
Oxford for Europe

PAST EVENTS JOIN US HOME NEWS DONATE

Oxford For Europe ! " #

A Bridge Too far

Peter Burke,
Chair,

Oxford For Europe

15 February 2020

‘About as feasible as building a bridge to the moon.'

- Irish News (link)

On the face of it, Boris Johnson’s scheme to build a
bridge between Scotland and Northern Ireland is
yet another act of hubris, stupidity and
pathological optimism. The evidence shows that it
is economically unviable, environmentally
catastrophic and technically impossible. After all,
we are talking here of a 30 km stretch of water
plagued with bad weather and strong currents,
containing Beaufort's Dyke, which is 300 m deep
and filled with 1 million tons of unmapped
unexploded ordinance, not to mention chemical
weapons and radioactive debris. Not this time from
the paramilitaries, but courtesy of many
generations of the British armed services. And of
course it would have to cope with poor existing
infrastructure on both sides. On the Scottish side it
would be at least two hours drive from Glasgow or
the M6. Estimates are that in terms of passenger
traffic it would take 2800 years to pay back the
capital cost based on current levels of usage. BJ
knows all this: having muttered about the idea 6
months ago he will undoubtedly have been put in
the picture by his civil servants.
 
So why would any sane Prime Minister propose
such a thing, and indeed even launch a feasibility
study, when the dogs in the street know what the
outcome will be? Even more so when he has a
known record of contempt and voluntary ignorance

Lake Pontchatrain Causeway. Currently the longest continuous road
bridge over water in the world. But at least it was not build in 300

metre depth over a million tons of unexploded ammunition

Yes, let's build bridges by all means, but what we need most of all right now is bridges between people
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In short, when the prime Minister comes up with grandiose plans
to help Northern Ireland, he is not being sincere. If he really
wanted to help, it would’ve been the easiest thing in the world to
leave Julian Smith in place as Northern Ireland secretary. Here
was a rare thing, a competent member of the Johnson cabinet,
caring, personable and universally respected, something which in
Northern Ireland is well-nigh impossible. He had just overseen
the resurrection of the Northern Ireland Assembly, something
which might well not have happened without him, and which
may well go into reverse in the tender but clumsy hands of his
successor, Brandon Lewis. Lewis has not got off to a good start.
He is the minister who not long ago showed that he found it
difficult to distinguish between Scotland and Ireland. He has
already started to say, parroting his boss, that there would be no
border in the Irish Sea, despite the fact that everyone who knows
anything is certain that there has to be one. Clearly, as with
Karen Bradley, ability and wisdom are not thought to be a
requirement in this, the most difficult and sensitive job in
government.
 
Why make such a catastrophic mistake? Was it Julian Smith’s
very competence which was his undoing? Is Johnson such a
cringingly weak character that he sees this as a threat? Or is it
Johnson’s way of keeping the others in line, by showing that
there will be zero tolerance of anybody who even mildly
questions the emerging No Deal strategy? At any event, BJ is
managing to assemble potentially powerful enemies on his back

outcome will be? Even more so when he has a
known record of contempt and voluntary ignorance
over Irish affairs?
 
Obviously the question of whether Mr Johnson is
sane or not remains to be resolved. However, aside
from this, one can only see it as one of two things.
Firstly a promise on which he will never have to
deliver, a sop to Northern Ireland Unionist
politicians, and a test of their credulity. A test
incidentally, which the DUP appears already to
have spectacularly failed by taking him seriously
(unlike Nicola Sturgeon, who saw through it
immediately). Secondly, perhaps it is another dead
cat on the table, a diversionary tactic to distract
from the shameless power grab that is now going
on in Downing Street. If this is the case it would be
true to form, and BJ himself, in his more loquacious
moments, has admitted as much.

Beaufort's Dyke would be a major
impediment to the most obvious route

How can people laugh just as they are plotting to
impoverish the country socially and financially?

However, let us suspend disbelief for a moment and imagine the thing does ‘get done’. I am sure the question
being asked by readers at the Express is whether the person opening it will be King Charles III (or George VII as
he plans to be known), or perhaps King William V. In reality I would wager it will be neither. By the time, perhaps
2040, this £20 billion bridge, funded by the British taxpayer, is opened, it will link two independent nation states,
Scotland and Ireland, both proud members of the European Union, while a disenchanted, envious and
disgruntled England is still knocking on the door to get back in. Or perhaps, as some of us optimists dare to hope,
by that time the other EU member states will have set aside their misgivings and agreed to a readmission.
 
Is this really a dystopian view? Will Brexit turn out to be such a disaster that England reapplies for membership? I
have to say that the picture of England out in the wilderness and being a supplicant nation does not fill me with
joy. Like, I think, most people, I very much hope the country continues to thrive, against the predictions made by
us in Oxford for Europe and practically all economists. I would like to feel we will all work hard to make Brexit
work, because, unlike the people who made it happen, we want what is best for the country we live in.
Nonetheless, have no illusions, it is no more than damage limitation. And project fear has now become project
reality.
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incidentally, which the DUP appears already to
have spectacularly failed by taking him seriously
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immediately). Secondly, perhaps it is another dead
cat on the table, a diversionary tactic to distract
from the shameless power grab that is now going
on in Downing Street. If this is the case it would be
true to form, and BJ himself, in his more loquacious
moments, has admitted as much.

