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1.  Introduction 

An addition to the wide-ranging academic literature on national referendums on 

European integration, this thesis will examine the cases of such referendums in the 

Republic of Ireland [hereafter referred to as Ireland] since 2001. The use of national 

referendums in Europe has become more frequent over the last fifteen years or so, and 

the increasing numbers of referendums on European integration has accounted for a 

large share of this.
1
 Future European Union [EU] treaty reform is on the table

2
; and with 

any such reform, a referendum would probably be necessary in Ireland as part of the 

ratification procedure, due to constitutional requirements. Thus, although no such 

referendum is in the offing, it is appropriate and relevant to examine and analyse the 

most recent cases of Irish referendums on the EU. In fact, it is arguably more valuable 

to do so without a pressing referendum in order to hopefully achieve reflective and 

enduring perspectives, rather than just immediate ones. 

 

 Despite consistently high levels of public support for Ireland’s membership of the 

EU and previously successive referendum approvals of proposals on European 

integration, the first referendum on a proposal to ratify the Nice Treaty was defeated. In 

this thesis, I ask: what were the factors that led to this? Later, I also ask: how were these 

factors addressed in the four subsequent referendum campaigns on an EU-related 

referendum proposal? Particularly, was it because these factors were addressed that the 

decision on the Nice Treaty was subsequently reversed in a second referendum? Did 

these same factors lead to the fluctuating outcomes of later referendums on the EU? 

 

 In the next chapter, I will give a selective review of the principal academic literature 

that seeks to explain voting behaviour in national referendums on European integration, 

and therefore how the outcomes of such referendums should be interpreted. The theories 

and aspects of theories on which I have chosen to focus will be applied in later chapters 

to the cases of each Irish referendum on the EU since 2001. In the third chapter, I will 

outline the context, history and dynamics of referendums in Ireland, specifically 

referendums on European integration, and the heavy regulations that determine the 

                                                 
1
 Tobias Zellweger, Uwe Serdült, and Irène Renfer, “Referendum Campaign Regulations in Europe and 

Latin America,” in Financing Referendum Campaigns, ed. Karin Gilland Lutz and Simon Hug (London: 

Palgrave, 2009), 1. 
2
 Charlemagne, “Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon…,” The Economist, 27 April 2013, Europe section, Print 

edition, http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21576723-treaty-change-back-table-thanks-germany-

and-britain-amsterdam-nice-lisbon (accessed 26 April 2013). 
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institutional rules of the referendum game. In the fourth chapter, I will examine and 

analyse the campaign and outcome of the first referendum on the proposal to ratify the 

Nice Treaty. Here, I will identify the key factors that led to the defeat of the referendum. 

In the following chapters, I will examine and analyse the campaigns of the four 

subsequent referendums on the EU to identify how the key factors that had led to the 

defeat of the first referendum on the Nice Treaty were addressed, and whether these 

factors continued to determine the outcomes of these referendums. Finally, in the ninth 

chapter, I will draw conclusions from my analysis and suggest interesting avenues of 

further research. 

 

 In the wake of the defeat of the first referendum on the Nice Treaty, and the 

subsequent reversal of this decision in a turnaround in outcome of a second referendum, 

there was a wave of academic literature advanced on the topic. Another wave of 

academic literature was advanced with the defeat of the first referendum on a proposal 

to ratify the Lisbon Treaty, and the subsequent reversal of this decision in another 

turnaround in outcome of a second referendum. However, what this thesis can add to 

existing academic literature is the inclusion of the 2012 referendum on the Treaty on 

Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union, on 

which there is little academic analysis. Thus, while this thesis is limited in scope as a 

single-country analysis of referendums on European integration, it is valuable as an 

analysis of five such referendums over a period of more than ten years. This thesis is 

also necessarily limited in scope in what aspects of the referendum campaigns and 

outcomes will be examined and analysed. Primarily, my research will focus on the legal 

and political systems and the principal referendum campaign actors, and on the 

dynamics of voting behaviour rather than the dynamics of who is voting. 

 

 Essentially, the aim of this thesis is to identify trends in Irish referendum campaigns 

on European integration in order to best explain, and ultimately be able to predict, 

voting behaviour and outcomes of these referendums.  
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2. Literature review 

Academic debate surrounds voting behaviour in national referendums on European 

integration. Scholars disagree on how this voting behaviour can be explained, on the 

basis on which voters make their choice. Recently, academic literature on this topic was 

particularly advanced in the wake of the referendums on the Maastricht Treaty [formally 

the Treaty on European Union, or TEU] across a number of EU member-states, which 

resulted in some unexpected defeats and tight approvals of proposals to ratify the 

Treaty. Later, another wave of academic literature was advanced in the wake of 

referendums on the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe [TCE, or commonly 

the European Constitution]. In the third edition of “The Political System of the 

European Union”, Simon Hix and Bjørn Høyland present a useful overview of the 

principal literature and theories on referendums on European Communities [EC] and 

later EU membership and treaty reform, on which I will elaborate and expand in this 

chapter.
3
 

 

 The foremost distinction between competing theories in the academic literature on 

this topic is between the ‘second-order’ election school and the attitude school. In the 

first school, it is contended that national issues tend to dominate this type of referendum 

campaign and voters tend to vote on the basis of performances or cues of national 

political parties. Alternatively, in the second school, it is contended that voters vote 

according to their own underlying broad attitudes towards European integration. 

 

2.1 ‘Second-order’ elections 

The ‘second-order’ election school is inspired by the ‘second-order’ theory of elections 

as first proposed by Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt in their seminal 1980 work in 

the wake of the first direct elections to the European Parliament.
4
 According to Reif and 

Schmitt, what they term ‘first-order’ elections – that is, elections to national parliaments 

– are considered to be of primary importance. Therefore, the standing of political parties 

in these elections, as well as wider national issues, are likely to dominate and even 

determine the campaign and outcome of elections of secondary importance – that is, for 

                                                 
3
 Simon Hix and Bjørn Høyland, The Political System of the European Union, 3rd ed. (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011), 152-7. 
4
 Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt, “Nine Second-Order National Elections – A Conceptual 

Framework for the Analysis of European Election Results,” European Journal of Political Research 8, 

no. 1 (1980): 3–44. 
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example, elections to the European Parliament. Mark Franklin and his various co-

authors argue that the situation is much the same in referendums on European 

integration. In a 1995 study of the French, Irish and the two Danish referendums on the 

ratification of the Maastricht Treaty that took place in 1992-1993, Franklin, Cees van 

der Eijk, and Michael Marsh argue that in such cases of parliamentary systems with 

disciplined party governments, referendum outcomes become tied to the popularity of 

the government of the day, even if it is unrelated to the issues of the referendum at 

stake. This is what they term a ‘lockstep’ phenomenon.
5
 As a consequence of this, they 

suggest that referendum outcomes should not be taken at face value, but rather 

allowance must be made for the standing of the party or parties in government of the 

day. As such, they contend that voters in voting on the Maastricht Treaty were really 

“rendering a verdict on the general performance of their governments”, with popular 

governments getting votes in favour
 
of the referendum they proposed and unpopular 

governments being penalised by getting votes against it.
6
 Franklin et al. draw on Ronald 

Inglehart’s original 1971 work on the permissive consensus which suggests a possible 

and probable influence of short-term considerations on a particular question on 

European integration such as might be put in a referendum.
7
 In the cases of the 

referendums on the Maastricht Treaty, these short-term considerations concerned the 

party political context, particularly partisan attachments which are “inextricably 

entwined with government popularity”. It is this salient issue that can strongly influence 

ill-informed voters lacking in conviction.
8
 Franklin et al. contend that their findings, 

using referendum results and survey data, demonstrate that the outcomes of the 

referendums in France, Ireland and Denmark reflected the popularity, or lack thereof, of 

the Governments (or perhaps the leaders of the Governments) which varied greatly 

across the three member-states. Concluding from this, Franklin et al. suggest that 

regarding the outcomes of referendums on European integration in general as “anything 

more than a reflection of government support can be dangerous”.
9
 

 

                                                 
5
 Mark N. Franklin, Cees van der Eijk, and Michael Marsh, “Referendum Outcomes and Trust in 

Government: Public Support for Europe in the Wake of Maastricht,” in The Crisis of Representation in 

Europe, ed. J. Hayward (London: Frank Cass, 1995), 101-17. 
6
 Ibid., 102. 

7
 Ronald Inglehart, “Public Opinion and European Integration,” in European Integration, eds. L. 

Lindberg and S. Scheingold (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 160-91. 
8
 Franklin, van der Eijk, and Marsh, “Referendum Outcomes and Trust in Government,” 105. 

9
 Ibid., 115. 
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 A related argument on the same 1992-1993 referendums had been put forward in an 

earlier article by Franklin, Marsh and Lauren McLaren: namely that the referendum 

outcomes could be best understood and explained in terms of the national political 

context, particularly party competition and the unpopularity of governments.
10

 In a third 

article, Franklin, Marsh and Christopher Wlezien
11

 respond to scholars Karen Siune and 

Palle Svensson who had argued that the outcome of the 1992 Danish referendum on the 

Maastricht Treaty was the result of well-informed and rational voting behaviour 

regarding attitudes toward European integration.
12

 Here, Franklin et al. question what 

they term this “new level of rationality” shown by the Danish electorate, and suggest 

instead that the referendum was really a vote on the performance of the government as 

an issue of higher salience than European issues.
13

 They point to the strong association 

between the levels of government satisfaction and the levels of support for the 

Maastricht Treaty – the latter, they argue, a reflection of the former. Expanding further 

than Siune and Svensson’s work, Franklin et al. infer from the 1993 Danish re-run 

referendum on the Maastricht Treaty that the turnaround in outcome was due to the 

significance of an unpopular government being replaced by a much more popular 

government during the inter-referendum period. This new government, in its 

‘honeymoon period’ following election success, was able to translate its popularity into 

votes in favour of the Treaty.
14

 They discount the concessions that the Danish 

government had obtained before the second referendum, the Edinburgh Agreement, by 

citing a referendum poll that appeared to show that the Danish people were “remarkably 

ignorant about the details” of such concessions.
15

 

 

2.2 Attitude voting 

On the other hand, the attitude school contends that it is general attitudes towards 

European integration that play the most significant role in voting behaviour in 

referendums on European integration. Specifically, Siune and her co-authors argue that 

                                                 
10

 Mark Franklin, Michael Marsh, and Lauren McLaren, “Uncorking the Bottle: Popular Opposition to 

European Unification in the Wake of Maastricht,” Journal of Common Market Studies 32, no. 4 (1994): 

470. 
11

 Mark Franklin, Michael Marsh, and Christopher Wlezien, “Attitudes towards Europe and Referendum 

Votes: A Response to Siune and Svensson,” Electoral Studies 13, no. 2 (1994): 117-21. 
12

 Karen Siune and Palle Svensson, “The Danes and The Maastricht Treaty: The Danish EC Referendum 

of June 1992,” Electoral Studies 12, no. 2 (1993): 99-111. 
13

 Franklin, Marsh, and Wlezien, “Attitudes towards Europe and Referendum Votes”: 117. 
14

 Ibid., 120. 
15

 Ibid., 120. 
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such attitudes explain the outcome of the two Danish referendums on the Maastricht 

Treaty. In the case of the1992 defeat of the proposal to ratify the Maastricht Treaty, 

Siune and Svensson argue that the principal explanation was the evolved concept of 

what the Danes expected and wanted from what was to become the EU, on which voters 

behaved quite independently.
16

 Moreover, contrary to immediate reactions to the 

outcome that explained it as a result of a lack of knowledge among the electorate, they 

contend that the level of information was barely significant for the outcome and had no 

systematic influence on voting behaviour.
17

 

 

 In accounting for the turnaround in outcome of the second referendum one year later, 

Siune, Svensson and Ole Tonsgaard argue that what had primarily changed was the 

perception of what was at stake due to the Edinburgh Agreement and feelings of 

insecurity about Denmark’s future position in Europe following a second defeat; this, 

they contend, better explains the outcome than trust in government does.
18

 In response 

to direct comments from Franklin, Marsh and Wlezien, Siune et al. clarify that they 

acknowledge that levels of electoral information was low, but argue that this does not 

impede voters from having a general picture of, and therefore general attitudes to, 

