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than them – never mind the Barry Cowen
fiasco. The din was tantamount to noise
pollution, the ugly echoing clatter of
narcissists trundling over the airwaves
with all the self-importance parochial
political office imbues. It wasn’t so much
sharpening knives as fashioning shanks
ready to lunge at Martin, despite the fact
that he’s the one who has brought them to
this point. What are they like?
What a great boon for Fine Gael – who
love the idea of being the adults in the
room – for Martin to have first dibs to
appease his Gollum-like desire for the
Taoiseach’s chair. The way things are
going, Fianna Fáil will be in implosion
mode on a fortnightly basis. Fine Gael has
probably already fitted the home office
with a popcorn machine.

Fianna Fáil
has gone
from stroke
to joke

F

ianna Fáil’s chaotic beginning in
government is what happens
when a cryogenically frozen party
finds itself defrosted in a new era.
It is now worth asking whether Fianna
Fáil is fit to govern at all.
The party’s honeymoon period of about
2.5 seconds was downright laughable.
This was an Armando Iannucci version of

the party, right in the thick of it. No sooner
had Micheál Martin become Taoiseach – a
journey that doesn’t seem to have any
signposts beyond that destination – than
the chaos began.
Their opening week was coloured by a
motley crew of self-involved jostling
wannabes, either jilting gigs or bemoaning the fact someone else got more treats

Incrediblyjuvenile
For a party reliant on a base that’s long in
the tooth, Fianna Fáil’s current incarnation is incredibly juvenile. Given the
multiple crises on nearly every front
imaginable nationally and globally, they’d
want to grow up fast. But hey, this is who
Fianna Fáil is: Mé Féin. They are The Real
Housewives of the Dáil – all drama,
dynasties, and one-off housing. The
Fianna Fáil bubble is mirrored and
non-porous. Perspective appears largely
absent. Do they know what they look like
to those watching on? Two words: ama-

teur hour.
Let’s take a lesson from the past. The
sad death of Jack Charlton allows us to
reflect on his many achievements and the
joy he brought to Irish soccer fans. But it’s
also worth remembering the playing style
he encouraged. With a stable of players
often devoid of world-class technical
talent, yet full of spirit, it was all about the
long ball. The quality of a pedestrian
playing style didn’t matter when other
teams found it hard to contend with. But
then football moved on, and the latter era
of Charlton’s team left them hoofing the
ball into the box, searching for a fortunate
header while everyone else played rings
around them on the ground.
It became less of a tactic and more of an
act of hope. This is what Fianna Fáil looks
like now, wedded to an outdated style they
can’t escape, while the game has radically
changed.
The bitterness from some quarters of
Fianna Fáil – Barry Cowen in particular –
affronted by how a confusing version of
events regarding drink-driving and an odd
driver’s licence history maintained its
presence on front pages and on news
bulletins, is both arrogant and delusional.
It’s part of the media’s job to hold politicians to account. What are journalists
meant to do? Look away from the train
wreck, or rubberneck and investigate?
These kinds of shenanigans might
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For a party reliant on a
base that’s long in the
tooth, Fianna Fáil’s
current incarnation is
incredibly juvenile
make for decent theatre when there’s not
much else going on, but there is no
appetite for a cycle of ridiculous controversies in the current circumstances.
We are facing the biggest public health
crisis in modern history, and the greatest
economic one. It is an insult to the seriousness of the moment, and to the monumental effort and sacrifices that have characterised the collective response of the
public, and the social cohesion we have
shown as a nation, for a party in government to be in such disarray.
What exactly is Fianna Fáil’s mission in
government? What is the Taoiseach’s big
idea? We know that the party doesn’t so
much plan as plot, but where are they
bringing the country? Who is the modern

