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Ireland and Collective Security1 
 
 
The aim of this chapter is to reconsider Irish foreign, security and defence policy in 
the light of the State’s 50-year long commitment to the UN’s system of collective 
security.  It will contrast that commitment with Ireland’s ambivalence towards 
collective defence and will argue that the ‘neutrality’ debate in Ireland is premised 
upon a misunderstanding of collective security that has the potential to pose major 
policy challenges. 
 
The chapter opens with a brief outline of the distinction between collective security 
and collective defence.  It will proceed to review the execution of Irish foreign policy 
through both the League of Nations and the United Nations and will attempt to outline 
the relationship between an Irish commitment to collective security with the tradition 
of Irish military neutrality.  Finally, the chapter will conclude with an analysis of the 
potential policy challenges to be faced by Ireland should a more robust and effective 
system of collective security be agreed in a UN context. 
 
Security and Defence       
 
Collective security embodies the idea that states within the international system join 
together on the basis of an agreed set of norms and then commit themselves to the 
defence of an international order so established through a multilateral institution. That 
multilateral institution is, in turn, vested with the legal and political legitimacy to 
determine the existence of any threat to that agreed order and has the consequent 
obligation and (it is assumed) the capacity to address such threats, up to and 
including the use of military force.  
 
Collective security and collective defence are associated but distinct concepts. The 
concept of collective security was first promoted by Immanuel Kant and posited as a 
means by which an international peace might be secured.  It was later applied in 
practice through the establishment of the League of Nations in the aftermath of the 
First World War.  Collective defence, by contrast, is understood to be a bilateral or 
regional agreement among a sub-set of states that agree that a military attack 
against any member of the alliance is deemed to be an attack against all.  They 
further agree to meet any such attack with a collective military response. 
 
Thus the distinctions between collective security and collective defence may be 
summarised as follows; 
 

 Collective security is operationalised through a multilateral institution in which 
member states agree to be bound by decisions of that institution. A collective 
defence – although founded by treaty – does not bind states in precisely the 
same way 

 The nature of ‘threat’ in a collective security system is usually broader and is 
often seen in a more long-term context.  In a collective defence system 
‘threats’ are usually understood to be military and near immediate in nature. 

 In a collective security system the ‘threats’ are usually seen to originate 
within that system of states.  In a collective defence system the threat is 
assumed to be external to that specific group of states. 

                                                 
1 This chapter is adapted from a longer study of Irish foreign policy to be published as European 

Republic and Gobal Citizen: Irish Foreign Policy in Transition to be published in Autumn 2006 by 

Manchester University Press.   



 Effective collective security is usually viewed as being a more elusive goal 
than that of collective defence since the former must be constructed ona 
universal base from among a heterogeneous group of self-interested states, 
while the latter is usually composed of a smaller, politically committed sub 
state of self-selected states.  

 It is also argue that the cost of enforcing collective security can be perceived 
to be quite high while the immediate benefits of such enforcement are less 
obvious.   

 
Collective security is usually understood to be a more effective long-term approach to 
security than that pursued by individual states defending themselves in isolation.  
Weaker states find themselves incapable of providing for their own defence while 
those states with adequate resources for defence may find themselves embroiled in 
a local or regional arms race that serves to detract from, rather than enhance, their 
long-term security. Moreover, while collective security institutions are predicated 
upon strengthening international cooperation, the more traditional balance of power 
system – where each states fends for itself – is seen to lead to competition and a 
greater potential for conflict 
 
Some critics, however, see the concept of collective security as being illusory, if not 
misguided.  While states may be formally obligated to sustain a system of collective 
security – they may well choose – in any individual case – either to refuse to abide by 
decisions made thorugh multilateral channels or to explicitly oppose or subvert them 
for reasons of national self-interest. Such interests, moreover, are more often framed 
in short-term immediate terms than longer strategic terms. A collective security 
system has also the potential to turn a comparatively minor dispute into a much 
larger systemic one – and particular if they become part of the calculations of the 
larger powers within the collective security system.  Thus, the interests of 
protagonists within smaller conflicts may be traded among the larger powers in a 
complex system of logrolling and strategic balancing.  
 
 
Irish Security and Defence Policy 
 
The start of a debate on Irish security and defence policy is a contest over the roots 
and nature of Irish neutrality. In the traditional academic literature Irish neutrality is 
characterised as being exceptional and differentiated from that of other European 
neutrals (Keatinge 1984; Salmon 1989; Doherty 2002). At the same time, it is argued 
that neutrality is deeply rooted in Irish history, first identified with Wolfe Tone’s 
publication in 1790 of a pamphlet dedicated to Irish neutrality in the Anglo-Spanish 
War. This tradition of neutrality is then traced through the anti-conscription campaign 
of the First World War, state neutrality in the Second World War and Ireland’s 
rejection of NATO membership and subsequent military neutrality during the Cold 
War. Neutrality can also be traced through the major figures of the nationalist and 
republican movements; from Wolfe Tone ‘the father of Irish Republicanism’ through 
the nineteenth century’s Young Irelanders, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, Arthur 
Griffith – founder of Sinn Féin and co-founder of the Irish Neutrality Association, 
James Connolly, the Irish Citizen Army’s declaration that it served ‘neither King nor 
Kaiser but Ireland’, and Roger Casement. (Dáil 561:995)  Thus, neutrality is painted 
as a long-standing principle of Irish engagement in the world – both before and 
following statehood – and is often linked strongly with an anti-imperialist and anti-
militarist view.  
 