European integration.
19

 

 

 In his 2003 critical assessment, Svensson applies the ‘second-order’ election theory 

to the five cases of Danish referendums on European integration up to and including the 

1998 referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty. In doing so, he argues that what he terms as 

the ‘Franklin thesis’ is only confirmed when weakly tested, that is when there is no 

conflict between party loyalty and attitudes towards European integration.
20

 He 

therefore contends that the outcomes of the Danish referendums were more than just 

reflections of the popularity of the government proposing them. Instead, he suggests 

that citizens can develop beliefs and attitudes on political issues, including European 

                                                 
16

 Siune and Svensson, “The Danes and The Maastricht Treaty”: 105-6. 
17

 Ibid., 109. 
18

 Karen Siune, Palle Svensson, and Ole Tonsgaard, “The European Union: The Danes said ‘No’ in 1992 

but ‘Yes’ in 1993: How and Why?,” Electoral Studies 13, no. 2 (1994): 107-116. 
19

 Ibid., 115. 
20

 Palle Svensson, “Five Danish Referendums on the European Community and European Union: A 

critical assessment of the Franklin thesis,” European Journal of Political Research 41, no. 6 (2002): 746. 
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political issues, and can bring them to bear on their political decisions; and that 

therefore referendums should be considered as a positive democratic tool.
21

 

 

 In keeping with the attitude school, Marcel Lubbers argues that it was EU 

evaluations that were more decisive in accounting for the No vote in the Dutch 

referendum on the European Constitution. Specifically, the strongest impact came from 

a perceived threat from the EU to Dutch culture.
22

 Although this was coupled with a 

strong impact from national political evaluations, particularly party cues, his results 

showed no evidence of a government effect.
23

 Similarly, the results from Andrew 

Glencross and Alexander Trechsel’s cross-national empirical study of all four member-

states who held referendums on the European Constitution suggest that voter attitudes 

towards European issues, or what they term ‘first-order’ considerations, were of greater 

importance than attitudes towards national issues, or ‘second-order’ considerations.
24

 

While they did find evidence of a significant impact of party identification, any 

government impact was found to a much lesser extent.
25

 

 

2.3 Salience and information 

More recently, Franklin presented a more nuanced version of his thesis in light of 

Svensson’s critique in the cases of Danish referendums on European integration. In it, 

Franklin stands by his argument that “referendum votes in parliamentary democracies 

are probably always contaminated to some degree by the standing of the government”, 

but qualifies it with the conditioning factor of the salience of European issues.
26

 He 

amends his thesis as such to suggest that on issues of low salience to voters, a 

referendum proposed by a government and opposed by parties in opposition should 

generally be seen as a test of the standing of that government, whereas on issues of 

higher salience, the standing of the government can still influence the outcome of a 

close-fought referendum.
27

 Given that the original theory applied most strongly to low 

                                                 
21

 Ibid., 748-9. 
22

 Marcel Lubbers, “Regarding the Dutch ‘Nee’ to the European Constitution: A Test of the Identity, 

Utilitarian and Political Approaches to Voting ‘No’,” European Union Politics 9, no. 1 (2008): 59-86. 
23

 Ibid., 75-8. 
24

 Andrew Glencross and Alexander Trechsel, “First or Second Order Referendums? Understanding the 

Votes on the EU Constitutional Treaty in Four EU Member States,” West European Politics 34, no. 4 

(2011): 755-72. 
25

 Ibid., 767. 
26

 Mark N. Franklin, “Learning from the Danish case: A comment on Palle Svensson’s critique of the 

Franklin thesis,” European Journal of Political Research 41, no. 6 (2002): 752-3. 
27

 Ibid., 756. 
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salient cases of referendums on the Maastricht Treaty, he accepts that he and his co-

authors appear to have been wrong in the Danish case from which Svensson finds 

evidence that the Maastricht Treaty was not an issue of low salience to voters.
28

 

Furthermore, as relations between member-states and the EU continue to evolve, 

Franklin suggests that European issues will cease to be of low salience and therefore it 

could be expected that any referendum on the EU “will increasingly come to resemble 

the Danish case”.
29

 

 

 Related to this question of salience is Sara Binzer Hobolt’s work which examines the 

impact of political information in referendum campaigns on voting behaviour in 

referendums on European integration. Her pan-European studies contend that the 

information provided to voters during a referendum campaign is a key factor in 

influencing whether they vote more heavily on the basis of the EU rather than on the 

basis of other issues.
30

 Specifically, she argues that voters act on their attitudes 

regarding European integration when more information is available. Hobolt examines 

variation in political information at both the aggregate level and the individual level, as 

such focusing on both the supply of information and the processing of it. 

 

 Regarding the supply of information, Hobolt analyses the referendum campaign 

environment and argues that when it is more intensive this leads to more attitude voting, 

as well as to higher turnout. This is for the reason that such an environment serves to 

provide more information and increase the salience of the issue which incentives the 

electorate to process more information and consequently make decisions that are more 

compatible with their attitudes on the proposal, as well as mobilising them to turn out 

and vote.
31

 Campaign intensity is defined as “the level of information distribution”
32

, 

with high-intensity campaigns characterised as having partisan and perhaps non-partisan 

competition, perceived closeness regarding the outcome of the referendum, and 

extensive media coverage. On the other hand, when the campaign intensity is low, the 

electorate has less incentive to make complicated decisions about the referendum 

                                                 
28

 Ibid., 756. 
29

 Ibid., 756. 
30

 Sara Binzer Hobolt, Europe in Question: Referendums on European Integration (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009). 
31

 Sara Binzer Hobolt, “When Europe Matters: The Impact of Political Information on Voting Behaviour 

in EU Referendums,” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 15, no. 1 (2005): 89. 
32

 Westlye quoted in Europe in Question, 90. 



11 

 

proposal and is consequently more likely to depend on cognitive short cuts such as elite 

cues, which include government satisfaction.
33

 

 

 She also argues that the nature of the referendum campaign affects how voters 

decide, such that if they only receive one-sided messages they are more likely to follow 

this lead, whereas in a campaign with differing messages they are more likely to judge 

which of the messages is compatible with their positions on European integration.
34

 

Furthermore, Hobolt contends that issue framing is important in referendum campaigns, 

whereby certain aspects of the referendum proposal are emphasised.
35

 Employing 

survey experiments, she suggests that when frames emphasise the negative 

consequences of a No vote, more voters tend to favour the proposal, and when the 

negative consequences of a Yes vote are emphasised, more voters tend to oppose the 

proposal.
36

 

 

 Regarding the processing of information, Hobolt argues that people with higher 

levels of political awareness are better able to receive and to critically evaluate 

information in order to assess what best fits with their preferences.
37

 They also rely 

more heavily on their attitudes to European integration when deciding in referendums 

than people with low levels of political awareness do, and are consequently better able 

to vote on the basis of the issues at stake. Furthermore, political awareness strengthens 

the relative impact of attitudes towards European integration rather than other factors in 

determining voting behaviour.
38

 

 

 While Hobolt contends that “a large proportion of voters have the capability of 

voting competently and responsibly on European issues, given that adequate 

information is made available”
39

, this is not to assume that such voters will necessarily 

vote in favour of the proposal and that No votes are because voters were ill-informed. 

Rather, the opposite might be the case.
40

 In fact, in analysing eight referendums on 

European integration across Denmark, Norway and Ireland, Hobolt contends that the 

                                                 
33

 Hobolt, “When Europe Matters”: 89-90. 
34

 Hobolt, Europe in Question, 17. 
35

 Ibid., 110. 
36

 Ibid., 129. 
37

 Ibid., 59. 
38

 Hobolt, “When Europe Matters”: 93-96. 
39

 Hobolt, Europe in Question, 248. 
40

 Hix and Høyland, The Political System of the European Union, 156. 
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Danish referendum on the Euro and the two Norwegian accession referendums had the 

most intense referendum campaigns and the greatest impact of attitudes towards 

European integration on voting behaviour – and in all three referendums, the proposal 

was defeated.
41

 

 

2.4 Applying to the case of Ireland 

This academic literature review has outlined some of the principal theories put forward 

by scholars to offer explanations of voting behaviour in referendums on European 

integration, and therefore how the outcomes of such referendums should be interpreted. 

This review is, of course, not comprehensive; it is necessarily selective. Due to the 

limited scope of this thesis, I have chosen to focus on certain theories, even certain 

aspects of theories, rather than others. 

 

 A notable exclusion from the review is the further deliberation by the 

aforementioned scholars, particularly as part of the Franklin thesis, as well as by other 

scholars not considered in the review, on the conditional influence of national political 

party cues and positions on voting behaviour in referendums on European integration.
42

 

However, in considering theories in the cases of such referendums in Ireland since 

2001, I have chosen to focus on the foremost distinction between the attitude school and 

the Franklin thesis of the government effect of the ‘second-order’ election school. In the 

more nuanced theories regarding referendum campaign salience and information, I have 

chosen to focus on the supply of information rather than the processing of it. These 

theories will be applied throughout the following chapters.  

                                                 
41

 Hobolt, “When Europe Matters”: 102-3. 
42

 See also Christopher J. Anderson, “When in Doubt, Use Proxies: Attitudes toward Domestic Politics 

and Support for European Integration,” Comparative Political Studies 31, no. 5 (1998): 569-601 and 

Leonard Ray, “When Parties Matter: The Conditional Influence of Party Positions on Voter Opinions 

about European Integration,” The Journal of Politics 65, no. 4 (2003): 978-994. 
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3. In the context of Ireland 

3.1 Referendums in Ireland 

Referendums play a significant part in the political process of Ireland, where they are 

used more frequently than in most other European countries.
43

 The Constitution of 

Ireland [Bunreacht na hÉireann]
44

 came into effect in December 1937 and, since the 

end of an initial transitional period in 1941, any amendment to it has only been possible 

with the approval of the electorate at a national Constitutional referendum held 

specifically for that purpose (hereafter referred to as a referendum). To date, thirty-four 

proposals to amend the Constitution by way of such a mandatory referendum have been 

put forward by the government of the day. Twenty-five of these were approved, and 

nine were defeated. Under Article 46 of the Constitution, a proposal to amend the 

Constitution must be introduced in Dáil Éireann [the Dáil, the lower house of the Irish 

parliament] as a bill and passed by both houses of the Oireachtas [the Irish parliament] 

before being put to a popular vote in a referendum. If the proposal is approved by the 

electorate, the President signs the bill into law and the Constitution is amended 

accordingly.
45

 Constitutional provisions do not allow for referendums on salient broad 

policy issues – except when these have constitutional implications – or for advisory 

referendums on public issues.
46

 

 

 The mechanics of holding a referendum are prescribed by law, principally in the 

amended Referendum Act 1994 and the amended Referendum Act 1998.
47

 Every citizen 

of Ireland who has the right to vote in a general election for Teachtaí Dála [TDs, 

meaning members of parliament] has the right to vote in a referendum. This denotes 

citizens who are ordinarily resident in the State, who are 18 years old or over, and 

whose names are listed on the national register of electors. Every registered elector is 

sent a polling card shortly before the polling day giving instructions as to where they 

can vote and including a formal statement briefly explaining the referendum proposal. 

                                                 
43

 Michael Gallagher, “Ireland: the referendum as a conservative device?” in The Referendum Experience 

in Europe, ed. Michael Gallagher and Pier Vincenvo Uleri (London: Macmillan Press, 1996), 85-105. 
44

 Constitution of Ireland (Dublin: The Stationary Office, 2012), 

https://www.constitution.ie/Documents/Bhunreacht_na_hEireann_web.pdf (accessed 29 April 2013). 
45

 Ibid., Article 46. 
46

 Michael Gallagher, “Referendum Campaigns in Ireland” (paper presented at 8
th

 international SISE 

conference on ‘Le campagne elettorali,’ Venezia, Italy, 18-20 December 2003), 4. 
47

 Irish Statute Book, “Referendum Act, 1994,” 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/1994/en/act/pub/0012/print.html (accessed 23 June 2013). Irish Statute 

Book, “Referendum Act, 1998,” http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/1998/en/act/pub/0001/print.html 

(accessed 23 June 2013). 
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This formal statement is also displayed at each polling station, where at least twelve 

hours between the times of 7.00 a.m. and 10.30 p.m. on the appointed polling day must 

be allowed for voting. Ballot papers contain short instructions on how to vote and show 

the title of the bill proposing to amend the Constitution. Voters indicate Yes or No on 

the ballot paper, in approval of or in opposition to the proposal. As no turnout 

requirements are upheld, a simple majority of valid votes decides whether or not the 

words will be removed from and/or inserted in the Constitution. The referendum result 

is always binding.
48

 

 

 Particularly since the 1960s, the majority of Irish referendum proposals have fallen 

into one of two broad issue-areas: social-moral issues, such as those on abortion and 

divorce, or governance issues, including those on European integration.
49

 Of the thirty-

four referendums that have been held, nine have concerned European integration. 