voice of the party? Who speaks to or for a
modern electorate? And what’s next? At
what point will another Fianna Fáil TD or
Minister become embroiled in another
scandal? You know it’s going to happen.
It’s in their DNA.
For now, they’ve gone from stroke to
joke, because the main existential issue
for Fianna Fáil is no longer the anger or
despair that greeted their return to power,
it’s the increasing laughter from the stalls.
Their credibility – whatever they could
muster in that short period after the
election when we were meant to accept
their return to power as something
normal– is shot. Fianna Fáil is a 20th-century party that has found itself unable to
get to grips with 2020. Politics, the
electorate and the media have moved on a
lot over the past decade since they were in
power, and Fianna Fáil has not been part
of that change. With no ideas to channel
outwards, they turn inwards and on
themselves.
The electorate puts up with a certain
amount of in-party jostling. Dissent and
debate within parties is often a healthy
sign.
But not this. You can have all the scraps
backstage that you want, so long as there
are some decent actors treading the
boards and reading from a quality script.
But when all you have are barneys in the
green room, then it’s curtains.

Joined-up policy
on media
now required
Michael
Foley
Opinion
Programmefor
governmentlacks
detailaboutaddressing
strugglesinsector
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■ A drone photograph of the reopened Greenan Maze at Ballinanty, Greenan, Co Wicklow. The traditional farm, run

by Will & Anita Wheeler, has two mazes, three museums and nature walks.
PHOTOGRAPH: NICK BRADSHAW

Every Monday, The Irish Times
pictures editors select a
photograph that tells its own story

Stimuluspackagecould
transformIrelandforbetter
Paul
Sweeney
Opinion
Capital spending
plan should aim to end
two-tier health system
and housing crisis

T

he stimulus package to be announced by the Government this
week will be transformative. It
could transform Ireland into a
better place in which to live and work.
It could help firms recover, bring us a
single-tier health system and end the
housing crisis. But it could also sink the
economy under a mountain of debt.
The cost undoubtedly will be enormous
but done correctly and prudently, it could
ultimately boost economic development.
The last election showed public support
for substantial change in our society. Even
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, conservative
parties by nature, are being radically
pragmatic because of the pandemic.
There will be three major initiatives to get
the economy going. The first major
response to the pandemic was the wage
subsidy in late March.
It was the right approach and has
helped many workers and firms. The next
will be more subsidies for struggling firms
and the third should be a major public
capital programme (PCP) with two main
key targets of ending both the hated
two-tier health system and the housing
crisis.

The wage subsidy, the existing subsidies for firms (supports on stamp duty,
rates, lending, grants, etc) and this week’s
supports for firms will all add up to the
biggest Keynesian stimulus the Irish
economy has ever had, and at exactly the
right time. It will also be the greatest
socialisation of the Irish economy ever
and thus the power of the State must be
harnessed to be transformative of our
economy and society for the better.
In making his case for major stimulus to
counter an economic downturn, Keynes
said that government could fill bottles
with banknotes and have the private
sector dig them up and there would “be no
more unemployment and, real income of
the community, and its capital wealth
also, would become a good deal greater.”
But he then said: “It would, indeed, be
more sensible to build houses.”
We must not just dig holes or throw
money at firms through cash grants in the
hope of recovery. We must avoid providing free-lunch bailouts for owners and
private investors without ensuring that
subsidies support jobs, avoid market
concentration and put firms on a growth
path.
Grants
It is impossible to get everything right, but
there are some actions the Government
must do right. First, there should be no
subsidies to firms which have no hope of
success, especially unconditional cash
grants. Grants have been advocated by the
beneficiaries, by Ibec and even by Sinn
Féin. Better would be loans, convertible to
equity and when repaid, it means the State
gets our money back. This means more
money for those firms which have a
chance of survival. When profitable the
firms can repay the loans and/or buy back
the equity.
The assessments of firms should be
made by IDA, Enterprise Ireland, New
Era and other State bodies but with only a
peripheral, secondary role for banks or
private “professionals” to reduce conflict.
There must be no subsidies for firms
which misbehave. No tax-clearance

certificate – not a cent. Additionally, this
cert must be amended so that any firm or
group which engages in aggressive tax
planning or has any operations in a tax
haven (a condition in several European
Union states) is precluded from subsidies.
Firms committed to climate repair
should be helped. Firms which paid a
dividend in the last year or had share
buybacks in the past five years must be
precluded. No firm which took to the
courts against their employees to reduce
their sectorally-agreed wages should get a
cent. The importance of collective bargaining in the reduction of market inequality is

