
ROI licensing and contractual issues. MSMEs perceive that UK Customs procedures for goods 
leaving for ROI are less cumbersome than ROI/EU procedures for the same goods arriving in 
ROI.
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From this presentation and subsequent Q&A, the Delegation took note that lack of EU 
certification for UK goods sought by the ROI consumer via MSMEs is a real problem. Particular 
problems arise with products subject to the REACH/Chemicals and other Regulations. Given 
this week in December, many problems have arisen in relation to the import of traditional 
Christmas goods. Notable sectoral problems arise in relation to metallurgical goods. Lastly, 
day-to-day problems caused by Brexit for MSMEs have been compounded by the pandemic, 
labour shortages and energy inflation from the war in Ukraine.   


