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The border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland formally separates the UK from 

another EU member state. The history of Irish home rule, partition and the Troubles has made it a 

border imbued with historical and political significance, while cultural and religious differences and 

sectarian division within Northern Ireland have shaped the extent to which it is perceived as a 

closed or open border. If Scotland and the rUK become separate states, we can expect their 

relationship to follow a different trajectory, devoid of the sectarian conflict and troubled history that 

has beset UK-Irish relations. But the close and collaborative relationship between the UK and 

Ireland today provides useful insights into the possible effect of an international border between 

Scotland and rUK. 

The UK and Ireland are both exempt from the Schengen agreement but share a Common Travel 

Area (CTA). The CTA long predates their membership of the European Union, but has now been 

formally recognised in the EU treaties. No passport controls are in place for UK and Irish citizens 

crossing the border between Northern Ireland and Ireland on land, but a valid passport or photo ID 

is required for entries by sea or air. Programmes like the Irish Short-Stay Visa Waiver Programme 

or the British-Irish Visa Scheme (starting in autumn 2014 for citizens from China and India) 

facilitate travel for visitors between the countries on one visa. 

 

PEOPLE: CROSSING THE BORDER FOR WORK AND SERVICES 

As EU citizens, people from Northern Ireland and Ireland have the right to live and work on both 

sides of the border. Notwithstanding the status of Gaelic as Ireland’s first language and its minority 

status in the north, English is the dominant language for both thus removing linguistic barriers to 

cross-border mobility. A study by the North-South Ministerial Council (NSMC) in 2001 estimated 

that around 18,000 workers (9,000 in each direction), 5,200 students and 4,000 migrants cross the 

border to work or study each year, with another 1.7 million crossing to shop or for other purposes 

Key points: 

� UK-Irish interdependence today can provide valuable insights for Scottish-UK border 

relations, as some of the interdependences and the management of these could also apply to 

Scottish-UK border relations in the event of independence.  

� EU regulations on mobility of persons, goods and services as well as cross-border treaties and 

agreements can minimize that the border become a barrier to mobility for those travelling, 

living or working across the border. An information service is an invaluable tool supporting 

citizens and bureaucrats in understanding regulations and entitlements they confer. 

� Intergovernmental processes and EU funded cross-border schemes reduce the impact of the 

border on people and businesses, and can promote pragmatic policy cooperation, as well as 

cross-border trade and mobility. 
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by bus or train. 14 million cars crossed the border at Killeen between Newry and Dundalk every 

year (the main cross-border road axis) and, between 1996 and 2003, approximately 16,000 patients 

crossed the border to receive health care in the other jurisdiction.1 The right to travel, live and work 

across the border is protected by EU regulations, but these are complex and little understood by 

citizens. Border People, an initiative supported by the NSMC, provides a useful ‘one stop shop’ to 

inform citizens of their rights. Bureaucracy can act as an additional barrier. The treatment by 

HMRC of Irish frontier workers as ‘overseas’ claimants has left some of those entitled to benefits 

and tax credits facing long delays.2   

 

Cross-border or frontier workers are people who live on one 

side of the border but work on the other. Under EU regulations, 

taxes and contributions to social insurance have to be paid in one 

country only but entitlements may sometimes be claimed in a 

different Member State. Frontier workers, like all EU/EEA 

migrant workers, are entitled to equality of treatment in 

employment rights, working conditions, and employment-related 

benefits, with the same social protection and tax advantages as 

national workers. Frontier workers, unlike other migrant 

workers, have additional rights, e.g. cross-border access to health 

care.  

� Regarding health care services, people living on the Irish side of the border but working in 

Northern Ireland, and vice versa, are entitled to NHS treatment as well as an Irish medical 

card based on individual means test. A person in employment is unlikely to receive a card. 

These frontier rights do not automatically extend to other family members and usually expire 

upon retirement. 

� Maternity and sickness benefits are the responsibility of the member state in which a person 

was last employed. In contrast, unemployment benefits will be paid by the country in which 

the claimant lives. Participation in back-to-work employment training schemes is usually only 

possible in the country of residence.  

� Frontier workers are usually only liable for paying taxes in one country. The UK and Ireland 

have a double taxation agreement such that cross-border workers pay taxes in the country 

where they earn their income and receive tax relief on declared worldwide income when 

completing a self-assessment in their country of residence. A balance of tax may still be due 

in the country of residence. However, Irish residents working in the UK benefit from a Trans-

border workers relief which may mean that they are not liable for additional tax in the 

south.3 

� Those who have lived and worked on both sides of the border at various times during their 

working life may qualify for state pensions from both the UK and Ireland depending on the 

number of years they have worked in each country. Applications for state pensions are usually 

made in the country of residence. Payments made to NI can be used to qualify for a full state 

pension in the Republic, and vice versa. 

� In the case of families where both parents work but only one parent is a cross-border worker, 

the country of the family residence is usually responsible for paying family benefits, but the 

family may be entitled to a supplement so that the total amount of family benefits is equal to 

                                                           
1  Joe Shiels, J and A O’Kane, 2010, Measuring Mobility in a Changing Island. A report commissioned by the EURES 

Cross Border Partnership, Centre for Cross Border Studies. Available at: http://www.crossborder.ie/pubs/eures-05-

08-2010.doc 
2  Interview. 
3  We are grateful to Annmarie O'Kane from the Centre for Cross Border Studies for her support regarding the details 

of the regulations. 
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the highest benefits available. This benefits families where one or both parents work in the 

south given the more generous benefit entitlement. 

