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Congratulation on thoroughness of the analyses and report. 

Main points 

Background   

The relationships between the people of Ireland and Britain are very longstanding; there are genetic 

data showing strong NE Ireland W and SW Scotland; NE and NW England; E and Wales; S and S 

British, links which have accrued over several thousands of years.  We never have been as divided or 

had such separate identities as some would make out.   The influence of De Valera in the middle part 

of the 20th Century runs deep in the minds of unionists, and arguably is still evident throughout the 

structures and institutions of modern Ireland albeit weakened.  Protestants declined in number in 

ROI whilst Catholics increased significantly in number in NI.  Had De Valera not pursued such a 

conservative, theocratic state and the unionists not been so defensive, we might not be in the 

situation we are in.  Reforms addressing discrimination in employment and housing date back to 

1972.  Discrimination on the basis of class also affected working class protestants who continue to 

live in as deprived conditions as their catholic counterparts.  All representatives and parties have a 

moral responsibility to promote the interests of all the people they represent even where their 

views may be contrary to their own. There is a decline in support for democracies worldwide 

because of the actions of some elected representatives.  Perhaps we all need to re-read the basics. 

It is difficult to unravel the process of a referendum from individual, party and popular political 

criteria and ambitions. A successful referendum would be one where no one gets hurt.  

Unfortunately, there are still plenty of people around with the means and the motivation to do great 

harm. Whilst the referendum process is academically interesting it is critical that it can lead to a 

permanent, peaceful, and governmentally effective outcome.  Failure to address the demand for a 

referendum and/or rejection of change are likely to perpetuate sectarian divisions and conflict. 

There is a major issue of the power of the Secretary of State who is key in initiating a referendum in 

NI.  

There is a tacit assumption that a NI referendum is solely a border poll and specifically about NI and 

RoI reunification rather than wider constitutional change throughout the island. 

Preparation for a referendum is more pressing due to the democratic deficit created by Brexit and 

the inherent political problems, particularly in the NI, which have led to periods without government 

in both jurisdictions in recent years.  None of the three strands of the GFA have been effective. 

Further, the longer constitutional change is delayed, the greater the gulf between North and South 

and the magnitude and cost of the task of creating a working consensus within a single state if that is 

the ultimate goal.  

Political parties must be keep at arm’s length from the initiation of the referendum process and 

remain so to its conclusion.  Republicans and unionists have an uncanny knack to promoting the 

interests of each other and a referendum for change would render both unionist and 

nationalist/republican parties redundant.  A vote for the status quo would perpetuate and widen 

divisions.    
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7.54 There is a danger that focussing solely on the position of NI and a yes/no referendum, the larger 

issue of constitutional and persistent problems in the politics and governance of the rest of Ireland 

are neglected. For example, three of the Ulster counties were deprived of their natural hinterland 

and identity under partition and areas of the west and south feel remote from Dublin economically 

and socially. A federated structure would reunify Ulster and provide the basis of symmetry in 

governance, the economic might of Dublin/Leinster offset by the three other provinces and 

important areas of government devolved from the capital.  The federal model also eliminates the 

West Lothian question. 

7.65 Given a yes vote unionism and nationalism ideologies are redundant.  The GFA institutionalised 

sectarianism in Government in the NI.  It is highly desirable that this model is not carried forward. 

7.69  Politics in the South as well as the North are stamped by the history of the 19th and early 20th 

century.  The Irish Constitution was written before the middle of the 20th century.  It is not 

extravagant to introduce a totally new constitution which incorporates the prevailing aspirations of 

people in the 21st century.  Germany and France e.g. have had multiple Republics.  A new 

constitution for a new republic with new symbols and new political structures and parties will be 

embraced especially by those who have no direct recollection of the turmoil that affected the whole 

island in the 20th century.  Sticking plaster reforms will only perpetuate a lot of questions and 

problems that current politics has failed to address.   

7.71  Many issues raised would cease to be such problems if a new constitution was accepted in a 

yes/no referendum.  A federal system would allow heterogeneity up to a point.  The role of churches 

in health and welfare as well as educational provision is a Victorian hangover which if removed in a 

new constitution would have added benefits with regards to reconciliation. 