Others see neutrality in a far more contingent context – and one largely shaped by 
pragmatic necessity and/or an atavistic need to define the state’s identity in 



opposition to Britain. This tradition would highlight the very partial nature of Irish 
neutrality in the Second World War (O’Halpin 1999 and 2001), with the roots of that 
neutrality resting upon concerns with domestic security and the very explicit linkage 
of neutrality with partition both during the war and subsequently in the 1949 rejection 
of NATO membership. Furthermore, it is argued, Ireland declared itself to be a firm, 
ideologically-committed part of the ‘West’ during the Cold War and never practiced 
neutrality as defined and/or required in international law. In particular, attention is 
usually drawn to the fifth and thirteenth Hague Conventions of 1907 that demand that 
neutral states deny assistance to all belligerents in time of conflict. This is then 
contrasted with the reality of Irish foreign and security policy practice (Dáil 565:60). 
The ‘sacred and sacrosanct’ becomes the ‘sacred cow’ of Irish neutrality (Dáil 
413:1643 
 
This debate is effectively summarised in the 1996 White Paper on Irish foreign policy 
where it is argued that neutrality ‘has taken on a significance for Irish people over 
and above the essentially practical considerations on which it was originally based.’ 
The White Paper further argues that  ‘Many have come to regard neutrality as a 
touchstone of our entire approach to international relations’ even though the practice 
of Irish foreign policy is not  ‘dependent on our non-membership of a military 
alliance.’ This assessment is echoed by former Senator John A. Murphy, who argued 
that while ‘There is a respectable body of evidence to suggest that (neutrality) is 
firmly rooted in the history of the State,’ it was also a pragmatic policy and ‘…not all 
that principled. Much of it was simply an anti-English tactic, and anti-English 
strategy.’ (Seanad 96:1105) Similarly, for former Taoiseach Garret FitzGerald, Irish 
neutrality has ‘developed its own ethos in many peoples’ minds and despite its 
dubious origins actually came to be widely seen as virtuous. He goes on note, 
somewhat ruefully perhaps, that ‘(the) afterglow of moral rectitude associated with 
our military neutrality during the Cold War remains quite potent’ (The Irish Times 15 
April 1995) 
 
In outlining this debate, however, neutrality needs also to be linked to what is seen as 
a very strong commitment to international law, multilateral institutions and collective 
security. Here a number of diplomatic historians (Kennedy 1996; Skelly 1997; 
Kennedy and Skelly 2000; Kennedy and O’Halpin, 2003) have identified this as a 
much stronger and more consistent foreign policy line even than that of neutrality. 
Reviewing Irish government policy and diplomatic practice in the Commonwealth, the 
League of Nations and subsequently in the United Nations and even Council of 
Europe, they have identified a powerful and ongoing policy commitment to the rule of 
law, collective security structures and their associated multilateral institutions. This is 
reflected in the comment of Taoiseach Bertie Ahern that ‘Our policy of military 
neutrality has always gone hand in hand with support for collective security based on 
international law’ (The Irish Times 20 May 1999). 
 
Arguably, however, not only has neutrality to be contextualised by a commitment to 
collective security, it is in fact superseded by it. Thus, in the League of Nations, for 
example, de Valera – the architect and pilot of Irish wartime neutrality – is seen to 
have faced down significant, sustained and unprecedented domestic political 
opposition in order to support League sanctions against both Fascist Italy and 
Franco’s Spain (Kennedy 1992). It was the League’s ultimate inability to censure Italy 
for its Abyssinian invasion and the subsequent and obvious contempt for the League 
held by the major powers, which is argued to have finally determined Ireland’s path to 
neutrality (Keatinge 19973:156). As Fianna Fáil Deputy Conor Lenihan argued in 
parliament, de Valera’s commitment to neutrality only arose ‘as a result of the failure 
of one of the great internationalist projects, namely, the League of Nations, under the 



jackboot of fascism in the 1930s. It was only for that reason that he opted 
progressively for a position of neutrality.’ (Dáil 535:617)   
 
In the immediate post-war world, de Valera assessed the potential of UN 
membership for the Irish State and its Chapter VII provisions for collective security. 
He subsequently noted in the Dáil that the obligations of membership included that of 
‘going to war at the bidding of the Security Council’ (Dáil 102:1319). Such an 
obligation clearly made neutrality untenable, but he argued that this was – particularly 
for a smaller state, a necessary outcome since ‘It would be fatal for the small nations, 
including ourselves, who have any hope of collective security, to think that they can 
in the end dodge their obligations.’ (Dáil 102:1466)  
 