‘‘

Health is key, especially
with Covid and ageing and
also the investment Keynes
advocated – housing. It is
time to build public housing
directly and stop all the
off-balance-sheet nonsense

internationally recognised. Ireland’s high
market inequality could be reduced
quickly with it, and thus it should be a
condition for taxpayer subsidies.
The reduction of VAT for the hospitality industry is unlikely to work in boosting
demand during this pandemic. Funding
should be clawed back from firms which
sack workers during the period of support. Conditionality on subsidies makes
them much more effective.
How much should the stimulus be? As
big as is possible in this world-stopping
pandemic. Recent borrowings by the
National Treasury Management Agency
have been oversubscribed at negative
interest rates. Thus further borrowing by
the Government to counter an unprecedented pandemic is the right thing to do.
Capitalprogramme
The third element of the stimulus is the
major PCP. This must have the twin
overriding objectives of ending the
two-tier health system and the housing
crisis. Health is key, especially with Covid
and ageing and also the investment
Keynes advocated – housing. It is time to
build public housing directly and stop all
the off-balance-sheet nonsense.
Additionally, part of the PCP should be
to build world-class public transport in
major cities, better hospitals, clinics,
preschools, schools, investment in climate
and in human capital, in education,
training and active labour-market policies
too.
The first steps in addressing the
pandemic have worked well. The Government must help firms and the economy to
recover in an equitable and effective way.
But it also should ensure a rapid economic
recovery with conditional, transformative
subsidies to firms, whilst delivering a
world-class, single-tier health system and
solving the housing crisis. This is all
doable. For it was in the ruins of war that a
British government introduced its
national health system and its welfare
state.
Paul Sweeney is an economist

n the opening scene of the
film comedy Space Force,
the new four-star air-force
general is sitting with the
other service chiefs waiting to
be made head of the air force.
Instead, to his disbelief, he gets
the new service, Space Force.
The other generals laugh.
One wonders if there was a
similar reaction from Catherine Martin as she read
through her new ministerial
brief and saw, along with arts,
culture, tourism, Gaeltacht,
sport and heritage, she was
assigned a new area, media.
And not media as it used to be,
RTÉ, a few technical areas and
a regulatory body. In her case,
she is the Minister for local
radio, local newspapers,
national newspapers, online
and all broadcasting.
So far she has kept quiet, so
quiet there was no mention of
the word media when she was
interviewed on RTÉ and there
is no mention of it yet on her
website. There had been
intense lobbying for a Minister
responsible for media from the
industry, albeit not envisaged
alongside so many other areas
in the same portfolio. No one
believed it was ever going to be
a standalone ministry, but to
see it tacked on to such a long
list must have come as a
disappointment to the sector.
At the back of the programme for government there
is a short section on the media.
The last government had
established the Future of
Public Service Broadcasting
Commission, to be chaired by
DCU’s outgoing president Prof
Brian MacCraith. No one else
was appointed. In the new
programme for government, it
has morphed into the Future
of the Media Commission,
which will “consider the future
of print, broadcast and online
media in a platform-agnostic
fashion”. A number of issues
arise. RTÉ, for example, had
put on hold cost-cutting
proposals, including the
abolition of Lyric FM, until
September, when the original
commission was to report.
The new commission has, as
yet, no members and no terms
of reference, but is to report in
nine months’ time.
The commission is to report
on the measures to be taken to
ensurea vibrant, independent
public-service media. “The
current funding model for
public-service broadcastingis
inefficient and the commission
will publish recommendations”,
the programme says. There is
nothing really to suggest this
commission’s remit will be any
wider than that of the old
commission, despiteincluding
the word media.
The Government is also to
enact a Bill to “ensure support
for local community radio
stations and independent
national and regional broadcasters in the important work

