
IMPACT OF 
BREXIT ON A 
BORDER CITY



Overview

As a frontier city situated less than 7 miles from the 
border and on the M1 Belfast - Dublin corridor, the 
Newry business community is deeply concerned at 
the prospect of Brexit and the imposition of a Hard 
Border.  

Newry Chamber of Commerce & Trade as a leading 
business organisation in a frontier city can see no 
other option than to keep the border open for trade 
and the free movement of all people.  Our geographic 
situation, economic structure, as well as the political 
settlement as laid down in the Good Friday Agreement 
and St Andrews Agreement, mean that special 
arrangements are essential.  

The economic transformation of the Newry region 
will be put at risk.  Over the last 25 years, the Newry 
business community has taken advantage of the 
dissolution of the border as a barrier to the movement 
of goods and people – growing world beating, 
locally owned, innovative companies now employing 
thousands and making an enormous contribution to 
the Northern Ireland (NI) economy.

Many local companies operate on a cross border basis.  
Any disruption to trading modalities and especially 
freedom of movement of goods and people will badly 
affect these vital companies.

Impact on  
movement of People 
The recent Censuses North (2011) and South (2011) 
showed that approximately 16,000 people were 
resident on one side of the border and travelling 
across the border to work on the other side.  Other 
research increases this by 50% to around 25,000 
‘frontier workers’, some of the difference undoubtedly 
explained by cross-border work in construction, 
agriculture and other sectors where the employment 
arrangements are more temporary and sub-contract 
based.

With respect to EU citizens, The Newry, Mourne and 
Down District Council area has the third highest 
proportion of people born in the EU accession 
countries (2.5%) in NI. Any new plans must continue 
to allow for the freedom of movement of all European 
citizens.  

On a very personal and practical level, any change to 
the current border will have significant implications for 
families and communities who may cross the border 
many times a day for personal reasons.  The border 
also runs through Carlingford Lough, with many 
people residing on the Northern side of the border 
looking over at the Southern side.  Logistically, it 
would seem quite impossible to police a hard border 
that runs through the sea.

Impact on the  
Business Community

Expansion plans have been put on hold due to 
employers fearing how they might continue to attract 
the necessary talent from Republic of Ireland (ROI) and 
how the flow of talent will be affected from markets 
across the border.  The “fear factor” has already had 
an adverse impact on the recruitment and retention of 
non-EU national talent who have elected not to renew 
contracts in local companies in favour of moving to 
ROI based companies to be more secure with EU 
residency rights.  As one local company put it, their 
growth strategy is dependent on innovation which 
makes the accessibility of the ROI, wider EU and NI 
talent pools critically important.  

From a regulatory perspective in the financial services 
sector, companies are concerned at how passporting 
rights will be affected.  Future growth ambitions 
are already in jeopardy.  One local company who 
secured Invest NI funding of £0.5million to export an 
innovation based product to the ROI was dependent 
on regulatory passporting rights to operate in the ROI 
market.  The lack of clarity around the continuation of 
these rights places this expansion project in jeopardy.  
Across the United Kingdom (UK), some 2,758 brokers 
possess passports to trade in the European Union.  
The wider implication on the London financial 
services market with companies such as Lloyds 
and AIG relocating to Brussels and Luxembourg 
respectively will undoubtedly have a knock on effect 
on the entire insurance market and broker business 
models throughout the UK and with the additional 
logistical problems a hard border will present to 
financial services companies operating in both ROI 
and NI markets, the ramifications on border situated 
businesses are unquantifiable.

One of Ireland’s major Ports is located north of the 
border in Warrenpoint.  Up to 40% of trade through the 
Port emanates from or goes to the ROI.  The potential 
imposition of tariffs and customs checks will have 
major adverse effects on this Port as well as business 
and industry creating physical delays, queuing and 
substantial administrative overheads adding to the 
cost of doing business here. This could result in 
increased pricing and potential job losses.

Loss of  
European Funding
European Funding has been essential in developing 
our local communities with approximately €3.4bn 
in Peace and Interreg monies up to 2020 invested 
in NI and ROI Border Counties. This is only the 
start of a process where much more is needed in 
the community and voluntary sectors to ensure a 
continuation of growth.



Threat to 
the Peace Process

The Greater Newry area has been transformed in the 
last twenty years.  It now has low   unemployment, 
below both the NI and UK averages.  The removal of 
customs controls and border security checks during 
the 1990’s followed from the mid-2000s by major 
improvements to Newry’s road and rail links with 
Dublin and Belfast encouraged an exponential growth 
in locally-owned private sector businesses and in 
visitors to the area (especially shoppers).  The removal 
of controls on the movement of people and goods 
alongside the Good Friday Peace Agreement brought 
unprecedented prosperity to the area.  The corollary 
of this is that the hard border which was enforced 
for most of the 20th century fuelled disaffection and 
provided a focus for politically motivated violence.  If 
Brexit is allowed to distance Northern Ireland further 
from the Irish Republic and restrict the movement of 
businesses and citizens between north and south, it 
will put (and its prospect has arguably already put) 
national identity and territorial sovereignty questions 
back again at the centre of politics in Northern Ireland 
with potentially serious consequences for inter-
community and inter-State relationships.

Future Arrangements

To that end, it is our firm view that Brexit will be 
a catastrophe for the entire Island of Ireland if it 
proceeds in its current format without taking Northern 
Ireland’s unique position into consideration.  

• We believe that the only credible approach is for 
special arrangements to be secured  for Northern 
Ireland with the European Union that will uphold 
the democratic wish of the citizens of the north, who 
voted to remain, but will also ensure that the frontier 
between the EU and Britain will not be on the Island 
of Ireland.   

• In addition with 72% of Northern Ireland’s exports 
going to GB this trade too must be safeguarded in 
any new arrangements.  The North must continue to 
have free movement of people, goods and services 
on a north / south and east / west basis, as well as 
between the other member states of the EU.  Thus 
UK/EU negotiations must recognise the importance 
for NI businesses to retain access to the single 
market, be part of the customs union and for the 
Common Travel Area to remain allowing for the free 
movement of all European citizens.  Trade tariffs, 
physical checks or border passport controls are 
unacceptable. 

• *To protect industry and commerce in Northern 
Ireland and to maintain the EU compliance of 
produce from the Republic, given the extent to which 
supply chains north and south are interlinked and 

the border is so porous, the special circumstances 
of Northern Ireland within the UK must be given 
practical effect by opting the region out of UK trade 
deals involving products which are banned from the 
EU.  There will have to be special “Northern Ireland 
origin” status for goods produced in N. Ireland which 
will allow those goods to freely enter both the Irish 
Republic and Great Britain. 

• *There will also have to be a special funding package 
to help businesses and communities to adapt to the 
unprecedented changes which will face them.

*There is precedent: The UK Government has already 
sanctioned a special rate of Corporation Tax for 
N. Ireland which is, in effect, an opt-out from the 
mainstream UK tax code; the Good Friday Agreement 
is a ‘special’ constitutional settlement in which 
another sovereign EU State, the Irish Republic, has a 
formal role; and the EU ‘Special Support Programme 
for Peace and Reconciliation’ is a multi-€billion 
funding package which has provided support 
for initiatives which  address N. Ireland’s special 
circumstances

• NI businesses must be allowed continued access to 
people and skills, customers and suppliers across the 
border.  

• Future arrangements must support continued cross-
border partnerships within the island of Ireland as 
laid down by The Good Friday Agreement.  