Thus, while military neutrality – or ‘non-membership of military alliances’ may be said 
to define Irish defence policy, it does not encapsulate Irish foreign and security 
policy. Since Irish policy makers are willing to devote considerable effort to the 
pursuit of collective security, it may be more appropriate to describe Irish security 
policy as being one of military non-alignment within the context of an overriding 
commitment to collective security and the consequent pre-emiant position of the UN 
(Keohane 2001). As a militarily non-aligned security actor, the issue for Irish policy 
makers is then understood to be the identification of the most appropriate and 
effective structures through which an Irish contribution may be made to regional and 
international collective security. For the Labour Party’s Eamon Gilmore, for example, 
Ireland has to ‘rethink its traditional policy of neutrality’ and so shift to ‘a concept 
which concentrates on the multilateral building of peace’ (Dáil 446:332) 
 
The foundations of Irish security policy are defined by the 1996 White Paper as 
being; 
 

 a policy of military neutrality, embodied by non-participation in military 
alliances;  

 the promotion of the rule of international law and the peaceful settlement of 
disputes;  

 the promotion of greater equity and justice in international affairs through 
efforts to eliminate the causes of conflict and to protect human rights;  

 a commitment to collective security through the development of international 
organisations, especially the United Nations;  

 a willingness to participate in peace-keeping and humanitarian operations 
throughout the world;  

 participation in the construction of the European Union as a way of 
overcoming age-old rivalries in Europe;  

 the promotion of an active policy of disarmament and arms control;  
 a commitment to regional co-operation, especially in Europe, through the 

promotion of, and participation in, regional organisations such as the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the OECD, and the 
Council of Europe.  

  
In support of that policy the 2000 White Paper on defence provided for a three-
brigade structure of just over 10,500 troops to meet the full range of tasks arising 
from its threat assessment. The Defence Forces, comprising the Permanent Defence 
Force - the Army, the Air Corps, the Naval Service – as well as the Reserve Defence 
Force, are specifically tasked with participation in overseas missions in the cause of 
international peace, as well as meeting the requirements of domestic security which 
are defined as providing ‘military personnel in an operational role in an aid to the civil 
power (ATCP) capacity’ (Defence 2000). According to the White Paper ‘The external 
security environment does not contain any specific threats to the overall security of 



the State’ with Ireland therefore facing ‘a generally benign security environment.’  
Since the 2001 attacks on the United States that assessment has been revised to 
conclude that, according to the Minister of Defence in 2003, while there is ‘no 
credible threat to this country’ (Dáil 561:1312) immediately arising from international 
terrorism the fight against it is one in which, according to Taoiseach Bertie Ahern, 
Ireland ‘will continue to play its part to the fullest in tackling’ (Dáil 541:94). 
 
Internationally, the Defence Forces have a nearly 50-year record of peacekeeping 
and peace support operations overseas, ranging across Europe, Africa, Asia and the 
Middle East. In 2005 more than 850 troops were dedicated – through several 
multilateral mechanisms (UN, NATO and EU) – for assignment to overseas mission. 
Significantly, the participation of Irish troops in such operations is highly valued at 
both official and public levels – lending substance to Ireland’s commitment to 
collective security and contributing to achievements such as Ireland’s heading the 
poll in the 2000 election of members to the UN Security Council. Peacekeeping has 
also been described by the government as being ‘a matter of justified public pride’ 
and ‘an integral element of how we see ourselves in the world. ‘ (Government of 
Ireland 1999:6) These missions are also popular with the Defence forces themselves 
– with some estimates calculating that more than 65 percent of Irish troops have 
served overseas in one or another capacity (MacDonald 1997). 
 
Since the end of the Cold War and in the context of the post 2001 attacks on the 
United States, however, Irish security policy has come under renewed scrutiny. The 
State is understood to be seeking to adapt itself to a new security environment that, it 
is argued, is based even less on national defence and much more upon mechanisms 
designed to deliver collective security. In amidst this changing environment, the 
international security architecture is also seen to be evolving with the UN, NATO and 
European Union all facing new challenges. While the UN remains the central 
multilateral focus for an Irish contribution to international collective security, there are 
claims that regional actors such as NATO, OSCE and the EU have their own roles to 
play and that Ireland must ensure that it is centrally placed in this new security 
architecture if it is to maximise its influence and participation therein.  
 
For some, any such analysis must entail a critical, root and branch review of Irish 
security policy and that this will result in a full commitment to regional security 
structures, even at the expense of neutrality. For advocates of this position; ‘We must 
accept the fact that neutrality, as we have known it, is no longer a necessary mark of 
Irish independence’ and that ‘what was appropriate for the emerging Republic of 
Ireland in the middle of the last century may not be the best way forward for our 
modern, confident state.’ (Seanad 173:1285) In even stronger terms a former 
Minister of State for European Affairs argues that the ‘farcical eulogising of 
“neutrality”’ must end and that the ‘pretence of Ireland's neutrality’ should give way to 
a debate on the form and content of a European common defence that includes 
Ireland’ (Mitchell 2005). 
 