they do”. Whether that will
come within the scope of the
Online Safety and Media
Regulation Bill, published by
the outgoing government, is
unclear. That Bill was designed to establish a super
Broadcasting Authority of
Ireland to regulate not only
broadcasting but online
media. The new body will be
called the Media Commission.
The programme also
promises to “review and
reform defamation laws, to
ensure a balanced approach to
the right to freedom of expression, the right to protection of
good name and reputation,
and the right of access to
justice”. This is a bizarre
inclusion. That review is
actually a legal requirement
under the 2009 Defamation
Act, and is already five years
behind schedule.
So, what’s new? The commission will come up with ways to
ensure the survival of public-service broadcasting via
some sort of variant of a
broadcasting or media charge;
a Broadcasting Bill supporting
independent broadcasters “in
the important work they do”
which is probably a Bill already
published; it will support Irish
language broadcasting – and
that is probably it. There are
no details. The commission
looks like the one that had
already been announced; the
promised legislation looks like
that published by the outgoing
government; and the review of
defamation is five years late.
Challenges
Of course, the programme for
government talked of the
importance of a “vibrant,
diverse and independent
media” being essential to our
“democracy and our cultural
development”. The media
sector is facing challenges, but
there is nothing yet said about
how a new Minister would
work with the media in
addressing those same
challenges, or how newspapers might be supported, or
what sort of legislation might
ensure a fair share of advertising revenue with the social-media giants, or how jobs would
be maintained after Covid-19
payments are gone. Moreover,
there is nothing on ownership
and how it might be regulated.
Ireland has a vibrant media,
RTÉ, commercial radio and
television, local and national
newspaper industry, much of it
online, and online-only media,
all of whose role during the
Covid-19 pandemic constituted an important element of
public-service journalism.
Those journalists were also
asking questions, seeking
clarity and finding new sources
of expertise. One thinks of the
science and health correspondents who corrected online
misinformation.
While circulations plummeted and advertising was down
by 50 to 60 per cent across all
titles, the interest in news
content increased hugely as
audiences soughtsources they
could trust. There was a surge
in online readers. That need
for verified independent news
might be the basis for an
imaginative joined-up policy
on media for the Minister.
MichaelFoleyisprofessor
emeritusattheSchoolofMedia,
TUDublinandaformerIrish
Timesmediacorrespondent
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targets increased during the pandemic,
with no additional support. Now, on top of
work that is psychologically toxic, holding
on to the job means walking into a hot
zone.”
Moderators work to review and remove
content that violates Facebook’s policies.
In that work, they see countless distressing images, videos and statements every
day, including extreme violence and child
abuse. These moderators sit at screens in
offices around the world, earning little,
and work to protect people on social
media from the worst possible “content”
imaginable. In order to do that, they have
to see it. An ex-Facebook moderator I
spoke to recently began our conversation
with a memory from the job interview:
“One of my interview questions was:
‘Okay, so you’ve come into work, you’ve
grabbed your cup of coffee, you sit down at
your desk, and the first thing you see is a
baby being raped. How do you cope’? ”

Facebook
expertsat
shruggingoff
culpability

L

ast week, an open letter from more
than 200 Facebook moderators,
including 114 working in Dublin,
and addressed to Mark Zuckerberg and Sheryl Sandberg of Facebook,
chief executive of CPL/Covalen Anne
Herarty, and chief executive of Accenture
Julie Sweet, was published. In this letter,
Facebook content moderators wrote to

“express our dismay at your decision to
risk our lives – and the lives of our colleagues and loved ones – to maintain
Facebook’s profits during the pandemic
. . . Before the pandemic, content moderation was easily Facebook’s most brutal
job. We waded through violence and child
abuse for hours on end. Moderators
working on child abuse content had

Veryobviousstresses
In addition to the very obvious stresses of
this work, the pandemic has created more
challenges. While initially sent from
offices to work from home, some content
moderators have been sent back to offices
in Dublin in our Level 5 lockdown,
including to an office at Sandyford, where
cases of Covid-19 have been reported
(Facebook said last week that it has