Indeed, Ireland has held more referendums of this kind than any other country. The 

country to have held the next highest number is Denmark where six such referendums 

have been held, followed by France where three have been held. Overall, thirty-five 

referendums on European integration have been held across the EU. Not every EU 

member-state has held such a referendum; in fact, only nineteen of the current twenty-

seven EU member-states have held any referendum on European integration. 

Furthermore, twelve of those nineteen have held only one referendum – in every case, 

on their country’s accession to the EC, or later to the EU. Outside of this, Norway has 

held referendum on two accession treaties which were both defeated, and Croatia 

approved by referendum an accession treaty to make way for it to become the twenty-

eighth member-state of the EU in July 2013. In the last decade or so, Ireland was alone 

in proposing a referendum to ratify the Nice Treaty, the Lisbon Treaty, and the Treaty 

on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union. 

While some of these referendums across Europe were mandatory and others were 

discretionary, such a remarkably disparate status quo is largely due to differing 

constitutional requirements across EU member-states regarding the ratification 

procedure of European treaties. While in other EU member-states ratification can take 
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place by national parliamentary approval alone, in Ireland it was interpreted to be a 

constitutional requirement to hold a referendum by the Supreme Court in its decision on 

a 1987 legal challenge, which will be discussed in detail below. 

 

3.2 Referendums on European integration 

With Ireland’s accession to the then EC, a referendum was necessary in order to correct 

the conflicts that obligations of membership would cause for the Constitution, namely 

that legislative authority would no longer be solely invested in the Oireachtas. Thus, in 

1972 a referendum was held on a proposal to introduce a catch-all amendment allowing 

Ireland to join the EC, which was comfortably approved. However, three later Supreme 

Court rulings were to transform the process and conduct of referendums in Ireland, with 

particular significance for those on European integration. 

 

 In 1986, the Single European Act [SEA] was agreed by the Irish government on the 

assumption that it would be ratified by parliamentary approval alone. The consensus 

among political and legal circles was that this would be sufficient for ratification.
50

 

However, a case was brought in the courts against the Government by an Irish man, 

Raymond Crotty, who was backed by a larger group, to challenge the constitutionality 

of the bill. Crotty, an economist and former farmer, had campaigned against Ireland’s 

accession to the EC and had continued to campaign in opposition to Ireland’s 

involvement in the process of European integration on the basis of its implications for 

loss of Irish sovereignty and on the basis that Irish farmers would grow to depend on 

external subsidies under the Common Agricultural Policy [CAP].
51

 In 1987, he argued 

that the SEA went beyond what the Irish people had consented to in approving Ireland’s 

membership of the EC.
52

 In Crotty v. An Taoiseach
53

 [An Taoiseach is the Prime 

Minister], he succeeded in stopping the Oireachtas from ratifying the SEA. The 

Supreme Court delivered a single judgement that the 1972 amendment to the 

Constitution which enabled Ireland to join the EC authorised Ireland to join them as 

they stood at that time and to join in treaty amendments “so long as such amendments 
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do not alter the essential scope or objectives of the Communities”.
54

 As such, the 

approach taken largely hinges on the question of whether a new treaty alters ‘the 

essential scope or objectives’ of the existing Treaties; if it does a constitutional 

amendment and therefore a referendum becomes necessary as part of the ratification 

process. In the second part of its ruling, the Supreme Court delivered separate 

judgements that Title III of the SEA contained provisions outside the scope of existing 

Treaties. By a three-to-two majority, it held that these provisions, which related to 

cooperation in the field of foreign policy, infringed the Constitution as they imposed 

restrictions on Ireland’s right to decide its own foreign policy which had implications on 

state sovereignty. Here, I would argue like others
55

 that the Supreme Court majority 

took a narrow and demanding approach to treaty reform. As Gavin Barrett maintains, 

such a perception of implications on state sovereignty would have raised doubts even as 

to the compatibility of Ireland’s membership of the United Nations [UN] and, crucially, 

does not reflect the intentions of the ongoing process of European integration.
56

 

 

 As a consequence of the impact of the Crotty ruling, there has been a referendum 

held on every major European treaty reform since. As aforementioned, Ireland has held 

nine referendums on European integration, namely: the referendum on accession to the 

EC; the 1987 referendum on the SEA; the referendum on the Maastricht Treaty in 1992; 

the 1998 referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty; the two referendums on the Nice 

Treaty, the first in 2001 and the second in 2002 (hereafter referred to as Nice I and Nice 

II); the two referendums on the Lisbon Treaty, the first in 2008 and the second in 2009 

(hereafter referred to as Lisbon I and Lisbon II); and the 2012 referendum on the Treaty 

on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union 

(hereafter referred to as the Fiscal Compact Treaty). Hence, they have comprised mostly 

of treaty ratification referendums, plus a referendum on accession and a single-issue 

referendum on the intergovernmental Fiscal Compact Treaty. 
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 Until the referendum on Nice I in 2001, cases of Irish referendums on European 

integration were successively successful, cementing Ireland’s reputation as a ‘good 

European’.
 57

 The four such referendums on proposals to ratify European treaties held 

during the period 1972-1998 were comfortably approved, albeit with diminishing levels 

of support: from an 83.1% Yes majority in the accession referendum to a 61.7% Yes 

majority in the referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty. The affirmative attitude of the 

electorate was mirrored by extremely positive public opinion poll results on support for 

Ireland’s membership of the EC and later the EU. Since the mid-1980s, Ireland had 

recorded consistently one of the highest levels of support for membership among 

member-states in regular Eurobarometer surveys, at times reaching peaks of more than 

80%. This support largely stemmed from the utilitarian impact
58

 of the economic 

benefits received from Ireland’s membership, most obviously and visibly in the shape of 

CAP payments and structural funds. As such, the results of regular Eurobarometer 

surveys showed even stronger public support in Ireland for the belief that their country 

had benefited from its membership of the EC, later the EU, consistently reaching levels 

far above the EU average.
59

 

 

 This public support was coupled with a consensus among the mainstream Irish 

political elite in favour of European integration. In fact, the referendum on Ireland’s 

accession to the EC was the only one of these cases with a divide between the three 

major political parties along (a rather weak, as is the case in Ireland) left-right cleavage. 

In that case, the centre-right parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, campaigned for a Yes 

vote while the centre-left Labour Party campaigned for a No vote. Later, except for the 

referendum on the SEA when it did not adopt a formal position due to internal 

differences, the Labour Party did support the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty and 

has campaigned for a Yes vote in each referendum on European integration since. As 

such, the case of Ireland is largely aligned with Peter Mair’s theory of the 

“depoliticization” of Europe in party politics whereby it has become a non-contested 
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issue across mainstream parties as they seek to push Europe “to the shadows” rather 

than engage in party competition on it.
60

 

 

 However, other measures of public supportive attitudes, particularly enthusiasm for 

European integration, appeared at a lower level. As such, Brigid Laffan and Jane 

O’Mahony infer from this that the bulk of Irish support for the EU was not deep-seated 

and not unqualified.
61

. Moreover, despite the positive perceptions of EU membership in 

Ireland, levels of knowledge about the EU were found to be relatively low. A long-term 

study by Richard Sinnott, published in 1995, concluded that “there is very considerable 

room for improvement in levels of knowledge” about the EU in Ireland.
62

 

 

 In her 2009 article examining the campaigns of Irish referendum on European 

integration, O’Mahony identified some common characteristics. Firstly, she identified 

the broad support for the referendum proposals across the mainstream political 

establishment, including the major political parties, along with business groups and 

trade unions.
63

 Indeed, Karin Gilland described the consolidated pro-European 

consensus among the major political parties as resulting in their views being “virtually 

indistinguishable”.
64

 Hence, after the accession referendum, it was only the minor 

political parties at the margins of the political spectrum, such as Sinn Féin, the Green 

Party and various left-wing parties, which campaigned for a No vote: parties which Paul 

Taggart, in his 1998 study of Euroscepticism in Western European party systems, 

characterised as Eurosceptical protest parties.
65

 

 

 Secondly, O’Mahony identified that those who campaigned for a Yes vote tended, at 

least until the Nice II referendum, to rely on the permissive consensus that was apparent 

in Irish public opinion – and indeed in public opinion across Europe, at least until the 

period of the Maastricht Treaty when public support for European integration dropped. 

Citizens appreciated the benefits received from Ireland’s membership of the EC, later 
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the EU, they showed high support for membership, and therefore it was expected that 

they would support the referendum proposals. As such, O’Mahony comments that 

mainstream political parties tended not to campaign actively, and that they made little 

effort to explain the issues at stake and convince the electorate to vote Yes.
66

 For 

example, in campaigning for a Yes vote in the Amsterdam Treaty referendum, the 

aligned political parties centred their argument on the continued economic and political 

benefits that Ireland would receive from active EU membership, and that defeat of the 

proposal to ratify the Treaty would hurt Ireland’s position in the EU.
67

 

 

 Thirdly, O’Mahony highlights the prominence of opposition in referendum 

campaigns on European integration coming from outside the political party system
68

, 

which occurs as a result of the “depoliticization” of the issue of Europe in Irish party 

politics. Aleks Szczerbiak and Taggart, in their analysis of the 2003 wave of EU 

enlargement accession referendums, suggested the need for a new approach to the study 

of European referendums that also considers the role of non-political actors.
69

 In the 

case of Ireland, this is certainly necessary. The importance of a number of civil society 

groups in opposition to European treaty reform emerged during the accession 

referendum campaign and continued to increase with successive referendums. These 

groups are often formed on an ad hoc basis and usually rely on limited resources.
70

 

Generally conducting vigorous campaigns, they tend to be mobilised by, and base their 

opposition on, the perception that the EU is attacking their sectional interests. As such, 

they frame particular issues by emphasising certain aspects of the proposal, as termed 

by Hobolt. Three of these long-standing civil society groups of note are the National 

Platform EU Research and Information Centre [more commonly known as the National 

Platform], Youth Defence, and the Peace and Neutrality Alliance [PANA]. Anthony 

Coughlan’s National Platform has campaigned against Irish involvement in European 

integration since the early 1970s, when it was known as the Irish Sovereignty 

Movement, on the basis that it has eroded national sovereignty. In 1992, the discussions 

on the referendum on the Maastricht Treaty coincided became entangled with a high 

                                                 
66

 O’Mahony, “Ireland’s EU Referendum Experience”: 435. 
67

 Ibid., 436. 
68

 Ibid., 435-6. 
69

 Aleks Szczerbiak and Paul Taggart, “The Politics of European Referendum Outcomes and Turnout: 

Two Models,” in EU Enlargement and Referendums, ed. Szczerbiak and Taggart (Oxford: Routledge, 

2005). 
70

 Laffan and O’Mahony, Ireland and the European Union, 110. 



