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I am delighted to participate in a conference that is 

commemorating the North-South institutions established 

under the GFA. Having been present at the inaugural meeting 

of the NSMC in December 1999, it is gratifying that the tender 

institutions established on that occasion have now, generally 

speaking, consolidated their existence. My active involvement 

in those institutions lasted until October 2002 when 

suspension reduced their progress to a slow pace, not to be 

increased until after the 2007 Assembly convened.  

What I have planned for my paper is a reflection on the three 

main attempts to establish all-Ireland or N-S institutions, two 

unsuccessful and one successful, and then to pose some 

questions about where the present situation leaves the 

question of Irish unity.   

Irish history is replete with lost opportunities. The bitterly 

contested Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 marked the first of such 

lost opportunities as far as today’s topic is concerned.  

Although anticipated in that treaty, and detailed a year earlier 

in the Government of Ireland Act, the proposed Council of 
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Ireland never came into existence. Later, although provided 

for in the Sunningdale agreement of 1973, the Council of 

Ireland then proposed also never met. So, it was not until 

December 1999 that we witnessed the establishment of a 

council that can be said to be analogous to these two – the 

NSMC. 

It is an interesting and instructive comparative exercise to cast 

a brief look at what was envisaged in those earlier initiatives 

and to compare their proposals with the more recent and 

successful move to create a N-S inter-governmental 

institution. While there are clear parallels there are also some 

striking contrasts between the three.  

The Government of Ireland Act, paragraph 2 (1), stated:  

With a view to the eventual establishment of a Parliament for 

the whole of Ireland, and to bringing about harmonious action 

between the parliaments of southern and northern Ireland 

and to the promotion of mutual intercourse and uniformity in 

relation to matters for the whole of Ireland, and to providing 

the administration of services which the two parliaments 
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mutually agree should be administered uniformly throughout 

the whole of Ireland, or which by virtue of this Act are to be so 

administered, there shall be constituted … a Council to be 

called the Council of Ireland. 

The Sunningdale Agreement stated, paragraphs 7 and 8 of the 

communiqué following the agreement: 

The Conference agreed that a Council of Ireland would be set 

up ... It would comprise a Council of Ministers with executive 

and harmonising functions and a consultative role, and a 

Consultative Assembly with advisory and review functions.  

In the GFA the aims of the Council, now to be formerly known 

as the NSMC, are stated as follows: 

Under a new British/Irish agreement dealing with the totality 

of relationships, and related legislation at Westminster and in 

the Oireachtas, a North/South Ministerial Council (is) to be 

established to bring together those with executive 

responsibilities in Northern Ireland and the Irish government, 

to develop consultation, co-operation and action within the 
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island of Ireland – including through implementation on an all-

island and cross-border basis – on matters of mutual interest 

within the competence of the Administrations North and 

South.  

All three proposals envisaged a council with a membership 

drawn from both parliaments, though the first did not have 

the ministerial element contained in the second and third. The 

GFA envisaged a Parliamentary Forum with no explicit link to 

the NSMC. It met for the first time last October.  

More immediately striking on reading these statements of 

purpose is that the first contains a sense as to where the 

Council might go that is absent from the other two.  The 

council as envisaged in the GoI Act, and not amended in the 

Treaty, was intended to be an interim institution, since the 

establishment of a parliament for the whole of Ireland was 

still an expectation in many minds, British as well as Irish. The 

need to keep services intact on an all-Ireland basis had, 

therefore, a clear imperative. 
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In contrast, the Sunningdale and GF agreements reflect more 

prosaic emphases on consultation and co-operation on 

matters of mutual interest. No sense that that there would be 

‘the eventual establishment of a Parliament for the whole of 

Ireland’, or that there should be a uniformity in services, 

merely an avoidance of unnecessary duplication together with 

the possibility of the adoption of ‘common policies’. Also, 

while the first two agreements placed a strong emphasis on 

harmonisation in the delivery of services, the word 

‘harmonisation’ is not used with respect to the NSMC, 

although it is with respect to the British-Irish Council, and was 

used with respect to the NSMC in the penultimate draft of the 

agreement.   

Interesting also is the fact that in the GFA there is a very 

strong emphasis on the two jurisdictions, and on the need for 

the Northern Assembly and the Oireachtas to separately 

approve decisions taken by the NSMC, an emphasis that 

brings the NSMC closer to the unionist concept of a ‘good 
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neighbours’ arrangement than nationalists or the Irish 

government would have admitted at the time.   