“exceeded health guidance on keeping
facilities safe for any in-office work”).
Perhaps the pandemic is now offering
another of its reveals: to shine a light on
the working conditions and rights of
content moderators, and also to highlight
the ways in which they are hired, working
on Facebook’s platform, but subcontracted by companies such as CPL and Accenture.
Facebook is facing multiple legal cases
from moderators. Earlier this year the
company made a ¤48 million settlement
with lawyers representing about 10,000
former and current moderators in the US.
And 30 content moderators are now
planning to launch legal action in the Irish
courts. Sinn Féin TD Louise O’Reilly
raised the issue in the Dáil on November
10th. “I want to ask if the Ministers are
aware of this new form of work,” she said,
“and the fact that the people engaged in it
are subject to serious psychological
damage and injury due to being exposed
to explicit content during the course of
their everyday work, and if the Tánaiste
will engage with those workers, and,
indeed, with their employers, to address
this situation, because in some instances,
as we now know, this is causing post-traumatic stress disorder, among other
psychological damage, to many of those
workers exposed to this type of content.”
We know that in 2019 the average
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While initially sent from
offices to work from home,
some content moderators
have been sent back to
offices in Dublin in our
Level 5 lockdown
salary of a staff member at Facebook in
Dublin was about ¤161,000 (there is a
large disparity in earnings across various
roles in the company, but the average still
tells us something), yet a large number of
people working for Facebook in Ireland
are subcontracted and working in far less
salubrious conditions than the shiny
Grand Canal Dock offices, are earning far
less and are doing extraordinarily distressing work.
The average pay for someone working
in “content review” for Facebook is about
¤25,000 annually. There are about
15,000 people working as Facebook
moderators globally, and all of them are
low-paid relative to the salaries in the

industry they’re working in. Dublin is a
significant site for this work.
If this work is so vital, why isn’t it
remunerated as such?
If this work is so core to Facebook’s
“mission”, why aren’t people directly
employed by Facebook?
If the working conditions are ideal, why
are moderators suing? If the unusual
pressures of the job are being dealt with
adequately, why are people developing
PTSD?
Some job notices posted by Accenture
call for “a level of resilience and maturity”
while also saying “recent graduates
welcome”. Is this a job you’d want your
child, fresh out of college, to be doing?
Dubiouspractices
Facebook tends to respond to questions or
exposés of its endless dubious practices
with the disposition and vocabulary of a
child tasked with coming up with its own
scolding. They say things such as, “We are
committed to getting this right”. They
have become experts at manufacturing a
language that shrugs off culpability.
Facebook steals from us words that
used to mean something – “community”,
“values” – and depletes their meaning in
ways that are as insidious as they are
blatant. For what could be so rotten about
a company that professes to want to
“bring the world closer together”?

Johnson needs
to grasp meaning
of sovereignty
Bobby
McDonagh
Opinion
UK’s understanding
of sovereignty
belongs to a receding
Trumpian world
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■ A seal and her pup in a seal colony on the east coast. Seals land on beaches between October and

January to give birth. They spend three weeks ashore weaning their newborn pups. Then a pup will spend
a few week growing its waterproof coat before following the adults into the water. PHOTOGRAPH NICK BRADSHAW

Every Monday, The Irish Times
pictures editors select a
photograph that tells its own story

Branding young as ‘Covid
delinquents’ does not help

Molly Byrne and
Gary Donohoe
Opinion

We should be aware of the
challenges faced by young
people in the pandemic and
the sacrifices they have made

T

he frustration voiced by deputy
chief medical officer Ronan Glynn
over widely-shared video footage
of young people congregating and
drinking alcohol in the streets of central
Dublin is understandable. The public
outrage that such events provoke is
familiar and follows similar scenes when
students returned to college in Galway
and elsewhere.
Those leading the response to the
Covid-19 pandemic, have worked tirelessly since February, making life or death
decisions on a daily basis. They are
unlikely to win any popularity contests
with their recommendations, such as
reducing social gatherings and limiting
travel to visit family at Christmas.
The hard work of the Irish people and
experts like Dr Glynn has been rewarded
in the last few weeks. We are in the
enviable position of being among the
leaders in European league tables in our
successful response to the second wave of
the pandemic. To see this frittered away
by seemingly frivolous activities such as
drinking a pint in the street is heart-breaking and demoralising.
However, viewing young people as
“Covid delinquents” and accusing them of
selfishness, even if referring only to a
minority, is unhelpful and potentially
harmful. It also diminishes the challenges
faced by young people since the outset of