7.74 There is a need for east-west structures and/or British Isles structures assuming Scottish and 

possible Welsh independence.  Bodies such as the BBC could continue to operate throughout but 

equally Irish or Scottish or European competitors could operate as well.  All sorts of business based 

outside the UK are involved in the provision of infrastructure such as railways. 

7.85 The immediate aftermath of a lost referendum would be the resignation of the Secretary of 

State for NI.  A North no vote and a South yes vote should result in no change without a further 

referendum and it would be nice if the Stormont Government actually delivered the GFA and other 

agreements.  A South No and North Yes is practically inconceivable but to try to make sure that it 

doesn’t arise a referendum should be about wider constitutional reform affecting everyone on the 

island not just the North.  Hence, emphasis on a new constitution promoting pluralism and rights as 

well as regional identities throughout the island. 

8.11 I see no likelihood of a career Westminster based politican ever calling a referendum favouring 

a quiet term of office and the status quo.  Elections are not about constitutional change in NI; even 

where nationalist/republicans elected representative outnumber unionists, it could be argued that 

come a border poll enough nationalist/republican people will vote to retain the border.  A few nights 

of unrest in east/west Belfast will convince the Secretary of State that now is not a good time.  

However, there is nothing to stop the Secretary of State asking the electorate for their views 

regarding a poll and acting on the outcome of that exercise thus effectively freeing himself of all 

blame for any ensuing mayhem. 

8.15 Consulting the NI parties is unlikely to lead to anything other than opposing views about the 

outcome of a referendum i.e. unionists would always try to put off a referendum whilst 

nationalist/republicans would always argue the outcome is a foregone conclusion. If the Secretary of 
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State does not consult the electorate then at least they could consult independent expert opinion 

e.g. polling organisations, academics, journalists. 

8.17 Who will decide whether the Secretary of State is exercising power ‘honestly’ and in the 

interests of the people of NI? Have Secretaries of State a track record of such characteristics?  We 

have had a number of duds since 1998 with recent reluctance to engage in NI  politics. 

8.23 Or simply illegal under the GFA. 

8.25 The GFA clearly expects a vote to be taken when there is a likelihood of constitutional change. 

An undecided Secretary of State cannot decide to suck it and see so unionists might challenge the 

decision in court and then 
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12.35 I think it highly desirable that franchise is based on the existing electoral roles in NI and RoI 

and that individuals can vote only in one jurisdiction.  Voting rights should be extended to all normal 

residents including prisoners, and 16 years of age upwards.  Whilst it is not essential that both 

jurisdictions have identical criteria both should be as inclusive as possible.  It may not be possible to 

effect such changes before any referendum. 

12.38 If the Secretary of State was biasing his/her judgment of the need for a referendum on 

electoral results based on the Assembly franchise it wold be perverse not to use the same criteria for 

the referendum.  It might be the case that the referendum vote is based on a new constitution which 

reforms the franchise criteria. 

13.30 It would be good to follow the practice in the GFA – it worked.  Given that the Irish 

Government takes a lead in outlining a new constitutional arrangement they would present a 

document to electorates north and south subject to simple yes/no ballots. 

13.39 Language has become politicised in NI and since accepted practice is English only, a critical 

constitutional referendum is not a good point to introduce a second and third language option.  It 

could be seen as introducing bias.   If it has to come in there should be three discrete versions of the 

ballot form on a single side of the ballot sheet.  There would have to be consideration of the order of 

the languages from top to bottom.  

14.14 Lead campaigners should not be affiliated to parties – unionists and nationalists each comprise 

two main parties.  The lead campaigners should come from a diversity of backgrounds. They should 

be free of contamination from, for example, political groupings associated with paramilitary 

organisations, or domination by a single party.  If there is a referendum, boycott might be self- 

defeating.  It should be clear to all that parties opting for boycott will simply be ignored and not 

relevant in the referendum.  Intimidation and blackmail should have not role her. 

14.17 Similarly, it should be evident from the outset that any illegal expenditure will initiate legal 

action against individuals and/or party officials. 

14.18 There should be a cap on all donations.  Experience with Brexit suggests that there was abuse 

of funding from non-Government sources which potentially emanated from overseas. 

14.30 Without impediment should be a priority.  Funding for each poll should be constrained by 

Government and to the electorate within each.  All that would happen is an escalation in 

expenditure and a waste of money.  If outsiders i.e. people not normally resident wish to donate 
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