20 

 

profile and controversial Supreme Court ruling on abortion in the ‘X case’. Youth 

Defence thus emerged to campaign for a No vote in the referendum on the basis that 

Treaty ratification posed a threat to traditional Catholic values, and specifically that the 

Maastricht Treaty would permit the legalisation of abortion. Later, much of the debate 

during the referendum campaign on the Amsterdam Treaty focused on the issue of 

Ireland’s policy of neutrality; PANA opposed the Treaty on the grounds that its 

ratification threatened this. All three of these groups continued to campaign on these 

issues and be significant forces in later referendum campaigns. Thus, fourthly, 

O’Mahony identifies these issues of sovereignty, traditional Catholic values, and 

neutrality as recurring and persistent in European integration referendum campaigns in 

Ireland.
71

 

 

 Building on a framework originally developed by R. Darcy and Michael Laver in the 

context of the 1986 Irish divorce referendum
72

, O’Mahony distinguishes a dynamic in 

Irish referendums on European integration with twin elements: elite withdrawal and 

populist capture. That is to say, political establishment elites essentially withdraw from 

the referendum campaign arena, which is then captured by effectively-organised civil 

society groups and marginal political parties often with populist and anti-establishment 

messages. These groups and parties tend to capitalise on the fears and ignorance of the 

electorate, and are facilitated by the complexity of the issues at stake and the 

institutional rules of the Irish referendum game.
73

 As she identifies this dynamic most 

keenly after 2001, particularly in the referendum campaigns on Nice I and Lisbon I, it 

will be considered in detail in subsequent analysis. 

 

3.3 Rules of the game 

The institutional rules of the Irish referendum game to which O’Mahony refers originate 

from the second and third Supreme Court rulings, after Crotty, mentioned earlier in this 

chapter as transforming the process and conduct of referendums in Ireland, with 

particular significance for those on European integration. The second of these rulings, 

McKenna v. An Taoiseach (No. 2)
74

, was a case brought in the courts in the context of 
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the 1995 divorce referendum in Ireland, challenging the constitutionality of government 

use of public money to campaign for a Yes vote. This case followed an earlier 

unsuccessful attempt by the same Irish woman in McKenna v. An Taoiseach (No. 1)
75

 to 

secure injunctive relief against government spending during the Maastricht Treaty 

referendum campaign, which was dismissed at the interlocutory stage. The dismissal of 

McKenna (No. 1) was grounded on the basis that such matters were “political and non-

justiciable” and therefore “not matters on which this court should express a view”. It 

was elaborated that “the Dáil decides what monies are to be voted for expenditure by 

the Government on information services (which would include an advertising campaign 

in support of an affirmative vote in a referendum)”.
76

 However, the plaintiff, Patricia 

McKenna, a Green Party 1994-2004 MEP who was associated with the more 

Eurosceptic wing of the party, brought another case to have the Courts revisit “precisely 

the same issue”
77

 in the context of the divorce referendum and was successful in 

securing a reversal of the earlier judgement. A declaration from the Supreme Court, 

with a four-to-one majority ruling just one week before the divorce referendum polling 

day, stated that it was in breach of the Constitution for the government to use public 

money in promoting only one result in a referendum. It was reasoned that it would be a 

violation of equality, democracy and fairness to allow such spending since not all 

citizens would support one side.
78

 

 

 At the time, the decision was unpopular with the political class
79

, and scholars such 

as Barrett continue to argue that the McKenna (No. 2) ruling reduces the ability of the 

government to exercise its leadership role in a referendum process, although it is “the 

entity which arguably has the most democratic legitimacy claim” to do so.
80

 Moreover, 

he contends that such loss of government leadership has a unique impact on 

referendums on European integration given the dominant role of the government in 

European affairs: it is the responsibility of the government to conduct Ireland’s relations 

with the EU and it is in the government where much of the knowledge and experience 
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of this lies.
81

 Instead, the ruling has facilitated the emergence of other actors, some of 

which with no democratic mandate, as significant forces in referendum campaigns. 

However, Michael Gallagher points out that the judgement just prevents governments 

from spending public money in support of just one side, not from campaigning as 

actively as they wish
82

, and therefore it should not be used as an excuse as such. 

Nevertheless, in a situation whereby political parties, third parties and public opinion 

are all heavily biased in favour of one side of a referendum campaign, as was the case 

with the referendum on the Belfast Agreement (also known as the Good Friday 

Agreement) in 1998 where the Yes side ultimately won 94.4% of the vote, it is 

questionable whether the strictly equal allocation of public money between the Yes and 

the No side promotes fairness.
83

 

 

 The McKenna (No. 2) ruling has also had a substantial impact on the Irish 

referendum game in that for each subsequent referendum the government of the day has 

established a Referendum Commission. Funded by the sponsoring department of the 

relevant referendum proposal, the role of this independent statutory body is “to explain 

the subject matter of referendum proposals, to promote public awareness of the 

referendum and to encourage the electorate to vote at the poll”.
84

 As part of its public 

information campaign, the Referendum Commission principally sends a guide to the 

referendum proposal to every household in the State, and supports this with a 

nationwide advertising campaign. The information it produces is obliged by law to be 

neutral and factual – it must not take sides on the debate. As such it cannot replace the 

role of the government in explaining the advantages of a proposal to the public. The 

Referendum Commission must be comprised of non-political members: a chairperson 

who must be a former Supreme Court judge or a serving or former High Court judge; 

the Comptroller and Auditor General; the Ombudsman; the Clerk of the Dáil and the 

Clerk of Seanad Éireann [the Senate, the upper house of the Irish parliament].
85
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Consequently, its members tend to neither be experts in European law nor in media and 

communication relations. The Referendum Commission is not a continuously existing 

body; rather it may be established not earlier than the date on which the bill to go to 

referendum is initiated in the Dáil.
86

 

 

 The third Supreme Court ruling to transform the process and conduct of referendums 

in Ireland, with particular significance for those on European integration, was Coughlan 

v. Broadcasting Complaints Commission and RTÉ.
87

 Coughlan, like the McKenna (No. 

2) case, took place in the context of the 1995 divorce referendum, although proceedings 

were brought two years after the referendum and the Supreme Court judgement was 

delivered three years after that. Like the Crotty and McKenna (No. 2) cases, this too was 

brought by a prominent opposition campaigner in referendums on European integration. 

Anthony Coughlan of the National Platform, an economist and academic who had 

previously backed the Crotty case and had supported the McKenna (No. 2) case, brought 

the case in the courts.
88

 The ruling held, with a four-to-one majority, that the failure of 

RTÉ [Radio Telefís Éireann], the national broadcasting service, to allocate equal time 

for uncontested broadcasts by both the Yes and No sides in the 1995 divorce 

referendum constituted an inequality that amounted to “unconstitutional unfairness”.
89

 It 

was held as a misuse of public media in supporting a particular side in a referendum 

campaign. In the absence of any legislation in the area, there has since been uncertainty 

as to how uncontested airtime should be appointed. This has spilled over into 

uncertainty as to how contested debates should be mediated, with broadcasters 

appearing unsure of whether they have a duty to be fair and impartial or whether there is 

a need for exact equality of 50% airtime for both sides of the campaign.
90

 

 

 The Coughlan ruling, taking from Barrett’s argument, equated “the largest and most 

representative political parties with the smallest and most unrepresentative pressure 
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group”
91

, particularly in the context of the divorce referendum in which it was brought 

when all of the political parties were in favour of the proposal. As such, smaller groups 

on the least represented side of the referendum campaign are afforded an extremely 

favourable, arguably unfair, amount of public media airtime. Moreover, the equality in 

airtime that must be allowed for the two sides in a referendum campaign arguably has 

the effect of creating a false impression that the amount of support for the two positions 

on the proposal are themselves equally split when this could be far from the truth. 

 

 While the McKenna (No. 2) and the Coughlan rulings apply to all Irish referendums, 

when they are put in combination with the application of the Crotty ruling, referendums 

on European integration are affected to a unique extent.
92

 Taken together, they heavily 

regulate referendum settings. In fact, a 2008 International Institute for Democracy and 

Electoral Assistance [IDEA] report on direct democracy concluded that Ireland has one 

of the most heavily regulated environments in the world for holding referendums.
93

 

This, of course, has an extraordinary bearing on referendum campaigns. 

 

3.4 Applying to the cases of Irish referendums on the EU after 2001 

 The impact of these regulations and of the context, history and dynamics of Irish 

referendums on European integration as described in this chapter will be analysed in the 

later cases of such referendums in succeeding chapters. Of particular significance is the 

role of opposition civil society groups, mobilized by the “depoliticization” of the issue 

of Europe in party politics and facilitated by institutional regulations. Significant also is 

the reliance of the political elite campaigning for a Yes vote on the permissive 

consensus that was apparent in Irish public opinion, based on high levels of public 

support for Ireland’s membership of the EU and appreciation of the benefits Ireland had 

received from membership. This, however, was crucially coupled with low levels of 

public knowledge about the EU and, as such, the role of the Referendum Commission 

as an independent source of information is another significant feature. How did these 

play a role in bringing about the factors that led to the defeat of the Nice I referendum, 

                                                 
91

 Gavin Barrett, “Taking the Direct Route - The Irish Supreme Court Decisions in Crotty, Coughlan and 

McKenna (No. 2),” UCD Working Papers in Law, Criminology & Socio-Legal Studies Research Paper 

no. 08/2009, 31. 
92

 Barrett, A Road Less Travelled, 4. 
93

 International IDEA, Direct Democracy: The International IDEA Handbook (Stockholm: International 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2008), 

http://www.idea.int/publications/direct_democracy/loader.cfm?csmodule=security/getfile&pageid=30462 

(accessed 29 May 2013). 

http://www.idea.int/publications/direct_democracy/loader.cfm?csmodule=security/getfile&pageid=30462


25 

 

and what was their impact in addressing those factors in subsequent referendums on the 

EU?  



26 

 

4. The Nice I referendum, June 2001 

4.1 The outcome 

After four successive comfortably approved proposals on European integration by 

referendum, the outcome of the Nice I referendum in 2001 was described by scholars as 

marking a “critical juncture” in Ireland’s relationship with the EU.
 94

 Indeed, John 

Garry, Marsh and Sinnott went as far as to say it “plunged…Ireland’s relationship with 

the EU into crisis”.
95

 The defeat by referendum of the proposal to ratify the Nice Treaty 

by 53.9% of Irish voters, the first defeat of an Irish referendum on European integration, 

was expressed as being a “seismic shock” to the body politic, both in Ireland and 

beyond.
96

 

 

 The key elements of the Nice Treaty related to completing a process of institutional 

reform in order to prepare the EU for its historic enlargement to candidate countries in 

Central and Eastern Europe and in the Mediterranean. The defeat of the proposal to 

ratify the Treaty in Ireland, the only EU member-state to hold a referendum, stalled the 

envisaged enlargement process; as with each of the EU (and earlier, EC) Treaties, the 

Nice Treaty could not be implemented until every member-state had ratified it. Writing 

after the referendum, Gilland warned that if the Treaty was not eventually ratified by 

Ireland, “the EU will be thrown into perhaps its most serious political crisis since the 

1965 ‘empty chair’ crisis”.
97

 Explicably, the Irish referendum outcome garnered a 

Europe-wide reaction. The then European Commission President, Romano Prodi, and 

the then Swedish President of the European Council, Göran Persson, stressed that 

although the EU would take the concerns of the Irish electorate on board, there was no 

question of renegotiation of the Treaty and that the accession negotiations must not be 

delayed. In the European press, the Le Monde newspaper in France labelled Ireland as 

“l’enfant terrible” and the Corriere della Sera newspaper in Italy described Ireland as 

suffering from a selfish full stomach – “una pancia piena”
98

, illustrating a perception of 
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the referendum outcome as a vote against enlargement and, with it, the opportunity to 

extend to other countries the benefits of EU membership that Ireland had so profitably 

received. 

 

 What were the factors that led to the defeat by the Irish electorate of the referendum 

to ratify the Nice Treaty? Was it a vote, as was perceived across Europe, in opposition 

to further enlargement of the EU? Did it signal a shift in Irish public opinion on the EU? 

Or were there other factors at play? 