Others, however, insist that neutrality as currently conceived and expressed (as non-
membership of military alliances and therefore of NATO and any common EU 
defence) is entirely consistent with a full and whole-hearted engagement in 
international and regional collective security structures. According to Minister of State 
for European Affairs, Dick Roche, TD ‘Ireland's policy of military neutrality remains 
viable in the context of the new security challenges… (and) fully relevant in 
circumstances where the emerging challenges have moved from traditional defence 
towards crisis management.’ (Seanad 173:1310) 
 



Finally, for a third constituency, Irish neutrality has already been hollowed out to such 
an extent that it has lost all substantive meaning. Over the course of Irish EU 
membership, through a series of treaty and extra treaty developments and as a result 
of other Government decisions ‘Our neutrality has been taken away, not as a result 
of any one decision or following public debate, but bit by bit until we reached the 
stage where we were told by politicians and so-called intellectuals that our neutrality 
no longer makes sense.’ For this group it is urgently necessary for ‘Ireland to act like 
a neutral country’ in both the spirit and letter of that concept. (Dáil 561:1000) 

 
Policy Challenges 
 
In facing what is argued to be a new security environment and an evolving security 
architecture, a number of challenges have arisen to confront Irish policy makers, 
commentators and the broader public.  
 
The first such challenge is making an appropriate response to changes in the ways in 
which the UN pursues multilateral security – and, in particular, the use of military 
forces in peace support missions. As noted above, for nearly fifty years, Ireland has 
been centrally engaged in UN peacekeeping operations. This has entailed an Irish 
commitment to more than 40 UN-commanded missions, involving 39,836 tours of 
duty – four times the total size of the Irish Defence Forces – and resulting in the 
deaths of 82 Defence Force personnel (Defence Forces 2005).  
 
However, the UN has been presented with what are argued to be its own new 
realities arising from its post Cold War experience. In 1992 the UN’s ‘Agenda for 
Peace’ foresaw a more robust and interventionist role for UN military missions, and 
no longer assumed that UN forces would have to operate with the consent of parties 
to a dispute (Boutros Gali 1992). The deaths of more than 40 UN peacekeepers in 
Somalia in 1993 put paid to that ambition. The UN’s subsequent failures in the former 
Yugoslavia 1992-1995 – and in particular the July 1995 massacre of approximately 
8,000 men and boys at Srebrenica – further underscored the limitations of traditional 
UN commanded operations. In 2000, the UN published a critical analysis of its own 
peacekeeping operations conducted by a 12-member expert panel under the 
Chairmanship of former Algerian Foreign Minister, Lakhdar Brahimi (Brahimi 2000). 
This report argued, inter alia, that the traditional UN peacekeeping model was 
inadequate to address the tasks being presented to the UN.  A major evolution in UN 
peacekeeping practice subsequently resulted, with the UN shifting its focus to 
regional security organisations as being the agents to carry out UN mandated 
missions. Moreover, those missions were more complex and now relied upon a more 
robust force structure – giving them the capacity to intervene forcibly in support of UN 
mission goals.  
 
The Irish state responded by opting into these newly emerging structures. Some 50 
Irish military police, for example, were contributed to the Stabilisation Force in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (SFOR) in July 1997. This was a UN-mandated operation in 
support of the 1995 Dayton peace agreement but it was commanded and operated 
through NATO. This raised a number of queries not least of which was how could an 
Irish Government ‘countenance the sending of Irish troops to serve under NATO 
command in Bosnia and still claim that Ireland has not abandoned its renowned 
policy of active neutrality.’ (Dáil 476:1089). The response from the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs underlined the emerging dilemmas for traditional UN contributors in that the 
SFOR operation was ‘an important expression of the new mutually reinforcing and 
co-operative security architecture that is developing in Europe’ and that as a long-
standing ‘advocate of co-operative approaches to security,’ Irish participation would 
‘be a concrete example of our commitment to inclusive co-operative security in 



Europe’ and would ‘enable Ireland to experience directly the new approach to 
European peacekeeping.’ (Dáil 476:1090)  
 
Critics insisted, however, that by buying into this ‘new’ model of peacekeeping ‘the 
UN's role has been usurped by NATO’ and that effective international peacekeeping 
could only be properly assured by strengthening the UN rather than participating in 
ad hoc mechanisms which had the effect of marginalizing the UN system (Dáil 
507:865). Instead, it was argued, the Irish priority should be given to the UN’s own 
Standby Arrangements System (UNSAS) to which the Irish Government had 
committed a potential maximum of 850 troops and also to SHIRBRIG – the Danish-
sponsored UN Standing High-Readiness Brigade, to which Ireland was an observer.  
 
As the UN moved towards using regional security and defence organisations as the 
subcontractors for some of its peacekeeping and peace ‘making’ operations, a 
second challenge for Irish foreign policy quickly arose. This was how Ireland could 
and should relate to the core transatlantic and European security and collective 
defence organisation, NATO. 
 
