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6. There has been a previous referendum, or ‘border poll’, in 1973, asking people in 
Northern Ireland if they wanted to remain part of the UK, or to be joined with the 
Republic of Ireland. The nationalist community boycotted the vote. As a result, on a 
turnout of 58% of the electorate, 99% voted to remain part of the UK. The poll did not 



 

19. Coordination and planning of the referendums and the processes surrounding them 
would be essential, particularly between the British and Irish governments. Lack of 
preparation ahead of the 2016 referendum on the UK’s EU membership was clearly 
detrimental to the referendum process, and subsequent developments. Such planning 
would need to cover such matters as: when referendums would take place relative to 







5.17.  The decisions to be made would have major implications for the lives of people 
throughout the island of Ireland. It would therefore be important for these decisions to be 



• post-unification relations between Ireland and the remaining UK, with special 
reference to Northern Ireland.  



Trade, Boundaries and the European Union:  

7.23. …most notably fishing rights in response to changing sea borders, might also 
require renegotiation.  

7.24. Other consequences of Northern Ireland rejoining the EU would be that the euro 
would become the official currency, as it is in the South; and Northern Ireland 
would again be eligible to apply to the European Regional Development Fund.  
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7.26.The Agreement, in our view, provides for equal respect for the British identity, 
even after unification. Most residents of Northern Ireland, if born there, are 
already under Irish law entitled to Irish citizenship. But, under existing Irish 
constitutional arrangements, certain rights are only available to citizens. Some in 
the unionist tradition may not wish to take up Irish citizenship, and certainly not 
wish to have it foisted upon them. The 1998 Agreement (see Chapter 4) provides 
that British citizens in Northern Ireland cannot be compelled to become Irish 
citizens but must nevertheless be permitted to exercise full political rights 
without becoming Irish citizens.  

7.27.



7.36.  The second difficulty of a long transition is that it would bring no early finality, 
which could be destabilising politically and economically. It would enable people to make 
choices but leave the difficult decisions and painful consequences they would entail until 
later. And it would increase the possibility that attempts could be made, through political 
or violent means, to prevent unification from happening.  
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7.44.{…} The SDLP’s 2005 plan for a united Ireland involved a large element of 



finding itself unable to enact its agenda in the South, having no majority amongst southern 
TDs. The numbers involved would mean that the risks were much greater than at Westminster, 
where Northern Ireland has 18 members out of 650; if the current Dáil were enlarged to 
accommodate Northern Ireland members on the same population basis, as provided for in the 
Constitution, it would have about 62 seats in addition to the present 160. 

7.62.  Other aspects of government would need to be considered. 



that citizens from the North would be involved in making the new constitution, and hence could 
feel as much part of the new structure as those in the South.  
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7.71. Some questions would only arise, or would be more significant, if unification were 
brought about on a unitary model. But many carry significant political weight.  

• Taxation and finance: There would be significant questions about the transition of 
Northern Ireland to an all



sheet plan of constitutional design were adopted, a new institution. There might need 
to be provision for a fixed number of Northern Ireland judges on the Court. Under a 
unitary plan there would presumably be new courts in the North, on an island-wide 
model.  

• Policing: 



7.85.  Particularly difficult though unpredictable political consequences might arise if 
unification were defeated on a split vote: a vote for unification in the North but not the 
South, or vice versa. This scenario would seriously threaten political stability. If a vote for 
unification was won in the North, but lost in the South, nationalism would be left orphaned, 
with the long cherished united Ireland ideal being abandoned by Irish voters in the South. 
[…]  
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Phase 0: Preparation: 

10.6.  While arguing that preparatory work would be desirable, we have not taken a view on 
the timetable that it should follow. This is a politically sensitive matter on which perspectives 
differ markedly; given our focus on procedural rather than political matters, it is therefore for 
others to resolve. Some—particularly, but not exclusively, in the nationalist community—see 
the preparatory phase as having begun already, and have begun to initiate public and private 
conversations of various kinds. Others are more cautious on beginning preparations, or are 
opposed to doing so. The Irish government seeks to focus conversation on a ‘shared island’ 
rather than on the unification question. Many unionists in Northern Ireland, as well as the UK 
government, wish to avoid discussion of unification entirely.  

Phase 1: Deciding whether to Call Referendums: 

Whether to Call Referendums:  

10.11.  The Secretary of State must call a referendum if it appears likely that a majority would 
vote for unification. That means that a Secretary of State must always keep an open mind to 
the possibility that this condition could be met. […]  

Phase 2: From Calling Referendums to the Votes:  

Planning the Campaigns:  

10.23. Besides the development of proposals for a united Ireland set out above, phase 2 would 
also be a period during which campaigners on all sides would develop their referendum 
campaign strategies. Campaigners for unification would likely base those strategies in part on 
the plans for what would follow votes in favour of unification. Campaigners for maintaining 
the Union, meanwhile, might develop proposals for reforming Northern Ireland’s place within 
the Union and Northern Ireland’s internal system of government. We set out some of the 
matters that such proposals might address in Chapter 7.  

Phase 3: Referendums on the Unification Question:  

10.27.  One point that we should address here, however, concerns the precise timing of the 



proposals. In principle, there are therefore three ways in which the referendums could be 
sequenced: they could indeed take place on the same day; or the vote in Northern Ireland 
could come first; or the vote in the Republic of Ireland could come first.  

10.28.  As we set out further in Chapter 11, there are arguments relating to both symbolism 
and practical effect that might affect decision-making on the design of the referendums, 
including the question of how votes north and south would be sequenced. Many 
respondents to our public consultation identifying as nationalist argued that the 
referendums north and south should take place on the same day. 
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10.67.  If referendums were called, phase 2 would then take in the period from that moment 
until the votes themselves. The decisions to be taken during this period would depend of which 
of the referendum configurations was followed. Under configuration 2, the Irish government 
would lead a process of developing proposals for the form of a united Ireland. Under 
configurations 4 or 5, the Irish government would lead the development of processes through 
which such proposals would be drawn up after the referendums, in the event that voters north 
and south opted for unification. In addition, it would be necessary under configuration 4 to 
develop default arrangements for the form that a united Ireland would take if replacement 
arrangements could not be agreed. Under configuration 5, interim arrangements would be 
required, to operate after the transfer of sovereignty while replacement provisions were settled.  

10.69. The configurations would thus differ from each other principally from phase 2 onwards: 
there would be variation in what would be decided when, and therefore in how long some 
phases would take. At the same time, the differences should not be exaggerated. Under all 
configurations, in order to enable an informed choice among voters and to provide clarity as to 
the paths ahead under different outcomes, much work would be needed before the votes were 
held. And, if voters opted for unification, some further work would be required between polling 
day and the transfer of sovereignty as well. N)&.%(<4&Q/&*+9*<'&4/3+60Q</&)%&5<0,&0<<&%:&)*+3&
%()&4(6+,9&5*03/&".  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	

 


