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BRIEFING

Steer

e This committee provides an important forum in which to make clear that our
relationship with Ireland, and the actions the Irish Government take, have a material
impact on Northern Ireland’s handling of the outbreak.

e There is no particular agenda item in which we have a specific Northern Ireland
interest, but the points below could be made at any suitable opportunity.

Points to make

e In considering our approach to the outbreak, there are real, practical issues which
require a joined-up (if not necessarily identical) approach with Ireland.

e This is because divergence on the island of Ireland poses both practical and political
difficulties. This was best illustrated with the difference in timing of school closures,
which put both politicians and communities in a difficult position and re-enforced
community tensions. It led to what could have been a genuinely destabilising moment
for the new Executive at Stormont.

e We must also bear in mind the truly cross-border nature of life on the island of
Ireland. There will be many people, north and south, who live in one jurisdiction but
depend on services or employment in another. One family might live and have a
business in Northern Ireland, but their children go to school in Ireland, and their
nearest hospital might also be in Ireland. (As a practical example, Altnagelvin
Hospital in L/Derry is the main hospital for many in the north west of Ireland).

e The convergence on schools closure policy has helped both at political and
community level in Northern Ireland. But we must be mindful of this as we consider
next steps, for example on rolling out of testing and economic support.

e The optics here are important: we must not create a sense that the people of
Northern Ireland have to ‘choose’ whether to look to the UK Government or the Irish
Government for their advice and support.

e | welcome the Prime Minister’s phone call with the Taoiseach today, and the Foreign
Secretary’s commitment to speak to the Tanaiste. The Secretary of State and | are
also keen that we hold a virtual British Irish Council in the coming days to give some
East West balance to what can otherwise become North South issues.
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