the pandemic and the sacrifices they have
made. A wide combination of survey and
other data suggest that the vast majority
of young people are complying with
restrictions. The weekly Amárach tracker
survey commissioned by the Department
of Health has consistently shown that
while people aged under 35 are slightly
less likely than other age groups to follow
public health restrictions, they still report
high levels of adherence.
A number of recent reports have
documented the negative effects of the
pandemic on young people’s health and
wellbeing. Research conducted by the
Economic and Social Research Institute
suggests that young people have been
“disproportionately affected” by Covid-19
related job losses. Data from the Central
Statistics Office indicates that young
people (aged 18-34) show the largest
decline in life satisfaction of any age group
from pre to during the pandemic. This
group also reports the largest increase in
feeling downhearted, lonely, depressed
and nervous. Data compiled from multiple
studies by Public Health England confirm
that the well-being effect of the pandemic
is largest among those aged 18-34.
Lostopportunities
Talking to young people in and out of
mental health settings makes one thing
clear. There is an enormous sense of loss.
Lost certainties and lost opportunities to
socialise, sure. But also missed rites of
passage, especially for school-leavers.
Some would argue that this is no different
to other generations – for instance, those
not able to attend a wedding or visit a new
grandchild. But neuroscientists and
mental health professionals are concerned that the long-term effects of these
losses will be much larger for those aged
15-25. Firstly, this group represents the
age at onset for a majority (75 per cent) of
mental health problems. Secondly, this
period of “emerging adulthood” is critical
for social interaction in terms of brain
development and social development.

Unlike those in their 30s and 40s who
have social networks and identities they
can rely on, this is the age when people
start to build a sense of who they are
socially. Interrupting this process affects
both social identity, and the development
of the brain networks underpinning it.
Thirdly, this is a group who – based on
recent large Irish surveys such as the
myworld.ie survey – were clearly already
struggling with mental health difficulties
such as anxiety and low mood before the
pandemic. There is a substantial literature
about how social stress, especially during

‘‘

Young people need to be
directly engaged not just
because their safer
behaviours save lives, but
because young people are
socially and psychologically
vulnerable and need
society’s support
development, contributes to risk for
mental ill-health. This includes, for
example, studies of the real-time effects of
social exclusion on brain activity, even
when this is presented as a game. And
longitudinal studies of the long-term
consequences of social stressors, including the cognitive effects of being slapped
as a child, or being a witness to domestic
violence. Developmental animal studies
provide important clues. Several studies
have shown that when animals are housed
separately during adolescence – so that
they can hear, see and smell each other
but not interact physically – there are
lifelong behavioural consequences in

terms of increased anxiety and reduced
sociability. The same long-lasting effects
are not observed if the physical isolation
occurs at a later stage in development.
These studies provide important
information about the potential impact of
Covid-19 restrictions on young people.
They suggest that young people have a
developmental need to interact, and that
when this is not possible, longer-term
developmental consequences may result.
‘Socialbrains’
It suggests that unlike older adults, young
adults, whose “social brains” and social
repertoire are still developing, may be
disproportionately affected. The public
health consequences of a generation of
young people missing out on normal
social experiences may be felt at the level
of mental health; not just now, but in the
longer term.
In research commissioned by the
Department of Health, young people have
been asked for their views to inform the
national response to Covid-19. Young
people need to be directly engaged not
just because their safer behaviours save
lives, but because young people are
socially and psychologically vulnerable
and need society’s support.
They tell us they want clear, consistent
messages about what they can do, not just
what they can’t do. They want opportunities to co-create solutions. They want
peer-led responses, which allow them to
take their part in planning for the future.
They want their efforts and sacrifices to be
acknowledged. They want to be visible not
as Covid delinquents, but as a generation
of young people who are rising to the
challenges posed by Covid-19.
Molly Byrne is professor of health
psychology at NUI Galway. She is a
member of the Department of Health’s
Covid-19 Communications and Behavioural Advisory Group who advise Nphet. Gary
Donohoe is professor of psychology at
NUI Galway

