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BRITISH IRISH PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY (BIPA): 56th PLENARY SESSION 
 
Introduction 
 

1. The 56th Plenary Session of the British Irish Parliamentary Assembly (BIPA) 
took place between Sunday 10 June and Tuesday 12 June 2018 at the Sligo 
Park Hotel, County Sligo, Ireland. The conference was held much later than 
originally planned due to the heavy snow of late March in Ireland which required 
the postponement of the conference. The Scottish Parliament was represented 
at the Sligo Plenary by Linda Fabiani MSP, John Scott MSP and Ross Greer 
MSP. Christina McKelvie MSP also travelled with the delegation following an 
invitation received from the BIPA Co-Chairs to take part in a panel discussion 
on Women in Parliament. 

 
Plenary Summary 
 

2. Sean Crowe TD was appointed Irish Co-Chair of the Assembly in succession 
to Kathleen Funchion TD shortly before the plenary opened. 

 
3. At the beginning of business, the Co-Chairs paid tribute to Lord (Peter) Temple-

Morris who had recently died and whose idea it had been to found the British-
Irish Inter-Parliamentary Body (now the Assembly) in 1990 in cooperation with 
the late Jim Tunney TD. 

 
4. The Cathaoirleach of Sligo County Council, Councillor Seamus Kilgallon, 

welcomed the Assembly to Sligo after which Joe McHugh TD, Minister of State 
at the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht and Government 
Chief Whip, spoke about the implication of Brexit for Ireland, the Good Friday 
Agreement (for which the European Community was a guarantor) and the 
border with the North. At the end of his address, he answered questions from 
Members. 

 
5. The Minister was followed by a panel discussion marking the 20th Anniversary 

of the Good Friday Agreement led by Ms. Bronagh Hinds, Commissioner for 
Public Appointments in Northern Ireland and founding member of the Women 
in Peace movement, and Baroness Blood, who then answered questions from 
Members of the Assembly. 
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6. Gina McIntyre, Chief Executive Officer, Special European Union Programmes 
Body, and her colleague, John McCandless, spoke about the work of the Body 
and explained the purpose of two programmes, PEACE and INTERREG which 
were together investing millions of euros in supporting the peace process; they 
illustrated their talk with a PowerPoint presentation and answered questions 
from the floor of the Assembly. 

 
7. Dr Niall Muldoon, Ombudsman for Children, and Ms. Koulla Yiasouma, 

Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People, jointly 
addressed the Assembly about the impact of Brexit on children. They stated 
that children in Northern Ireland had grown up with no experience of a border 
between the North and the Republic and they never wanted to see one 
introduced. Not only did they see themselves as both Irish and British but also 
as Europeans and wanted the chance to travel. Funding for education was a 
priority. Dr Muldoon and Ms Yiasouma used PowerPoint to illustrate their points 
and then answered questions from a number of Assembly Members. 

 
8. His Excellency Robin Barnett, British Ambassador to Ireland, once again 

addressed the Assembly. Last year he had spoken about the implications of the 
United Kingdom’s decision to leave the European Union. This year he spoke 
about the strong relationship between Ireland and the United Kingdom over the 
last 100 years in every sphere of activity, a relationship which would, he stated, 
survive Brexit. He then replied to many questions from the floor. 

 
9. Professor Edgar Morgenroth, Professor of Economics at Dublin City University, 

Denis Kelly, Assistant Director, North West Regional Assembly and Ciaran 
Hayes, Chief Executive of Sligo County Council held a panel discussion on the 
challenges facing Regions and local authorities. They then responded to 
questions from the floor. 

 
10. Following the panel discussion, Lord Dubs presented a follow-up report from 

Committee D on Childhood Obesity. Lord Dubs explained the 
recommendations made in the report to reduce obesity in children, saying that 
obesity was the greatest future challenge to health systems in all the 
jurisdictions represented in the Assembly. The Report was agreed to and sent 
to the British, Irish and Devolved Governments. Lord Dubs then informed the 
Assembly that Committee D’s next enquiry would be on Abortion. 

 
11. The final afternoon session was a panel discussion on Women in Parliament. 

Senator Catherine Noone, Karin Smyth MP, Christina McKelvie MSP, Ann 
Jones AM and Rosemary Barton MLA made up the panel. All five women spoke 
about how they got involved in politics and the challenges that female politicians 
continue to face in a largely male dominated profession. They all supported a 
quota system and were delighted with those jurisdictions where Cabinets are 
formed on a 50/50 basis. Women had already changed the way in which politics 
was conducted and the contribution women could make in public life would be 
even more significant in future. The panellists then replied to questions from 
Assembly members. 
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12. Tuesday’s business began with a PowerPoint presentation by Professor Sonja 

Tiernan, Associate Professor and Head of the Department of History & Politics 
at Liverpool Hope University entitled the ‘Votes for Women Campaign: From 
Lissadell House to the House of Commons’.  

 
13. Professor Tiernan’s address focussed on two Irish sisters from Sligo, Eva Gore-

Booth and Countess de Markiewicz, the first woman elected to the House of 
Commons (although she never took her seat). Professor Tiernan said that it 
was appropriate to mark the centenary of the 1918 Act which enacted women’s 
suffrage (albeit to a limited extent) by paying tribute to the two young women 
from Sligo who had been at the forefront of the movement. 

 
14. The Annual Report for 2017 was then approved.  Progress reports on the work 

of Committees A, B & C were also given. 
 

15. The final item on the agenda was the presentation of Committee C’s report on 
“The implications of Brexit for the Agri-Food Sector” by committee chair Joan 
Burton TD. Peter Fitzpatrick TD, chair of Committee A’s then presented their 
report on “The British-Irish Trade Relationship and the Border when the UK 
leaves the European Union” for joint consideration and debate. Both committee 
chairs then took questions from Assembly Members. 

 
Further Information 
 

16. The 57th plenary of the BIPA will be held in London between 21 and 23 October 
2018.  
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