 

4.2 Abstention 

The Nice I referendum polling day took place on Thursday 7 June 2001, on the same 

day as referendums to introduce a Constitutional ban against the death penalty and to 

ratify the Rome Treaty of the International Criminal Court to provide for the Court’s 

establishment. Both of the latter proposals were approved: with 62.1% in favour of the 

prohibition of the death penalty and 64.2% in favour of the International Criminal 

Court. Turnout for all three referendums was markedly low at 34.8%. In the case of the 

Nice I referendum, this is the lowest turnout ever recorded for any Irish referendum on 

European integration to date by a margin of nearly 10%. In the cases of all three, it is 

among the lowest of any Irish referendum, be it on European integration or otherwise.
99

 

 

 In the aftermath of the Nice I referendum, a special public opinion survey was 

carried out by Millward Brown IMS on behalf of the European Commission 

Representation in Ireland in order to assess the attitudes and behaviour of the Irish 

electorate in the referendum. In his analysis of the results of the survey, Sinnott 

establishes that the low turnout, or rather the high level of abstention, was the key factor 

in the defeat of the referendum, as opposed to a swing by voters from Yes to No. He 

found that more than half of those who had voted Yes in the referendum on the 

Amsterdam Treaty in 1998 abstained in the Nice I referendum. While abstention 

occurred among those who voted No in the Amsterdam Treaty referendum vote as well, 

the 17% differential between the two was described by Sinnott as being “by far the 
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largest factor in the defeat of the proposal to ratify the Nice Treaty”
100

. It is valuable to 

note that abstention rates are calculated on those who are registered to vote rather than 

those who are eligible to vote, so the abstention rate was, in fact, even higher than 

recorded. 

 

 As such, the outcome of the Nice I referendum does not appear to have been a 

consequence of a shift in Irish public opinion on the EU. Indeed, the report, which also 

draws on other referendum results and survey data, highlights the fact that, due to 

variation in turnout, the No vote as a proportion of the whole electorate had actually 

fallen since the referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty by 2.5 points to 18.5%.
101

 

Moreover, public support for Ireland’s membership of the EU was still typically high. In 

the spring 2001 Eurobarometer survey, more than 70% of respondents answered that 

Ireland’s membership was ‘a good thing’, the joint highest level in the EU and some 25 

points above the EU average.
102

 Thus, the primary question really is: why did such high 

numbers abstain from voting in the Nice I referendum? 

 

4.3 Lack of information, lack of understanding 

In the post-referendum public opinion survey, respondents giving reasons for their 

abstention by far most frequently mentioned ‘lack of information or understanding’; 

44% of abstainers explained their non-voting in these terms. The second most 

frequently mentioned reason, at 20%, was being ‘not interested’ or ‘not bothered’, 

although Sinnott clarifies that more than half of this “would seem to be due to lack of 

interest in politics as such rather than lack of interest in the affairs of the European 

Union”. At around one in five abstainers, this remained at a fairly stable level since the 

referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty. ‘Lack of information or understanding’, 

however, increased considerably at the Nice I referendum, by nearly 20 points. The 

remaining reasons given for abstention were of a circumstantial abstention nature, such 

as being away from home or suffering from an illness on polling day, and are therefore 
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not so important in analysing and understanding voting behaviour.
103

 Focusing on the 

sources of voluntary rather than circumstantial abstention, Sinnott carried out a 

statistical analysis to assess the impact of abstention on a range of variables. In 

measuring for key attitudes and perceptions, the overwhelmingly predominant effect on 

abstention was identified to be the feeling of not being able to understand the issues 

involved.
104

 Hence, this confirms the subjective reasons given by abstainers for their 

non-voting. 

 

 ‘Lack of information’ was also the most frequently mentioned reason for voting No 

in the Nice I referendum, at 39%.
105

 While the high level of abstention is acknowledged 

as the key factor in the defeat of the referendum, also crucial, of course, is the fact that 

the majority of those who did turn out to vote, voted No. As such, the 2001 Irish case 

was very different to the Danish referendums on the Maastricht Treaty whereby Siune et 

al., as aforementioned, found that the low level of electoral information was barely 

significant for the outcome, and that it did not impede voters from having general 

attitudes to European integration. 

 

 The prevalence of lack of understanding as a key feature of the outcome of the Nice I 

referendum corresponds to findings that most of the electorate felt that they did not have 

a good understanding of the issues at stake. Only 8% of respondents to the survey 

answered that they felt they “had a good understanding of what the Treaty was all 

about”, with a further 28% feeling that they “understood some of the issues but not all 

that was involved”. Therefore, almost two thirds of respondents felt “only vaguely 

aware of the issues involved” or “did not know what the Treaty was about at all”.
106

 

 

 This is, certainly, related to the relatively low levels of knowledge about the EU in 

Ireland, as found by Sinnott’s aforementioned long-term study. The post-Nice I 

referendum public opinion study also measured knowledge about matters related to the 

EU: by three political/institutional questions and by a question regarding the date on 
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which Euro notes and coins will come into circulation.
107

 However, I have chosen to 

focus on the levels of sense of understanding rather than measures of such ‘objective’ 

knowledge throughout this thesis. I do not deem these types of questions to be a 

necessarily good gauge of knowledge relevant to the Treaties at stake; in fact, I believe 

the sense of understanding to be more valuable in my analysis. 

 

 Undoubtedly the Nice Treaty is difficult to explain but, as Sinnott argues in his 

analysis of the post-Nice I referendum public opinion survey, “ways must be found to 

inform the public about the issues involved and to foster the public's confidence in its 

understanding of the issues”.
108

 This was clearly not achieved in what was an 

ineffective, at least by those on the Yes side, Nice I referendum campaign. In support of 

the Treaty were all four major political parties (Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, the Labour 

Party, and Fianna Fáil’s coalition partners in government: the Progressive Democrats 

[the PDS]), the business community, and the trade unions. However, their campaign 

was “lax and lethargic”
109

, “lacklustre and indifferent”.
110

 As Laffan and O’Mahony 

maintain, “the Irish political elite’s sense of complacency was obvious: a positive result 

was simply taken for granted”.
111

 Additionally, perception of dissent within the 

Government damaged the Yes campaign. Remarks by the Tánaiste [Deputy Prime 

Minister], Mary Harney, about Ireland being “spiritually…closer to Boston than 

Berlin”
112

 in a speech in Dublin in July 2000 were used by the No side in the campaign, 

and some government ministers were seen to make public criticisms of the EU in the 

period leading up to the referendum. Thus, the Government seemed uncertain and 

inconsistent on its message about Europe, and the Yes campaign lacked leadership and 

unity.
113

 

 

 The No side was comprised of minor political parties (Sinn Féin, the Socialist Party 

and the Green Party) along with some civil society groups, largely united under the No 
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to Nice campaign umbrella group headed by the leader of PANA, Roger Garland. In 

contrast to their opponents, the No campaign was charged with conviction and, although 

it was diverse and disparate. It was also well-organised, highly visible and committed, 

with a direct campaigning strategy. 

 

 The referendum campaign itself lasted only three weeks. Despite complaints from 

both the Yes and the No side that the campaign was being unnecessarily rushed as it did 

not have to be held until the end of 2002, the Government decided to hold the 

referendum quickly, citing the wish to avoid delay in the enlargement process.
114

 

Timing also played a role in campaigning funding. Due to the McKenna (No. 2) ruling, 

the Government could not use public money to campaign for a Yes vote. However, in 

2001, the Government, and the other political parties, were reluctant to spend money on 

the referendum campaign in light of an upcoming general election for which they 

considered it more important to save party funds.  

 

 The post-referendum public opinion survey found that most campaign and 

communication processes were ineffective. Neither the activities of the Yes and No 

campaigns nor those of the Referendum Commission were shown to have had any 

statistically significant effect on mobilising the electorate to vote.
115

 Moreover, the 

report found that when asked to evaluate a selection of sources that may have provided 

information regarding the issues in the referendum campaign, none of the sources were 

found to be valuable (counting ‘very valuable’ and ‘somewhat valuable’ together) by 

even 50% of respondents.
116

 Within this, media sources such as television, radio and 

newspapers were found to be the most valuable, although media coverage was generally 

low and was further diluted by the two other referendums being held on the same day. 

The referendum was generally of low salience and, as such, the outcome was in keeping 

with Hobolt’s theory, whereby the electorate therefore had less incentive to make 

complicated decisions about the referendum proposal. The Yes and No campaigns (that 

is, their leaflets and brochures) and the Referendum Commission performed badly: with 

only 28% and 30% respectively of respondents finding them to be sources of value. 

This is particularly problematic for the Referendum Commission whose raison d’être is 
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to be a valuable source of information, and whose independent material should have 

been helpful to both sides which therefore should have increased its rating.
117

 Indeed, in 

the aftermath of the outcome of the Nice I referendum, much criticism was directed at 

the Referendum Commission, and its role and tasks were called into question. 

 

 The Referendum Commission, in its report on its performance in the Nice I 

referendum, admitted that it had experienced some difficulties. It considered its 

allocated budget of €3.17million sufficient, however it stressed that time pressures and 

constraints severely affected its capacity to fulfil its role. It was established on 17 April 

2001, slightly more than seven weeks before polling day, and three referendums were 

occurring concurrently. Thus, time pressures and constraints were said to have 

implications for all elements of its campaign, and to have prevented the campaign from 

being what it should have.
118

 A guide to the Treaty was sent to every household in the 

State and more detailed guides were made available in public offices such as libraries 

and Citizen Information Centres. However, the content was described, even by the 

Referendum Commission itself, as too dry and technical.
119

 This was supported by a 

nationwide advertising campaign that urged the electorate to vote and pointed to sources 

of information where they could inform themselves about the proposal. Also, a 

permanent website of the Referendum Commission was established. 

 

 As had been required by its role since 1996, submissions were publically sought in 

favour and against the Nice Treaty. The Referendum Commission then set out the 

arguments in press advertisements, in radio and television broadcasts, and on its 

website. These arguments were required to be rational, relevant and not demonstrably 

false; but the Referendum Commission’s function was not to determine disputed matters 

of fact or to assess the strengths and weaknesses of arguments.
120

 This practice was 

highly criticised as being confusing, and because some arguments presented were 

potentially false. Disinterest in the activities of the Referendum Commission was also 

identified as a problem. Referring to the lacklustre campaign, particularly by the 
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political parties on the Yes side, the Commission stressed that it “cannot substitute for a 

vigorous debate between the political parties and other groups”.
121

 

 

4.4 Attitude voting 

Do either of the principal competing schools of thought on voting behaviour in 

referendums on European integration, the government effect of the ‘second-order’ 

election school and the attitude school, best explain the outcome of the Nice I 

referendum? In a 2005 study, Garry et al. test these theories using data from the post-

referendum public opinion survey carried out on behalf of the European Commission 

Representation in Ireland. Measuring for attitudes to European issues and for political 

party preferences, they found that while the effect of fairly high government satisfaction 

was detectable, attitudes were stronger predictors of vote choice.
122

 As such, the 

Franklin thesis is not strongly confirmed, nor is Franklin’s more nuanced thesis 

whereby in a low salient referendum campaign such as this, the vote should have been 

seen as a test of the standing of the government. But what were the attitudes and issues 

that determined how Irish voters voted? 

 

 Issues related specifically to the Treaty did not feature heavily in the Yes campaign. 

Instead, the discourse of the Government relied on rhetoric rather than information, 

asserting generalities rather than putting effort into explaining the issues at stake.
123

 As 

with previous Irish referendum on European integration, the Yes campaign asserted that 

it was in Ireland’s national interests to Yes to ratify the Treaty, relying on the 

permissive consensus in Irish public opinion to secure approval. Reflecting this kind of 

campaign, Sinnott’s public opinion survey analysis found that voters tended to give very 

general responses as their reasons for voting Yes.
124

 However, the Yes campaign failed 

to articulate a convincing message as to why the electorate should vote Yes as it 

struggled to deliver a new discourse of Ireland within the EU that was not based on 

‘money from Brussels’ now that Ireland was “newly self-confident, dynamic and 

prosperous” and its economic position had changed – the accession of ten poorer 

countries notwithstanding, Ireland was due to become a net contributor to the EU 
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budget in the next budgetary period.
125

 This enabled the No campaign to capitalise on 

widespread doubt and lack of understanding in the electorate. Indeed, Sinnott’s analysis 

suggests that the referendum was lost in final stages of the campaign. A higher 

percentage of those who voted No decided to do so in the final week of the campaign or 

on the day of the vote itself than those who voted Yes
126

, imaginably following the 

promoted slogan of the No campaign: ‘if you don’t know, vote No’. 