his week British and
European Brexit
negotiators are in the
last chance saloon. Or
perhaps, given their sudden
need to self-isolate, one should
say that they find themselves in
two saloons at opposite ends of
Dodge City. The relative
silence now surrounding the
talks augurs well. It would be
tragic for everyone if they were
to fail because the UK doesn’t
fully understand its own
negotiating demands.
Last week, the British
negotiator, David Frost,
tweeted that the UK would not
budge from its insistence on
sovereign control over three
things: its laws, its trade and its
fish. Hopefully, it is will dawn
on London that the European
Union’s negotiating position is
entirely compatible with those
stated British objectives. It is
now urgent, following the
departure of the Cummings
cultists, that someone has the
gumption to explain this to
prime minister Boris Johnson
before it is too late.
The quest to enhance
sovereignty has been and
remains at the heart of the
Brexit project. However,
sovereignty is complicated. It
is not an heirloom to be
secretly buried at Stonehenge
and dug up for inspection only
during the summer solstice.
Rather, real sovereignty must
be deployed with pride and
confidence. And the necessary
corollary of valuing one’s own
country’s sovereignty is
recognising that others equally
value their sovereignty.
Consider first sovereignty
over British laws – admirable
as a guiding objective but
misleading as an absolute
principle. The UK is negotiating trade deals around the
world, seeking to replicate the
trade access it already had as
part of the EU. Each of those
deals necessarily involves
some constraint on British
sovereignty. The trade deal
with Japan, for example,
involves legal limitations on
Britain’s use of state aid, an
imposition apparently deemed
intolerable in the Brexit
negotiations. Indeed, the UK’s
entire engagement with the
wider world represents a
sensible sharing of its sovereignty. Were it not willing to
do that, it would not belong to,
say, Nato or the World Trade
Organisation.
Accessofgoods
Moreover, the EU collectively,
as well as its member states
individually, is likewise
sovereign. The EU has the
right to determine the laws
governing the access of goods,
including British goods, to its
market. As the most open
trading entity in the world, the
EU is willing to use its sovereignty to enter into reasonable
trade deals with others,

including with the UK. However, it is unmoved by any
suggestion that UK sovereignty has some special sacred
status. Then there is the
somewhat curious demand for
sovereignty over British trade.
If the UK wants control over
British trade with the EU, it
already has that. Nobody can
force the UK to accept any
compromises in the Brexit
negotiations if – a very big if – it
is prepared for the immense
economic damage it will incur
as a result.
The real question is not
whether the UK has so-called
trade sovereignty but rather
whether it will exercise such
sovereignty sensibly. To turn
down a fair Brexit trade deal,
far from demonstrating
national control, would signify
national impotence.
Tradedeals
If, on the other hand, the issue
is the UK’s trade with the rest
of the world, the UK can reach
no meaningful trade deals that
do not limit British sovereignty. National control over trade
is a contradiction in terms.
Absolute control over trade
stops at Dover and Heathrow.
There is only one way to
achieve such control. Don’t
export anything.

‘‘

The UK can
reach no
meaningful trade
deals that do not
limit British
sovereignty
The fisheries issue has
become a totemic issue
because it represents the only
area in which Britain, alongside the damage to every other
aspect of its national economy,
is set to register a Brexit win.
The EU accepts that. But
here again sovereignty runs
into the complex reality that
the EU also has sovereign
interests. If Johnson insists on
a maximalist outcome on fish,
he cannot object if the EU, to
protect the legitimate interests
of its own fishing communities, exercises its equally
legitimate sovereign rights on
other issues of importance to
the UK.
Johnson has only days to
decide, belatedly, whether to
fish or cut bait. The UK’s
recent and narrow understanding of sovereignty belongs to a
receding Trumpian world. It is
at odds with Britain’s record of
effective international engagement in pursuit of its interests.
It would hole the Great Ship
Going Global below the
waterline.
Fortunately, a Brexit deal
that respects the sovereignty
of both parties is to be had in
the coming days. The first step
must be to understand and
accept what that sovereignty
means.
Michelangelo’s Sistine
Chapel fresco famously
portrays the hands of Adam
and God almost touching. The
UK and EU are tantalisingly
close to a Brexit deal. The
small but significant gap is
bridgeable provided the UK
does not withhold its hand to
protect an illusory notion of
absolute autonomy.
Bobby McDonagh is a former
ambassador to the UK, EU
and Italy