Beaufort's Dyke would be a major
impediment to the most obvious route

How can people laugh just as they are plotting to
impoverish the country socially and financially?

However, let us suspend disbelief for a moment and imagine the thing does ‘get done’. I am sure the question
being asked by readers at the Express is whether the person opening it will be King Charles III (or George VII as
he plans to be known), or perhaps King William V. In reality I would wager it will be neither. By the time, perhaps
2040, this £20 billion bridge, funded by the British taxpayer, is opened, it will link two independent nation states,
Scotland and Ireland, both proud members of the European Union, while a disenchanted, envious and
disgruntled England is still knocking on the door to get back in. Or perhaps, as some of us optimists dare to hope,
by that time the other EU member states will have set aside their misgivings and agreed to a readmission.
 
Is this really a dystopian view? Will Brexit turn out to be such a disaster that England reapplies for membership? I
have to say that the picture of England out in the wilderness and being a supplicant nation does not fill me with
joy. Like, I think, most people, I very much hope the country continues to thrive, against the predictions made by
us in Oxford for Europe and practically all economists. I would like to feel we will all work hard to make Brexit
work, because, unlike the people who made it happen, we want what is best for the country we live in.
Nonetheless, have no illusions, it is no more than damage limitation. And project fear has now become project
reality.

In short, when the prime Minister comes up with grandiose plans
to help Northern Ireland, he is not being sincere. If he really
wanted to help, it would’ve been the easiest thing in the world to
leave Julian Smith in place as Northern Ireland secretary. Here
was a rare thing, a competent member of the Johnson cabinet,
caring, personable and universally respected, something which in
Northern Ireland is well-nigh impossible. He had just overseen
the resurrection of the Northern Ireland Assembly, something
which might well not have happened without him, and which
may well go into reverse in the tender but clumsy hands of his
successor, Brandon Lewis. Lewis has not got off to a good start.
He is the minister who not long ago showed that he found it
difficult to distinguish between Scotland and Ireland. He has
already started to say, parroting his boss, that there would be no
border in the Irish Sea, despite the fact that everyone who knows
anything is certain that there has to be one. Clearly, as with
Karen Bradley, ability and wisdom are not thought to be a
requirement in this, the most difficult and sensitive job in
government.
 
Why make such a catastrophic mistake? Was it Julian Smith’s
very competence which was his undoing? Is Johnson such a
cringingly weak character that he sees this as a threat? Or is it
Johnson’s way of keeping the others in line, by showing that
there will be zero tolerance of anybody who even mildly
questions the emerging No Deal strategy? At any event, BJ is
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managing to assemble potentially powerful enemies on his back
benches. Smith will be joining the hapless Sajid Javid, never
perhaps a man of genius but now belatedly showing his
principled side. His constructive dismissal has made it possible ,
BJ hopes, to create a compliant Treasury which will not block his
plans to bankrupt the country by grandiose spending plans and
generous handouts to his own friends on both sides of the
Atlantic. Let us hope he is wrong and that Rishi Sunak turns out,
despite ewarly signs, to have some backbone.
 
I speculated earlier on the possibility of Irish unification
(“reunification”). Is this desirable? I do not know, but I think
many of Irish people, including myself, would have serious
misgivings. Is it inevitable? Almost certainly. From the day of the
referendum it was vastly more probable. The withdrawal
agreement copperfastened it. It creates an effective economic
border in the Irish Sea which makes it clear to all who give it a
moment‘s thought that this government is abandoning its
promise to keep the union whole. BJ has succeeded in uniting all
parties in Northern Ireland in opposing his plans. And there will
be a dawning realisation that if you have to choose between
Unions, the one with 500 million members is the one to go for.
 
On top of that, the extraordinary showing of Sinn Fein in the
Republic has really shifted the Overton window. Their success
may well be largely the result of disenchantment with the two
larger parties, who have worked hand in glove over several years
and failed to solve the problems of housing and healthcare in
Ireland. Sinn Fein has also been helped by the charisma of its
leader, Mary Lou McDonald, and by the fact that younger voters
have no sense of what life felt like during the Troubles. Brexit
itself was cited by voters as a very minor factor (1%), but
nonetheless the fact that unification has come back on the
agenda makes Sinn Fein look to many people almost like a
respectable mainstream party, whatever its history. There is no
doubt that with Sinn Fein participating as a member of the Irish
government, which seems very likely, the UK’s negotiating
position will be even more difficult than it was before. As if it did
not have enough to think about in the face of coronavirus,
Huawei and other threats from the East.
 
I really do not want to sound gloomy, So I will end by naming 3
names, Esther McVey, Andrea Leadsom, and Theresa Villiers.
Gone but not forgotten. There may be some justice in the world
after all. 

The views expressed here are those of the author and not necessarily
those of Oxford For Europe

Link To All Other Letters

Julian Smith - a great loss to the
Government

Andrea Leadsom - not so

The look of admiration and puppy-like devotion on
Rishi Sunak's face at Cabinet does not augur well

Esther MCVeigh - even less
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