 

 Despite the perception across the EU and candidate countries of the defeat of the 

proposal to ratify the Nice Treaty as a vote against enlargement, it was not a prevalent 

issue for Irish voters. The No campaign did not present itself as opposed to 

enlargement; and while the Yes campaign attempted to frame enlargement in both ideal 

and pragmatic terms, in that it would unite Europe and it would also benefit Ireland by 

giving access to an enlarged market
127

, Sinnott’s analysis found that this framing was 

ineffective as the issue did not really register with voters. A plurality of the electorate, 

whether in favour or against the Treaty, had no view on the issue.
128

 

 

 Concern for Ireland’s neutrality policy was widely believed to have contributed to 

the defeat of the referendum, and in the post-referendum public opinion survey it occurs 

as the most frequently mentioned specific issue given as a reason for voting No. 

However, it is important to note that it is only at the level of 12%
129

 and, moreover, the 

issue had no effect on mobilising the electorate to vote.
130

 Yet those who favoured 

maintaining Irish neutrality were more likely to vote No
131

 and the issue featured 

prominently in the referendum debate as had become familiar in Irish referendums on 

European integration. The Green Party, Sinn Féin, and PANA united to successfully 

frame the issue in the referendum campaign with the slogan, “No to Nice: No to 

NATO”. They argued that Ireland’s policy of neutrality had been eroded by successive 

treaties and would be further compromised by the Nice Treaty. Conversely, those 

campaigning for a Yes vote maintained that the Treaty had no negative implications for 

neutrality. 
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 Perhaps obviously, those who “were in favour of retaining as much independence 

and sovereignty in Ireland as possible” were likely to have voted against the Nice 

Treaty”.
132

 Related to this perhaps, Sinnott’s analysis found that dissatisfaction with EU 

decision-making was the most important issue-related determinant of the No vote. 

Another issue determinant, albeit to a much lesser degree, was the feeling that big EU 

member-states have far too much power and influence.
133

 Coughlan with the National 

Platform framed the issue in the referendum debate with the argument that the EU had 

continually reduced national democracy and that this would be intensified by the 

institutional reforms provided for in the Nice Treaty. These reforms would also, it was 

claimed, shift powers from the small to the big member-states, thus producing a two-tier 

Europe.
134

 With the weakness of the Yes campaign in presenting what people would 

gain if they voted Yes for the Nice Treaty, people were “moved to vote by the thought 

of what they might lose”
135

 – summed up by one anti-Nice poster as ‘money, power and 

influence’.
136

 As such, this is in keeping with Hobolt’s theory whereby when the 

negative consequences of a Yes vote are emphasised, more voters tend to oppose the 

proposal. 

 

 Like neutrality and sovereignty, the third persistent issue in Irish referendums on 

European integration also recurred in the Nice I referendum debate, namely traditional 

Catholic values. The issue was framed as concern that the Nice Treaty would force 

Ireland to adopt liberal abortion laws, arising from the Charter of Fundamental Rights 

of the European Union which does not explicitly prohibit abortions.
137

 Sinnott’s 

analysis found that the belief that EU developments would make things like divorce and 

abortion more easily available in Ireland had a substantial effect in reducing the 

probability of abstention. In fact, it was the only tested attitude that was found to have 

such an effect.
138

 However, in influencing how the electorate voted, Sinnott found that 
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this attitude did so overall in increasing the probability of a No vote, but also did so in 

increasing the probability of a Yes vote for those aged under 35 and for females.
139

 

 

4.5 In summary 

To summarise, the defeat of the Nice I referendum by Irish voters did not mark a shift in 

public opinion on the EU. Rather, it was largely the result of the high abstention rate 

mainly driven by a sense of lack of information and understanding. This was the 

consequence of a rushed, ineffective, and low salient referendum campaign, as such in 

keeping with Hobolt’s theory, whereby the electorate therefore had less incentive to 

make complicated decisions about the referendum proposal. A complacent, lacklustre 

and disunited Yes side had continued to rely on the permissive consensus that had 

previously been apparent in Irish public opinion, and failed to articulate a new 

convincing message as to why the electorate should vote Yes. 

 

 Neither was the defeat of the Nice I referendum by Irish voters a vote against 

enlargement, despite the perception as such across the EU and candidate countries. In 

fact, the issue of enlargement was not significant in determining voting behaviour. The 

Yes campaign had failed to articulate it as a message as to why the electorate should 

vote Yes. Instead, the prevalent issues had been successfully framed in the referendum 

campaign by an organised No side under the No to Nice overarching alliance, charged 

with conviction. As such, O’Mahony’s dynamic of elite withdrawal and populist capture 

can be keenly identified. 

 

 Finally, nor was the defeat of the Nice I referendum by Irish voters a consequence of 

just ‘second-order’ effects. Instead, attitudes were stronger predictors of vote choice 

than government satisfaction. Crucially, the No campaign capitalised on the widespread 

lack of information and understanding by promoting the slogan: ‘if you don’t know, 

vote No’. 

 

 Having highlighted the key factors that led to the defeat of the Nice I referendum, 

these will hence be examined in subsequent Irish referendums on the EU.  
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5. Turnaround of the Nice II referendum, October 2002 

5.1 The outcome 

It was quickly decided after the outcome of the Nice I referendum became known to 

hold a second referendum, as had happened in Denmark with the two referendums on 

the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and 1993 and as had precedence in Irish cases of multiple 

votes on similar issues such as three referendums on the status of abortion and two on 

legalising divorce. Pressure from the EU and from candidate countries for the Nice 

Treaty to be ratified meant that there was an expectation from an early stage that a 

second vote would be held. Thus, on 19 October 2002, around sixteen months after the 

first vote, a second referendum on essentially the same question was posed to the Irish 

electorate. No changes had been made to the Treaty, although the Irish government had 

secured notable concessions. With 62.9% of Irish voters voting Yes, the decision of the 

previous June was reversed and the Nice Treaty was approved. While only two electoral 

constituencies had voted with a Yes majority in the Nice I referendum, both of which 

were in Dublin, the results of the Nice II referendum saw every one of the forty-two 

electoral constituencies do so. Ireland was, then, the last EU member-state to ratify the 

Nice Treaty, which could come into effect in accordance with timetable set out in 2000 

European Council. Thus, the EU enlargement process could proceed as envisaged. 

 

 What was it that led to such a remarkable turnaround in outcome of what was a 

second referendum, held a short time after the first, on essentially the same question, to 

this, as John O’Brennan describes it, “return to ‘normal’ Irish voting patterns on EU 

issues”?
140

 Were key factors that had led to the defeat of the Nice I referendum 

addressed; if so, how? How should the basis of the turnaround in outcome from the first 

to the second referendum on the Nice Treaty have had implications for the conduct of 

subsequent Irish referendums on the EU? 

 

5.2 Dynamics of voting behaviour 

The approval of the Nice II referendum by 62.9% of voters saw an increase in the Yes 

vote by almost 17 points from the Nice I referendum. Crucially, turnout at this second 

referendum also increased – by almost 15 points to 49.5%. Instead of two in every three 

electors abstaining, one in every two did.
141

 Therefore, compared to figures in absolute 
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terms from the Nice I referendum, the Yes vote nearly doubled from 16% to 31% of the 

electorate, while the No vote increased only very slightly from 18% to 19%.
142

 

 

 The increase in the level of turnout, while still undoubtedly unsatisfactorily low and 

substantially less than the turnout of 62.7% at the general election in May earlier in 

2002, constituted a success for the Government. Indeed, the high level of abstention at 

the Nice I referendum served as the Yes campaign’s counter argument to claims from 

the No campaign that putting the Nice Treaty to the electorate in a referendum for a 

second time was fundamentally undemocratic: they argued that a turnout of less than 

35% was dubiously legitimate.
143

 The Nice II referendum also recorded a significant 

decrease of nearly 10,000 spoiled votes. Interestingly, and in keeping with the analysis 

of the results from the 2001 referendum, the electoral constituency with the lowest Yes 

vote recorded, 52.5% in Donegal North-East, was also the constituency with the lowest 

turnout recorded, 39.3%.
144

 

 

 We can conclude from the figures of the Nice II referendum that almost all of those 

who turned out to vote in the second referendum who had abstained in the first, voted 

Yes – and that this was a key factor in the turnaround in outcome. How were these 

voters mobilised this time around? The approval of the Nice II referendum lay in 

increasing the turnout, doubling the Yes vote, and in holding the No vote to roughly the 

same share.
145

 How was this achieved? 

 

5.3 Higher salience and increase in information and understanding 

Like the outcome, the second Nice Treaty referendum campaign was discernibly 

different from the first. Much earlier than had been the case with the 2001 referendum, a 

speech by the Minister for Foreign Affairs officially announced the intention of the 

Government to put the question of the ratification of the Nice Treaty to the electorate 
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again four full months before the vote was to be held.
146

 The campaign was effectively 

even longer as the government coalition partners, Fianna Fáil and the PDs, had 

promised a second referendum on the Nice Treaty if they were returned to government 

in the general election during the inter-referendum period, as had the main parties in 

opposition, Fine Gael and the Labour Party, if they were to form a new government. In 

fact, as aforementioned, there had been an expectation from an early stage after the first 

referendum on the Nice Treaty that a second vote would be held so it is difficult to say 

when exactly the campaign began. 

 

 After the shock of defeat in the Nice I referendum, a re-engaged political elite 

mounted a far more energetic, committed, and effective Yes campaign. Determined not 

to make the same mistake twice, Fianna Fáil, the leading government party who had 

been successfully re-elected, established a dedicated campaign office and press centre 

and assigned an estimated €50,000 to the campaign – more than eight times what they 

had spent in the Nice I referendum campaign.
147

 Aiming for a high salient campaign, 

they pledged to ‘fight it like a general election’.
148

 The need for greater party unity was 

recognised in order to give certainty and consistency to their message about Europe. 

Ministers who had helped to create perceptions of dissent during the 2001 referendum 

campaign were withdrawn from the front line or changed their messages to be carefully 

in keeping with the formal party position.
149

 Mary Harney, Tánaiste and leader of the 

PDs who had been re-elected as Fianna Fáil’s coalition partners, had faced criticism in 

the Nice I referendum campaign for her “closer to Boston than Berlin” speech. This 

time she was determined to present her party as “unequivocally pro-European, albeit 

with clear national priorities and pride”.
150

 

 

 The main parties in opposition also stepped up their Yes campaign, despite suffering 

poor results in the general election. Fine Gael assigned the second largest political party 
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budget for the campaign. Well-respected former party leader and Taoiseach, Garret 

Fitzgerald, came out of retirement to campaign energetically for a Yes vote. The Labour 

Party made an impact in trying to de-couple issues related to support for the government 

parties, who had become increasingly unpopular, from the referendum. In persuading 

voters to not treat the Nice II referendum vote as a way to demonstrate their political 

dissatisfaction, one of the Labour Party’s posters carried the slogan “Hold Your Fire. 

Fianna Fáil Can Wait. Europe Can’t”.
151

 

 

 Also seeking to de-couple the referendum from political parties were civil society 

groups and individuals united under the Irish Alliance for Europe umbrella group, 

established specifically for the campaign. Serving to show the diversity of the range of 

pro-European voices, including the Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation 

[IBEC], the Irish Congress of Trade Unions [ICTU], the Irish Farmers’ Association 

[IFA] and prominent academics, the group also illustrated the high level of co-operation 

and coherence mobilised for this Yes campaign.
152

 The larger organisations, such as 

IBEC who carried out a full-scale campaign with a budget raised from its member firms 

on the basis that Irish jobs depended on future EU developments, provided large 

amounts of funding. Overall, the Yes campaign spent a total of €1.68 million.
153

 

Smaller, newly-established organisations in the Yes campaign provided for special-

interest groups, such as Women for a Yes Vote and Disability Alliance for Europe. 