By 1961 and ‘irrespective of the question of partition, important as that is’ the Minister 
for Foreign Affairs viewed non-membership of NATO as a ‘contribution which Ireland 
can make in international affairs’ by playing its part, free from alliances, in ‘reducing 
tensions between States, and in forwarding constructive solutions for the sources of 
such tensions.’ (Dáil 189:461) This also facilitated the sending of Irish troops on UN 
peacekeeping missions to locations where ‘combat troops of nations belonging to 
NATO and other military blocs are not acceptable.’ (Dáil 189:462). Throughout the 
1960s and 1970s, questions on the prospects for NATO membership were dismissed 
on the basis that a decision had been reached in 1949 and that the Government had 
no intention to revisit the issue. By 1988, the Government no longer relied upon that 
earlier decision nor did it invoke partition as any part of its explanation. Instead, the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs now noted that ‘Ireland's policy of military neutrality 
necessarily implies non-membership of military alliances such as NATO. (Dáil 
382:1028). 
 
In its own evolution following the end of the Cold War, the North Atlantic Alliance first 
revised its strategic concept in 1991 and then in 1992 offered itself as a means for 
multilateral peacekeeping missions first under the auspices of the OSCE and later for 
the UN. At the same time, NATO’s relationship with former Warsaw Pact adversaries 
was changing, as membership demands from states in central and eastern Europe 
multiplied. NATO began now to straddle the line between being a structure for the 
collective defence of its members and taking on many of the attributes of a regional 
collective security actor. In 1994, with the launch of its ‘Partnership for Peace’ 
initiative, the Alliance sought to square that particular circle in what was 
characterised by a former US Ambassador to NATO as a ‘two-for-one’ deal; offering 
both an antechamber to full membership for those that sought it as well as a structure 
designed to facilitate confidence-building measures and collective security among 
NATO members and non-members in Europe.  
 
For Irish policy makers, this evolution posed something of a dilemma. Non 
membership of military alliances – and specifically of NATO – had become, over 
time, part of the very definition of Irish neutrality. Now, NATO was taking on tasks 
and characteristics of a collective security organisation, working with both the OSCE 
and UN in a new European security environment.  
 
Initially, NATO’s Partnership for Peace initiative was characterised by the Irish 
Government simply as a ‘new form of co-operation’ in the evolution of Europe’s 



security architecture. (Dáil 437:2094). On the publication of the 1996 foreign policy 
White Paper, however, the Government sought consideration of whether or not 
Ireland should participate in ‘this co-operative initiative which the vast majority of 
OSCE member states have already joined’ and which had already ‘assumed an 
important role in European security co-operation, particularly in such areas as 
training for peacekeeping and humanitarian operations’ (Dáil 463:1284). Opposition 
to the ‘NATO-sponsored’ and ‘ill-named’ organisation centred upon the view that it 
represented a kind of ‘second hand membership of NATO.’ (Dáil 436:1294-1296)  In 
opposition, the Fianna Fail leader, Bertie Ahern, went so far as to argue that such 
was the gravity of any proposed link to NATO that Irish participation in the 
Partnership for Peace could only be legitimately secured by a consultative 
referendum. Anything else he insisted would be ‘a serious breach of faith and 
fundamentally undemocratic.’ (Dáil 436:1322). 
 
While Irish troops served under NATO command in the SFOR operation – which was 
itself denounced by MEP Patricia McKenna as ‘an attempt to get us into Partnership 
for Peace by the back door’ (The Irish Times 23 January 1997) – the Government 
was nonetheless unable to secure agreement from all parties within its own 
governing coalition to pursue participation. The Minister for Foreign Affairs 
underscored his own support for the Partnership and insisted in early 1997 that the 
issue was being kept under constant review  (Dáil 474:961). With the General 
Election of 1997 and subsequent change of Government to a Fianna Fáil – 
Progressive Democrat coalition, the new Minister for Foreign Affairs (Fianna Fáil’s 
Ray Burke, TD) assessed Partnership for Peace as he had when in Opposition, as 
representing a second-class membership of NATO that would fundamentally 
compromise Ireland’s military neutrality. (Dáil 480:899) 
 
This analysis changed within weeks with the appointment of a new Fianna Fáil 
Minister for Foreign Affairs (David Andrews TD) just weeks later. His position soon 
shifted from one in which Irish participation was ‘not a tenable proposition’ (Dáil 
480:1504) to one where he looked forward ‘to an open and well informed debate on 
Partnership for Peace in the House in due course.’ (Dáil 487:974)  This provoked 
vigorous political exchanges not only on the principle of joining the NATO-sponsored 
security framework but also the means by which such a decision was to be made i.e. 
with or without a consultative referendum. Following a preliminary Dáil debate in 
January 1999, publication by the Government of an explanatory guide and the June 
1999 European Parliamentary elections, the Government decided in favour of joining. 
By resolution of the Dáil on 9 November 1999 Irish participation in the Partnership for 
Peace and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC) was agreed. 
 