 

TRADE AND ECONOMIC RELATIONS 

The UK and Ireland share strong economic and business ties. In 2013, an evaluation report, jointly 

commissioned by the two governments, revealed the depth of the economic relationship between 

them. 

 

The UK remains Ireland’s largest export destination, with 

16% of total industrial exports in 2011 and 18.5% of service 

exports. However, Irish dependence on the UK for both 

imports and export destination declined gradually after 

Ireland joined the EU. 

 

� Ireland is the 5th largest recipient of UK industrial 

exports – almost 6% of the total in 2011. 32.5% of 

Ireland’s imported goods come from the UK and 12% 

of imported services. 
 

� An estimated 208,000 jobs in the UK result from 

exports to Ireland; an estimated 198,000 Irish jobs 

depend on exports to the UK. 
 

� The main ‘barrier’ to trade between the UK and 

Ireland is currency. Ireland broke its historic link with 

sterling in 1979, deciding at the time to absorb the transitional costs for the opportunity to 

overcome its trade dependence on the UK and its ties to a historically high inflation, low 

growth economy.4  
 

� According to Intertrade Ireland, the Belfast Agreement ‘melted the border’ and there are no 

longer any insurmountable barriers to north-south trade. Currency differences only become 

problematic during periods of currency volatility where these create big shifts in the sterling-

euro exchange rate.5 

 

NORTH-SOUTH RELATIONS AND CROSS-BORDER CO-OPERATION 

Formal north-south cooperation on the island of Ireland takes place under the auspices of the 

North-South Ministerial Council (NSMC), set up to ‘develop consultation, co-operation and 

action within the 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’.6 

Legally designated areas of co-operation include: agriculture, education, health, environment, 

tourism and transport. Ministers from both administrations meet regularly in order to communicate 

interests and co-operate, but co-decision on all-Ireland initiatives has been more limited. 

                                                           
4  Honohan, P and G Murphy, 2010, ‘Breaking the sterling link: Ireland’s decision to enter the EMS’, Institute for 

International Integration, Studies Discussion Paper.  
5  Interview 
6  Good Friday/Belfast Agreement, 1998. 

Intertrade Ireland 

� Cross-border economic cooperation is 

supported and promoted by ‘Intertrade 

Ireland’, one of the implementation 

bodies of the NSMC established by both 

the Irish UK governments under the 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. 

� Intertrade Ireland targets support to 

SMEs, through business programmes, 

partnerships networking, and guidance 

for those seeking to engage in cross-

border trade.  

� The body claims to have generated 

£650m of trade and business 

development and 3000 new jobs. 
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Officials north and south also cooperate outside of the NSMC framework, both formally and 

informally. For example, energy officials meet regularly in a Joint Steering Group to oversee the 

all-island electricity market and co-ordinate the implementation of energy-related EU directives. 

The need to manage the spill-over effects of EU regulations and laws also underpins formal and 

informal north-south and east-west cooperation, e.g. in social security coordination. Social 

security officials interact regularly with their counterparts, building personal relationships that 

facilitate cooperation where needed.  

In Ireland, as elsewhere, cross-border collaboration has been facilitated by EU funding, especially 

under INTERREG and the PEACE programme. Particular successes in cross-border co-operation 

have been evident at a local level, most notably in the Co-operation and Working Together 

(CAWT) programme, a community-based initiative to facilitate cross-border collaborative working 

in health and social care. Its projects include managing the EU INTERREG IVA projects intended 

to remove border barriers by means of cross-border co-operation to support older people, children, 

people with autism, disabilities and diabetes, and to promote social inclusion and labour mobility. 

Cooperation is based on a pragmatic approach towards pooling resources and securing value for 

money. The clearest examples are in access to specialist health care, for example with health 

ministers in the north and the south cooperating over the planning and provision of cardiac 

paediatric surgery and hospital provision in the border region. 

In the area of police, the Organised Crime Task Force, established in 2000 in Northern Ireland and 

since 2010 chaired by the Minister of Justice engages in cross-border collaboration to investigate 

bank robberies, fuel laundering and dissident republican activity. The Police Service of Northern 

Ireland (PSNI) and Ireland’s National Police Service (An Garda Síochána) also started to join up a 

radio network in 2014. Attempts to introduce a shared system to recognise disqualification and 

penalty points for driving offences across the border has not yet been successful and police warrants 

cannot be enforced across the border. 
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Conclusions: 

� European integration and transnational interdependence reduces the significance of 

international borders, removing many barriers to trade and mobility.  

� Governments have a role to play in ensuring citizens and businesses are informed of their 

rights and responsibilities when crossing borders, as well as removing barriers created by 

bureaucratic procedures or a lack of knowledge among staff processing claims. 

� An international border would introduce eligibility for cross-border EU funding to promote 

mobility within the border regions, although levels of available funding have diminished in 

recent years.  