 

 The No side maintained a strong presence in the Nice II referendum campaign. The 

Green Party had trebled its number of TDs in the general election and Sinn Féin had 

made a gain of four new TDs. Building off the heightened profiles that they had 

achieved in the Nice I referendum campaign and the electoral successes that led from 

that, they did not support the continuing No to Nice alliance in the Nice II referendum 

campaign, instead launching their own separate campaign The Alliance Against Nice, a 

formal co-operation group, comprised the two political parties plus a number of left-

wing parties and TDs. While obviously smaller in budget and size than the mainstream, 

major political parties campaigning for a Yes vote, they capitalised on good local 
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platforms with direct campaigning strategies
154

 and on the Coughlan ruling to get a 

favourable amount of public media airtime. Despite there being no overarching political 

and civil society alliance campaigning for a No vote as there had in the 2001 

referendum campaign, the continuing No to Nice umbrella group was aided by the 

establishment of new civil society groups, such as Trade Unions Against Nice and 

Democrats Against Nice, specifically for the Nice II referendum campaign. Overall, the 

No campaign was reported to have spent €170,500, with the most being spent by Youth 

Defence.
155

 

 

 The No side suffered from negative publicity regarding two of its leading figures 

who had placed emphasis on the anti-immigration issue. Coughlan, on behalf of the 

National Platform, deemed it irresponsible to unilaterally allow citizens of the candidate 

countries full freedom of movement rights from the first day of their accession to the 

EU. Allegations by Justin Barrett, leader of Youth Defence, that this would lead to a 

“flood” of workers was met with forceful disagreement by the Yes side. Later 

revelations that Barrett had links with neo-Nazi groups damaged the credibility of the 

No campaign.
156

 

 

 As O’Brennan explains, it was the “much more vigorous and visible pro-Nice 

campaign” that was one of the key factors in their Nice II referendum success.
157

 

Specifically, the increase in salience and intensity of the campaign, as Garry et al. 

describe it
158

, accounted for “the lion’s share” of the increase in turnout, according to 

Gilland.
159

 An indication of this increased salience was the greater sense of engagement 

by the public in the referendum process. Respondents to a second special public opinion 

survey carried out by Millward Brown IMS on behalf of the European Commission 

Representation in Ireland and analysed by Sinnott, found the media to have been 

considered a more valuable source of information in the Nice II referendum campaign 

than it had in the Nice I referendum campaign by a degree of 24% or more. The 2002 

campaign, including both the Yes and the No side, received more extensive media 
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coverage. There was also an increase in the proportion of respondents, by more than 

20%, who found interpersonal networks (discussions with family, friends and 

colleagues) ‘somewhat valuable’ or ‘very valuable’.
160

 In addition, the public opinion 

survey measured respondents’ exposure to a range of EU institutions, and in all cases 

there was a significant increase between spring and autumn 2002. Sinnott contends that 

this demonstrates that the Nice II referendum campaign was characterised by more 

intensive political communication.
161

 A consequence of the increase in positive 

evaluation and overall exposure to a wide range of communication and information, and 

therefore of the effectiveness of a higher salient campaign, was a substantial increase in 

the electorate’s sense that they understood the issues involved in the Nice Treaty. 

Taking together those who felt that they had ‘a good understanding of what the Treaty 

was all about’ and those who felt that they ‘understood some of the issues but not all 

that was involved’, there was a 25% improvement from the first to the second Nice 

Treaty referendum.
162

 Correspondingly, there was also a substantive change in the 

reasons given to explain voting behaviour. Those mentioning ‘lack of information or 

understanding’ as their reason for abstention fell by almost half, from 44% at the Nice I 

referendum to 26% at the Nice II referendum. Thus, in 2002 it fell behind being ‘not 

interested’ or ‘not bothered’ to the second most frequently mentioned reason for 

abstaining. Sinnott notes that as those who abstained in the Nice II referendum 

constituted a much smaller proportion of the electorate and therefore they were “more 

likely to be apathetic about politics in general”.
163

 Katy Hayward takes the position that 

this indicated that “Irish voter apathy on the EU was an informed and confirmed 

apathy”.
164

 Consistent with the reasons for abstention, ‘lack of information’ mentioned 

as a reason for voting No fell by more than half, from 39% in 2001 to 14% in 2002. 

Instead, the Nice Treaty as a ‘bad idea in general’ was the most frequently mentioned 

reason for voting No.
165

 Moreover, it is interesting to note that, unlike in the Nice I 

referendum campaign, support for the Treaty grew steadily throughout the campaign.
166

 

 

                                                 
160

 Sinnott, “Attitudes and behaviour of the Irish electorate in the second referendum on the Treaty of 

Nice,” 4. 
161

 Ibid., 5. 
162

 Ibid., 7. 
163

 Ibid., 12. 
164

 Hayward, “’If at first you don’t succeed…’”: 130. 
165

 Sinnott, “Attitudes and behaviour of the Irish electorate in the second referendum on the Treaty of 

Nice,” 13. 
166

 Gallagher, “Referendum Campaigns in Ireland,” 18. 



43 

 

 As part of this improved communication process, the post-Nice II referendum public 

opinion survey also measured a more modest, but still significant, increase in the 

positive evaluation of the usefulness of the material distributed by the Referendum 

Commission, with an increase of 15% from the Nice I referendum.
167

 Moreover, when 

omitting discussions with family, friends and colleagues as a variable from his analysis 

because of its particularly strong impact, Sinnott found that material from the 

Referendum Commission had the effect of reducing abstention, unlike its effect in the 

Nice I referendum campaign.
168

 This success was probably at least partly due to changes 

in the Commission’s role. In response to widespread criticism concerning its 

presentation of arguments from both sides in the Nice I referendum campaign, 

legislative change was introduced to drop this practice. Instead, the role of the 

Referendum Commission is now to promote public awareness that a referendum is 

being held and to help familiarise the electorate with the subject matter regarding the 

proposal.
169

 Fittingly, the Referendum Commission was described as running a “much 

more organised and accessible information campaign” for the Nice II referendum which 

resulted in voters being better able to assess the different interpretations of the Treaty.
170

 

 

 The focus in the Nice II referendum campaign on the need to inform citizens was 

also addressed by the National Forum on Europe. Modelled on the New Ireland Forum 

and the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation which dealt with the issue of Northern 

Ireland and the future for the people of the island of Ireland, the National Forum on 

Europe was set up to promote and facilitate “a national debate on the European Union, 

on its future and on Ireland’s role in it”.
171

 Originally a proposal by the Labour Party, 

the establishment of the National Forum on Europe was announced swiftly by the 

Government after the defeat of the Nice I referendum. Established in October 2001, its 

role was to ascertain the electorate’s views on Ireland in the EU in order to respond to 

the electorate’s concerns in time for a second referendum. Members of the Forum came 

from across all political parties in both houses of the Oireachtas, although Fine Gael 

was not involved until after a change of leadership prior to the Nice II referendum. Irish 

and Northern Irish MEPs had right of attendance and participation. A Special Observer 
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Pillar included representatives from a range of interest and civil society groups, 

encompassing a diverse range of attitudes towards the EU. All campaigning groups 

from both sides of the Nice II referendum debate were represented. Submissions were 

accepted from a wide range of additional groups and individuals – sixty were received 

between October and December 2001
172

 – and guest speakers such as academics and 

noted politicians from around Europe were invited. As well as holding regular plenary 

meetings in Dublin Castle, the Forum provided for members of the public to voice their 

opinions to politicians by means of public meetings. At these meetings, which were held 

in locations throughout Ireland in order to give greater possible access, most of the time 

was given over to citizens’ concerns.
173

 O’Brennan describes the meetings as “well 

attended”, particularly in the run up to the Nice II referendum, and the discussions as 

“often passionate and intense”.
174

 There was no set limit for the Forum’s duration, 

although it was noted that it was not envisaged to take “an inordinate amount of 

time”.
175

 

 

 Some commentators thought of the Forum as a cynical and cosmetic measure by the 

Government. However, the Forum was careful to make clear that its purpose was not to 

“advocate or promote a particular course of action” but rather to be a “politically neutral 

public space”.
176

 This was supported by the appointment as Chairman of the well-

respected independent senator, Maurice Hayes. Groups on both sides of the referendum 

debate considered themselves to be fairly treated by the Chairman in terms of 

contribution times and exchange of views, and considered that that the Forum “did 

constitute a genuine attempt to institute a far-reaching dialogue on Europe”
177

 in a 

relatively inclusive, non-partisan environment. Furthermore, Sinnott’s analysis of the 

post-Nice II referendum public opinion survey shows that awareness of the activities of 

the Forum was not associated with a tendency to vote one way or the other.
178
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 While it is difficult to measure the extent to which the Forum directly played a role 

in the increase of turnout from the first to the second referendum on the Nice Treaty, it 

can be ascertained that it emerged well in the post-referendum public opinion survey. Its 

activities were positively evaluated as a source of information by one in four 

respondents, more or less the same number who evaluated the Yes and No campaigns in 

the same way. Moreover, the overall awareness of the Forum was quite high with 59% 

of respondents answering that they had heard of the Forum.
179

 

 

5.4 Attitude voting 

In their 2005 study, Garry et al. measured for attitudes to European issues and for 

political party preferences using data from the post-Nice II referendum public opinion 

survey carried out on behalf of the European Commission Representation in Ireland, as 

they had done using data from the post-Nice I referendum survey. In 2002, they found 

that attitudes were stronger predictors of vote choice than were ‘second-order’ 

effects.
180

 From this they conclude that “both Irish referendums on the Nice Treaty were 

closer to being processes of deliberation on EU issues than to being plebiscites on the 

incumbent government”.
181

 As such, the Franklin thesis is again not strongly confirmed. 

While the Nice II referendum was of higher salience than the Nice I referendum, the 

satisfaction with the Government was much lower. After the May 2002 general election, 

Fianna Fáil and the PDs had lost popularity due to reasons unrelated to the Nice Treaty 

or the EU. Sourced from public opinion surveys, Gilland notes that satisfaction with 

both the Government and with the Taoiseach were at record lows at the time of the 

2002 referendum. Government satisfaction was almost half what it had been around the 

time of the Nice I referendum, and the Taoiseach’s personal satisfaction rating was 

roughly a third lower.
182

 However, this does not seem to have had a negative impact on 

the result as the Government managed to mobilise the electorate and voters appeared to 

distinguish between being dissatisfied with the Government and voting for a 

government-proposed referendum. In fact, although the effect of government 

dissatisfaction was again detectable, attitudes were even stronger predictors of vote 
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choice in the second referendum.
183

 Garry et al. come to the conclusion that the more 

vigorous Nice II referendum campaign accounts for the relative greater impact of 

attitudes and lesser impact of ‘second-order’ effects. Thus, they state as an implication 

of this for EU member-state governments who were facing referendums around the time 

of the European Constitution: “the extent of the impact of such European attitudes on 

the outcome depends on the vigour and the effectiveness of the referendum 

campaign”.
184

 As such, the case of the Nice II referendum is fully in keeping with 

Hobolt’s theory that when the referendum campaign environment is more intensive this 

leads to more attitude voting, as well as to higher turnout. 

 

 Indeed, the issues at stake were substantially unaltered from the Nice I referendum. 

Crucially, however, Garry et al.’s analysis found the change in relative strength of 

‘second-order’ effects and attitudes on voting behaviour at the Nice II referendum to be 

mainly driven by an increase in the significance of the issue of enlargement.
185

 From the 

outset of the second referendum campaign, the Yes side campaigned intensively to 

frame the issue of enlargement as the key issue, bigger even than the Treaty itself
186

, 

particularly as it had not really registered for voters in the Nice I referendum. The Yes 

campaign continuously and consistently stressed the moral obligation of enlargement to 

candidate countries that had suffered under Soviet rule and had worked hard through 

years of transition to satisfy conditions of EU membership. ‘Giving others the same 

chance Ireland got in 1973’ was central to their argument.
187

 At the National Forum on 

Europe, senior politicians and scholars from candidate countries gave testimonies about 

their countries’ transition experiences, appealed for solidarity from the Irish people, and 

emphasised the historic importance of the unification of Europe. Irish newspapers and 

television carried reports about candidate countries to inform citizens and dispel myths. 