While Irish participation in NATO-specific operations – whether under a UN or OSCE 
framework – has been problematic, similar challenges have emerged in the 2000’s 
as NATO and the European Union have developed bilateral agreements, procedures 
and even institutional links so as to coordinate between them on the use of military 
forces. Such links have been justified officially on the basis that the EU ‘…is likely to 
remain dependent on NATO infrastructure and transport capacity, as the UN-
mandated operations such as SFOR and KFOR have shown.’ (Dáil 533:998) These 
links have, in the eyes of at least some critics, created a situation in which the Union 
has become a subset of NATO and that the Union’s own foreign and security policy 
agenda is indistinguishable from that of the Atlantic Alliance. This has the obvious 
implication for Irish security and defence policy that participation in EU structures and 
operations is seen to draw Ireland closer towards the NATO alliance and is thus 
argued to further erode Irish neutrality. 
  



This then is the third policy challenge – the construction and development of a 
European Security and Defence Policy within the European Union and its relationship 
with the United Nations and international collective security. 
 
While the original European Community treaties contained no reference to defence – 
or indeed to foreign policy – it has been noted earlier that considerable effort was 
made in the early 1960s by the Irish Government and the Taoiseach, Seán Lemass, 
to underline Ireland’s political commitment to the European project while at the same 
time making it clear that membership of the Communities had no immediate impact 
upon neutrality. According to the Minister for External Affairs, Patrick Hillary, 
speaking in 1970 ‘there is no question of making any military commitments at any 
place. We have not been requested to do so. There is no question of our doing so.’ 
but nonetheless, he went one, from the point at which a common European defence 
might emerge in the future ‘we would defend Europe if the defence of Europe 
became necessary.’ (Dáil 246:1373) 
 
That formulation gave rise to considerable and ongoing scepticism, particularly since, 
by the time EC membership negotiations actually opened, the member states of the 
then European Communities had established a process of foreign policy cooperation 
which came to be titled European Political Cooperation (EPC). According to Senator 
Mary Robinson in 1972, these informal political commitments were ‘evolving an 
external policy for the Community so that Europe will speak with one voice’ (Seanad 
72:570) Such an eventuality, according to the Minister for External Affairs was ‘an 
ideal to which the Government fully subscribe and for which I believe—in fact, we are 
certain—there is a ready response in the Irish nation as a whole.’ (Dáil 247:2068). 
Others were not so sure. 
 
For Senator John A. Murphy, ‘membership (of a military alliance) is inevitable and 
implicit in our continued participation in the European Political Cooperation talks and 
in the harmonisation of foreign policy which is an increasing tendency in the 
Community.’ Such concerns were also evident in a 1981 parliamentary debate during 
which a newly installed Fine Gael-Labour coalition Government took issue with its 
immediate Fianna Fáil predecessor as to how much ground had been lost in 
defending neutrality within EPC. For the incoming Taoiseach, Garret FitzGerald, the 
former Foreign Minister, Brian Lenihan, had  ‘put this country's position (on neutrality) 
at risk…  which has required considerable efforts by this Government to retrieve’ 
(Dáil 330:310).  
 
The proposed formalisation of EPC as Title III of the Single European Act in 1986 
gave rise to further political debate, as it was alleged that the treaty potentially 
represented ‘a serious erosion of Irish neutrality’  (Dáil 365:2173) and one which 
could ‘certainly be interpreted as posing a challenge to our neutrality’ (Dáil 
370:1922). For the Fine Gael Minister of Foreign Affairs, Peter Barry, however, the 
treaty’s provisions posed ‘no threat to this country's sovereignty, neutrality or ability 
to take independent decisions on foreign policy matters.’ (Dáil 365:2174). Despite its 
parliamentary passage as an international treaty, a court challenge was launched 
and, following defeat at the High Court, the plaintiff won on appeal before the 
Supreme Court. There it was held that Title III purported to ‘qualify, curtail or inhibit 
the existing sovereign power to formulate and to pursue such foreign policies’ and 
that it was ‘not within the power of the Government itself to do so.’ (Supreme Court 
1986 No. 12036P) The Government was thus forced to present the Single Act before 
the electorate as an amendment to the constitution.  
 
Subsequent European treaty changes were equally contentious in the area of 
security and defence policy. The 1993 Maastricht Treaty established the Common 



Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and gave a treaty base to its associated decision 
making structures. For its part, the 1999 Amsterdam Treaty provided for the 
progressive framing of a common security and defence policy (ESDP) that, it was 
argued, could deliver humanitarian and rescue tasks, peacekeeping tasks and tasks 
of combat forces in crisis management, including peacemaking – the so-called 
Petersberg Tasks. The 2003 Nice Treaty added little of substance to either CFSP or 
ESDP but it did provide a treaty base to the new Political and Security Committee 
(COPS) whose role was to offer policy recommendations and to manage 
CFSP/ESDP on a day-to-day basis on behalf of EU ministers in the General Affairs 
and External Relations Council.  
 