 These contrasts highlight the effects of the years and events 

that followed the 1920-1 arrangements, years and events that 

rendered impossible an agreement suggesting that a North-

South council could lead to the ‘establishment of a Parliament 

for the whole of Ireland’, and precluded explicit suggestions 

that there should be ‘uniformity’ or ‘harmonisation’ in the 

services provided by both administrations. 

By being very functional in terms of focus, the GFA attempted 

to ensure that the NSMC and its associated bodies, would be, 

to a considerable extent, ‘depoliticised’, at least as far as the 

issue of Irish unity is concerned. In other words, the NSMC 

would not be a vehicle to propel NI into a united Ireland, or 

even ‘trundle’ them towards that goal, as one of my SDLP 

famously stated in 1974.  Rather, it would operate aside from 

the issue of unity, with a strong emphasis on what is 

practically possible and with the implication that should unity 
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come about, the NSMC might be seen to have contributed to 

its achievement, more indirectly than directly. 

When it came to identifying the areas that could be part of 

the remit of a N-S institution, the more recent agreements 

contain a greater degree of specificity than the GoI Act. In 

contrast, the 1920 Act envisioned quite a wide-ranging role for 

the Council when in paragraph 10 (3) it stated that ‘the 

Council may consider any questions which appear in any way 

to bear upon the welfare of both Southern Ireland and 

Northern Ireland and may, by resolution,  make suggestions 

thereto ….. 

 

No such overarching role was envisaged for a N-S Council by 

either the Sunningdale, or GF agreements, except perhaps by 

implication. Instead specific lists of possible areas for co-

operation were identified in both. However, I suppose there 

would be nothing to inhibit the NSMC, or the Parliamentary 

Forum from adopting such an overarching role. 
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Both recent agreements contain very similar sectoral lists.  An 

important development in the GFA, introduced to 

copperfasten an executive role for the NSMC, was the concept 

of ‘implementation’ bodies, i.e. those bodies that would have 

an island-wide remit, InterTradeIreland being one of the more 

prominent examples.   

 

Unionists who had argued for nothing more than a 

consultative role for the NSMC, resisted an executive role and 

continued to do so until almost the close of negotiations on 

the GFA. Indeed, many will recall  that when the draft of the 

GFA was circulated in the final days of the negotiations, the 

proposals for that remit were so unacceptable to the UUP that 

John Taylor, one its leading members,  declared that he would 

not touch the proposed agreement ‘with a forty-foot barge 

pole’.  A quick rethink on the range of sectors for the NSMC by 

the Irish government and the SDLP was necessary to avoid a 

break-down on the issue. 
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Politics with a somewhat smaller ‘p’ did manifest themselves 

in the setting up of the NSMC. Unionist concerns persisted 

into the negotiations on which services would become 

responsibilities of implementation bodies, with strong 

resistance to any suggestion that there be more than the 

minimum six, and to any suggestion that industrial 

development or tourism would become responsibilities of 

implementation bodies. Resistance to the first such suggestion 

was also rumoured to have come from the IDA. The languages 

body was another matter of contention, the resolution to 

which was to have two bodies in one, one for Irish, the second 

for Ulster-Scots. Tourism became subject to a quasi-

implementation body, a limited company, Tourism Ireland. 

Another issue of political contention was the location of the 

offices for the implementation bodies. As a result, their main 

offices and sub-offices are scattered across the country from 

Cork to Coleraine, a minor all-Ireland exercise in 

decentralisation. 

Now to the second issue in my title. 
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Does the establishment and development of the NSMC mean 

that the aspiration to Irish unity has been taken off the 

political agenda?  Is it now an issue to be argued for 

essentially outside the institutions created by that 

agreement?  Or as JH frequently stated, is it a matter of the 

persuaded persuading the unpersuaded? If it is, this raises the 

question as to where Irish unity now ranks with Irish people 

and, in particular, with their political parties, at least those 

parties who regard themselves as in its favour.  What lead will 

be given on the issue, or Is it now a question of merely 

allowing the conditions for unity to emerge spontaneously? 

Looking towards the commemoration of 1916 in a few years 

time, we may well ask how Irish unity will figure as an issue as 

we commemorate the events of that year? Will we 

acknowledge that however noble the intentions, and however 

positive the actions of the uprising’s leaders for the 

achievement of independence in this part of Ireland, the 

actions of the men and women of 1916, far from cultivating 

the seeds of unity, only reinforced divisions that kept the 
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people of this island apart for most of the past hundred years, 

and that it was not until the GFA that we have been able to 

begin overcoming those effects?  

Finally, however we answer such questions, I think the 

majority of people who favour unity accept that the GFA and 

its institutions, particularly the NSMC, provide more space 

and, indeed, more honesty, to considering how unity could be 

achieved. 

 


