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How United is the Kingdom? The Northern Ireland
Protocol and Nicola Sturgeon’s resignation

Paris, February 27, 2023 - The U.K. is currently experiencing political turmoil, adding to
an already difficult economic situation (Coface forecasts a 1% decline in U.K. GDP in
2023). The recent surprise resignation of Scotland's First Minister comes on top of
discussions led by the U.K. Prime Minister regarding the future of the Northern Ireland
Protocol, the trade agreement that currently means that Northern Ireland remains part
of the European Union (EU) Single Market.

Tensions over the Northern Ireland Protocol had already resulted in parliamentary elections
in Northern Ireland in May 2022 after the resignation in protest of then Prime Minister Paul
Givan, who is part of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). The election resulted in Sinn
Féin, a left-wing party that supports Irish unification, becoming the largest party in
Northern Ireland. Since then, the DUP has boycotted the Assembly, disabling Northern
Ireland's self-governance.

Rishi Sunak, the U.K. Prime Minister, has put the resolution of the Northern Ireland protocol
at the top of his political priorities as illustrated by his recent trip to Northern Ireland.

In Scotland, pro-independence First Minister Nicola Sturgeon (of the Scottish National
Party, SNP) has come under considerable political pressure in recent months, particularly
after the U.K. Supreme Court ruled that a referendum on Scottish independence is outside
the powers of the Scottish Parliament, meaning it would need an agreement with the U.K.
Parliament. This pressure, combined with other political difficulties, led to her decision to
resign. An internal election to choose his successor will be held in March 2023.

Political uncertainties may ultimately prove beneficial to the unity of the Kingdom

While it has been observed that nationalism - Scottish independence and Irish unification
- has been growing in the UK after the Brexit, polls continue to show that Scotland remains
divided on the issue, and Northern Ireland still favours remaining in the United Kingdom.
Without a clear majority, referendums are unlikely in the short term. Recent events may
help to shift the balance and weaken nationalist tendencies: a reformed Northern Ireland
Protocol may be more acceptable to both political camps in Northern Ireland. The arrival
of a new SNP leader in Scotland could also help break the political deadlock. The current
front-runners, Kate Forbes and Humza Yousaf, have a measured stance on independence
and does not seem to support the idea of a de-facto referendum.

With Ursula von der Leyen and Rishi Sunak discussing the Protocol on this day, 27 February,
it is believed that progress is happening swiftly and, in a symbolic fashion, it may be
resolved before the April 7, Good Friday. In a few months, the UK might find itself more
united than it was a year prior, however this is not without risks as concessions will need to
be made from all sides — DUP, Eurosceptic Conservatives and the new SNP leader - to
properly ease the political tensions in the long term.
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