For some, these treaties – individually and collectively – threatened the bases and 
substance of Irish neutrality. They represented the culmination of ‘a sustained effort 
to transfer decisions on foreign and security policy to Europe’ (Worker’s Party 2005) 
as ‘Irish neutrality has been progressively and systematically eroded by successive 
EU treaties’ (Dáil 553:1014). Indeed, the referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty alone 
was deemed to be ‘our last chance to avoid the complete abandonment of Irish 
neutrality’ according to Patricia McKenna MEP (The Irish Times 8 July 1997). For 
others, however, these treaties were a pragmatic response to Europe’s new security 
challenges and were fully consistent with the tradition and practice of Irish neutrality 
to date. Additional safeguards – such as the 2002 constitutional amendment 
precluding Irish participation in a European common defence and the various 
Declarations sought from EU partners and/or appended unilaterally to instruments of 
Irish treaty ratification, were all designed to underline that fact. 
 
Of particular interest over time has been the evolution of a relationship between 
ESDP and NATO. The involvement of NATO in ESDP is understood to be rooted in 
the fact that in fulfilment of its own security agenda the Union is likely to have to rely 
upon the transportation, intelligence and communications infrastructure of the North 
Atlantic Alliance – unless it is either to act without such infrastructure or is to attempt 
to obtain its own. Detailed arrangements, under the so-called ‘Berlin Plus’ framework 
have been put into place so as to allow for the use of NATO assets by the EU. These 
arrangements include a coordinating role for the Deputy Supreme Allied Commander 
of NATO, on the allocation of NATO resources for a specific EU-commanded 
operation and the creation of links between NATO and EU military planning units. For 
critics ‘the Irish Government is steadily being sucked into the NATOfying of the EU 
under the guise of peacekeeping and humanitarian missions…Ireland’s neutrality is 
on a crash course with Fortress Europe’ (Fox 1996). For the government, these 
arrangements are seen as ‘a necessary dimension of ESDP’ but they are also 
governed by the principles of ‘non-discrimination between member states and (the) 
autonomy of decision-making by both organisations.’ (Dáil 533:998) 
 
The European Union’s Rapid Reaction Force (EURRF) is the military framework that 
gives substance to the ambitions behind the ESDP. Initiated at the 1999 EU Helsinki 
Summit, it was declared to be partially operational in October 2004. The initial aim 
was to have available a full force complement of up to 60,000 soldiers which could be 
deployed to theatre within 60 days and sustained there for up to one year. That target 
was subsequently adjusted to the creation of up to 13 Battlegroups, each of which 
would comprise about 1,500 troops, and which would include combat and service 
supports. These Battlegroups are said to be designed to be deployed within 15 days 
and sustained in the field for at least 30 days. In the period 2004-2005 EU-
commanded military forces were engaged in three major military operations. These 
were in Macedonia (Operation Concordia), the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(Operation Artemis) and in Bosnia Herzegovina (Operation Althea). The last of these 
represented a transfer of command from NATO’s SFOR operation to the EU (Althea-



EUFOR) of the 7,000 multilateral troops deployed in support of the Dayton Peace 
Process. Irish Defence Force personnel participated in two of these operations – but 
were precluded from participation in Operation Concordia since this operation did not 
have formal UN Security Council authorization. 
 
This necessity for UN authorization arises from the ‘triple lock’ on Irish peacekeeping. 
This requires a Government decision, Dáil authorisation and a UN mandate for the 
participation of more than 12 armed members of the Defence Forces in international 
peace support operations. The Defence (Amendment) (No. 2) Act 1960, which 
provides for the deployment of Irish troops overseas, was drafted at a time when UN 
peacekeeping missions were of a specifically ‘police’ nature and when it was 
assumed that the UN would raise such forces on its own behalf. The Act was 
amended in 1993 deleting a reference to ‘the performance of duties of a police 
character’ so as to enable Irish forces to participate in the UN’s military mission to 
Somalia (UNOSOM II). The 1960 Defence Acts still require, however, that such 
missions are ‘authorised or established by’ the UN. As a result of a 1999 Chinese 
veto in the UN Security Council, such authorisation was not forthcoming and the UN 
was able only to indicate its ‘strong support’ for the EU’s mission in Macedonia. This 
was judged to be insufficient by the Attorney General in providing for Irish 
participation.  
 
In 2005, the Irish Government indicated that while they supported the EU Battlegroup 
concept in principle and would seek to participate, they faced legal difficulties. These 
related to the training of both Irish troops overseas as well as that of foreign-
commanded troops in Ireland. Moreover, the nature of the Battlegroup concept – and 
its assumption of rapid deployability – was seen as militating against the participation 
of Irish troops, relying as they must on prior UN authorisation of such a mission. For 
one military analyst, ‘Ireland's unique experience in peacekeeping, peace 
enforcement and anti-terrorist operations along with her world-class ordnance 
disposal and Special Forces personnel’ would be an invaluable contribution to the EU 
Battlegroups and thereby to the Union’s security and defence policy. (The Irish Times 
10 January 2005)  For others, however, Irish participation would only serve the 
purposes of ‘Europe's military and economic elites’ and which would further sideline 
the UN. (The Irish Times 11 January 2005) 

For its part, in December 2004, the UN released its report from the High-Level 

Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, entitled A more secure world: our 

shared responsibility. Having been commissioned by the Secretary General to 

review the UN system so that it might more effectively address contemporary 

security challenges, the report made a series of substantial recommendations. 

Among these, it looked specifically at the use of force to address a broadened 

range of security challenges.  

The report contended that Article 51 of the UN Charter remains an appropriate 

mechanism to address threats of a serious – but not imminent nature. Through this 

procedure, it is up to the Security Council to assess the evidence of a threat to 

collective security and then to determine what action is to be authorised.  The 

potential use of military action – as part of a spectrum of response to threats – is 

understood to be the very cornerstone of an effective collective security policy. That 



policy, however, must also recognise that while not all states share the same 

perception of threats, we must acknowledge that the threats themselves are frequently 

inter-connected.  As Foreign Minister Dermot Ahern has remarked  

 
The threats posed by terrorism and weapons of mass destruction are distinctly 

peripheral to the concerns of some, whose own concerns relate more to their next 

meal, or to where their children can get an education, or to the threat of violation and 

massacre through the failure or perversion of the institutions of their state. 

 

Nonetheless it is also acknowledged that the UN’s security guarantee is meaningless 

if it is not backed up by the capacity and willingness – in extremis and under carefully 

controlled conditions –  to employ military force. 

 

For the Irish State this can be a problematic issue in a public discourse where 

‘neutrality’ has been partially conflated with issues of anti-militarism and indeed 

pacifism.  While the UN may be extolled as the only valid legitimator of the use of 

force in collective security there then frequently arises the question as to the 

legitimacy of the UN’s own decision making. In the run-up to the UN debate on Iraq 

and a decision on the use of force, for example, there were frequent arguments in the 

Irish debate that if the UN were to authorise the US-led multilateral force then Irish 

neutrality would have to be invoked to forestall any Irish involvement in what would 

still be argued by some to be an illegitimate conflict. 

 

It is here that the crux of the Irish policy dilemma on neutrality and collective security 

rests.  Is neutrality – as it has been applied in the past – the default policy position in 

the absence of an effective collective security system, or does neutrality in a sense 

‘trump’ the collective security goal in circumstances to be judged by the Irish body 

politic – or a substantial section thereof? 

 

The emerging links between NATO and, in particular; the European Union and the 

United Nations are problematic on the other side of the debate.  If the European Union 

– either of its own volition or in concert with other agencies such as NATO and/or the 

OSCE – is increasingly to take on the mantle of a collective defence agent and a tool 

of collective security, how can Irish foreign and security policy be situated within 

such a matrix?  Are EU actions in support of peacekeeping and peacemaking only 

legitimate when formally authorised by the United Nations, or is there scope for the 

Union to exercise a collective security role in Europe with, perhaps, only the tacit 

support of a majority of the Security Council – when, for example, a veto wielding 

member rejects the possibility of collective action? Indeed, to what extent does the 

collective defence of the European Union and its Member States not depend upon the 

success of collective security in Europe?  

 

 
Conclusions 

 
Several issues arise from these reflections. The first is the extent to which there is a 
broad consensus that Ireland can and should make a substantial contribution to 
missions defined in terms of international peace and security. There is also a broad 
consensus that Ireland’s contribution thus far in UN peacekeeping and peacemaking 
has been honourable and worthy. The second issue however, is the bitter division 
that immediately becomes evident when choices must be made about the 



appropriate institutional framework thorough which it is legitimate for Ireland to make 
that contribution.  
 

Thus, while there is a generally shared commitment to the primacy of the UN, it is 

often to an idealised version of the UN, a ‘transformed’ UN that is sought. The 

‘actually existing’ UN is seen as being frequently compromised by the Security 

Council and the dominance of the veto-wielding global powers therein. This then is 

the starting point for a subsidiary debate as to the potential for other actors, such as 

the EU to act in support of collective security. Can or should the EU seek to 

legitimate its own military actions? In the absence of a formal UN authorisation, 

can such actions be deemed to be consistent with the UN charter, international 

law and broader political considerations of ethics and justice?   
 
Our second set of conclusions relate to the nature of policy deriving from this 
policy contest. Arguably, the lack of clarity in discursive dominance is reflected in a 
confusion and contradiction within policy. As noted above the residue from the 
longstanding hegemony of the Irish Nation narrative has created a powerful reality 
surrounding the concept of neutrality. At the same time, the contemporary contest 
between the European and Global discourses has created a consensus surrounding 
the legitimacy of an Irish contribution to international security and peace support 
operations but a deep fissure of disagreement as to the appropriate institutional 
framework through which to work. This gives rise to a ‘policy’ in which the basic 
principle of neutrality (non-participation in a military conflict) is jettisoned in favour of 
the principle of engagement in both peacekeeping and peacemaking military 
operations. The imprimatur of the UN is then employed as a sort of neutrality 
surrogate – ensuring the moral values of neutrality have been transferred under the 
new dispensation. When, however, faced with a direct and immediate security 
challenge – in the 2003 war against Iraq – it is striking how quickly the policy matrix is 
shifted by a decisive change in discursive dominance. 



 

 

 

 