This emotional appeal was coupled with stressing the pragmatic benefits that 

enlargement would bring Ireland by giving access to an enlarged market. Effective 

campaigning in this way made enlargement the key issue in the Nice II referendum 

campaign.
188

 Accordingly, Sinnott’s analysis found a substantial shift in attitudes to the 

issue of enlargement since 2001. Support for enlargement increased by more than 20 
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points to 65%, largely coming from a decrease in the non-committal or ‘don’t know’ 

responses, whereas opposition stayed at roughly the same level.
189

 This was 

underpinned by Eurobarometer surveys from spring and autumn 2002 which showed an 

increase in Irish support for enlargement coming from a decline in ‘don’t know’ 

responses.
190

 Moreover, the post-referendum public opinion survey found that 

enlargement increased by 7 points to 29% as a reason given by respondents for voting 

Yes.
191

 

 

 The policy issue of neutrality was widely believed to have contributed to the defeat 

of the Nice I referendum. The Government sought to address this by taking substantive 

actions to secure concessions during the inter-referendum period. At the June 2002 

Seville European Council, it secured two declarations to be appended to the Nice Treaty 

on Irish neutrality. A National Declaration, accepted by the other fourteen EU 

governments, reaffirmed Ireland’s policy of military neutrality and of taking sovereign 

decisions on a case-by-case basis based on the ‘triple lock’ (UN authorisation, 

government decision, Dáil approval) on Irish participation in EU activities of a military 

nature.
192

 In response, a Declaration was issued by the European Council which 

recognised the right of Ireland, and all EU member-states, to decide in accordance with 

their constitutional and legal requirements whether and how to participate in any 

activities under the European Security and Defence Policy.
193

 As they had no legal 

status, the declarations were largely a political signal to the Irish electorate “to make 

clear, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the Treaty of Nice poses no threat to Ireland's 

traditional policy of military neutrality” and that “this understanding is shared by all 15 

EU Member States”.
194

 Furthermore, the Government inserted a clause into the 

constitutional amendment guaranteeing that another referendum would have to take 
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place before Ireland could join an EU defence pact. These actions meant that the Nice II 

referendum was not just a straight re-run of the Nice I referendum, and became an 

important argument of the Yes campaign. However, Sinnott’s study found that there 

was limited awareness of these policy actions. Specifically, only 42% of respondents 

had heard of the Seville Declaration on Ireland’s neutrality and 46% had heard of the 

constitutional clause.
195

 While the impact of attitudes to neutrality on the referendum 

result was shown to have declined slightly since 2001
196

, being aware of the Seville 

Declaration on Ireland’s Neutrality did tend to reduce the No vote. In fact, being aware 

of the constitutional clause was positively associated with voting No. Sinnott suggests 

that this is because those who were most likely to be aware of it were also most likely to 

be No voters.
197

 Overall, ‘neutrality and military issues’ increased from Nice I by 5% to 

17% at Nice II as a reason given by respondents for voting No
198

, and the ‘feeling that 

Ireland should do all it can to strengthen its neutrality’ had an attitudinal effect on 

increasing the No vote.
199

 As such, this is in keeping with Franklin et al.’s argument 

that discounted the Edinburgh Agreement in the 1993 Danish referendum on the 

Maastricht Treaty as a factor in the referendum outcome rather than Siune et al.’s 

argument it accounted for the turnaround in outcome from the 1992 Danish referendum 

on the Maastricht Treaty because they changed the perception of what was at stake. 

 

 In response to electorate dissatisfaction with EU decision-making, which had been 

the most important issue-related determinant of the No vote in the Nice I referendum, 

and concerns about reducing national democracy, the Government introduced a 

mechanism of enhanced national parliamentary powers in relation to EU affairs. Where 

this had been previously weak, the European Union (Scrutiny) Act
200

, initiated in June 

2001 and enacted in October 2002, codified a new system of Oireachtas scrutiny of EU 

legislation and Ireland’s EU policy. It was, as described by Laffan and O’Mahony, the 

“most significant formalization of the management of EU business in Ireland” since 
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1973.
201

 Central to the system was the newly-established EU Scrutiny Sub-Committee 

of the Joint Oireachtas Committee for European Affairs which was to identify on a two-

weekly basis which EU legislative proposals should be subject to parliamentary 

scrutiny. The relevant parliamentary committee was to then produce a report on its 

deliberations on such proposals, which was to be laid before the Oireachtas. While 

there was to be no binding scrutiny in place, ministers were honour-bound to take these 

opinions into consideration in subsequent negotiations in the Council of Ministers.
202

 

However, the post-Nice II referendum survey found that only 28% of respondents were 

aware of these new arrangements and this was not associated with a tendency to vote 

one way or the other.
203

 

 

 Concerns that institutional reforms provided for in the Nice Treaty would shift 

powers from the small to the big member-states, another issue determinant in the Nice I 

referendum, were addressed more effectively in the Nice II referendum campaign. 

Reassurances from the Yes side that such reforms would not necessarily disadvantage 

Ireland were “uttered much more often and in a more convincing way”.
204

 Accordingly, 

there was a shift, albeit modest, towards the attitude that small member-states are ‘able 

to defend own interests’ rather than big member-states ‘have too much influence’.
205

 

 

 The third persistent issue in Irish referendums on European integration, namely 

traditional Catholic values, and specifically at this time, concerns that Ireland would be 

forced to adopt liberal abortion laws, played a much less prominent role in the 2002 

referendum campaign. In fact, a referendum on abortion held in the inter-Nice Treaty 

referendum period had largely removed the issue from the framing of the 2002 

campaign. 
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5.5 In summary 

To summarise, it was the increase in the level of turnout – and the fact almost all of 

those who had abstained in 2001 but voted in 2002, voted Yes – that was the key factor 

in the turnaround in outcome of the Nice II referendum. This was achieved by an earlier 

and higher salient referendum campaign. Addressing the key factor from the Nice I 

referendum campaign, a more intensive and effective 2002 referendum campaign 

helped to increase the electorate’s evaluation of information and sense of understanding 

of the issues involved, and therefore their incentive to make complicated decisions 

about the referendum proposal. Unlike at the Nice I referendum, the elite withdrawal 

dynamic was not keenly identifiable; rather the Yes side was energetic, committed and 

united. As a consequence, the dynamic of populist capture was neither keenly 

identifiable, particularly as the No side was less united than it had been in 2001 and 

suffered damage to its credibility. 

 

 Although the Government took actions to address policy concerns that had been 

framed in the Nice I referendum campaign by the No side, such as declarations on 

neutrality and a new system of enhanced national parliamentary scrutiny of EU affairs, 

public awareness of these concessions was limited and they had little effect on voting 

behaviour in the Nice II referendum. However, Irish voters did not consequently vote on 

the basis of ‘second-order’ effects. Rather, attitudes were even stronger predictors of 

vote choice than they had been at the Nice I referendum, driven mainly by an increase 

in the significance of the issue of enlargement. The Yes campaign had succeeded in 

framing the issue of enlargement as a convincing message as to why the electorate 

should vote Yes. 

 

 How should this basis of the turnaround in outcome from the first to the second 

referendum on the Nice Treaty have had implications for the conduct of subsequent 

Irish referendum campaigns on the EU?  



51 

 

6. The Lisbon I referendum, June 2008 

6.1 The outcome 

On 12 June 2008, the Irish electorate once again defeated by referendum a proposal to 

ratify an EU treaty. By an almost identical margin to the first referendum on the Nice 

Treaty, the proposal on the Lisbon Treaty was defeated by 53.4% of Irish voters. This 

might suggest that the behaviour of the electorate was similar. However, turnout at the 

Lisbon I referendum was nearly 20% higher than it had been at the Nice I referendum – 

although this was still considerably lower than the 67% turnout at the general election in 

May 2007. The number of spoiled votes was low at less than 0.4%. Crucial to the 

outcome was a significant surge in the No vote as a percentage of the electorate to its 

highest ever level in a referendum on European integration, with an increase of 10 

points since the Nice II referendum to 28%.
206

 

 

 Like with the Nice Treaty, Ireland was the only EU member-state to hold a 

referendum as part of the Lisbon Treaty ratification process. However, the 2008 Irish 

defeat was the latest in a series of defeats by referendums on proposals on the EU across 

member-states. The defeats in France and the Netherlands in 2005 of proposals to ratify 

the European Constitution had prompted the European Council to call for an official 

‘period of reflection’. As a result, the European Constitution was shelved. After two and 

a half years of further negotiation, the Lisbon Treaty, an amending treaty which 

incorporated much of what was to be in the European Constitution but was not 

constitutional in nature, was signed in December 2007. Key elements of the Treaty 

sought to reform EU decision-making processes, strengthen both European and national 

parliamentary powers, and strengthen the EU’s ability to project itself on a world stage. 

As had been the case with the Nice I referendum, and as would hypothetically be the 

case with all EU Treaties, the defeat of the proposal to ratify the Lisbon Treaty in 

Ireland stalled the Treaty implementation process across the EU. It thus initiated, as 

described in a report by an Oireachtas Sub-Committee established specifically as a 

result of the outcome of the Lisbon I referendum, a “dilemma at the heart of the EU” 
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and a “need to assess Ireland’s future in Europe”.
207

 Like with the outcome of the Nice I 

referendum, the defeat of the Lisbon I referendum was pronounced as a “critical 

juncture” in Ireland’s relationship with the EU.
208

 

 

 Were the factors that led to the defeat of the first referendum on the Lisbon Treaty 

similar to those that had led to the defeat of the Nice I referendum? As such, had these 

factors been inadequately addressed? Does the defeat of the Lisbon I referendum 

demonstrate that, as O’Mahony suggests, “learning from Nice I was short-lived among 

Irish political elites”?
209

 Or, six years later, were there other factors at play? 

 

6.2 The Yes and No campaigns 

Controversy around the personal finances of the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, dominated 

the Irish political agenda in the run-up to the Lisbon I referendum. He made three 

appearances at the Mahon Tribunal, a judicial enquiry into corrupt payments to 

politicians, which led to building public disquiet. With mounting pressure concerning 

his position, Ahern announced his intention to step down as Taoiseach. Minister for 

Finance Brian Cowen was then appointed Taoiseach on 7 May 2008, upon which he 

said that passing the Lisbon Treaty was his first priority.
210

 He had, however, barely 

four weeks in which to campaign. Thus, the political elite were late, rushed and 

distracted in getting their referendum campaign started.  

 

 As usual, all of the major political parties supported the Treaty: government coalition 

partners, Fianna Fáil and the PDs, along with the parties in opposition, Fine Gael and 

the Labour Party. Between them, however, there was national “party squabbling”.
211

 

The announcement of the date for the referendum was an issue of contestation for the 

leaders of the parties in opposition who demanded that a date be set so that they could 
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begin campaigning. The Government, however, refused to disclose the date until the 

end of April. Towards the end of the campaign, Fine Gael was offended by remarks 

made by the newly-appointed Taoiseach, Cowen, regarding the need for political parties 

to ‘crank up their campaigns’, viewing it as an attack on their campaign.
212

 Although 

the leaders of Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and the Labour Party eventually agreed in the 

days prior to the vote to do a common photo-shoot as part of their campaign, it was 

damaged by party-political sniping and the leader of the Green Party complained that he 

had not been included. Moreover, the IFA, who had traditionally campaigned for a Yes 

vote in previous referendums on European integration, threatened to call on their 

members to vote No unless the Government guaranteed to use its veto on a World Trade 

Organisation deal unfavourable to Irish agriculture. Such a guarantee came in a 

statement from the Taoiseach only a matter of days before polling day, upon which the 

IFA immediately called on its members to vote Yes. Thus, national issues divided and 

further distracted the Yes campaign. 

 

 The Irish Alliance for Europe, established specifically for the Nice II referendum 

campaign, was revived for the Lisbon I referendum and again provided the most 

prominent non-party voice campaigning for a Yes vote. Business groups such as IBEC 

and most trade unions, including ICTU, united under the Alliance to come out in 

support of the Treaty. However, Ireland’s largest trade union, the Services, Industrial, 

Professional and Technical Union [SIPTU], refused to endorse a Yes vote. In general, 

the Yes campaign made little effort to explain the issues at stake and failed to articulate 

a convincing message as to why the electorate should vote Yes. Instead, it resorted 

again to relying on the permissive consensus that had previously been apparent in Irish 

public opinion on the EU. Their message was to highlight the benefits of Ireland’s 

membership of the EU, to maintain that the Treaty was the best deal on offer, and to 

urge voters to trust them and vote Yes.
213

 A post-referendum public opinion survey 

carried out by Millward Brown IMS on behalf of the Department of Foreign Affairs 

found that “Yes and No voters were united in their criticism of the lack of clear 

information on why they should ratify the Lisbon Treaty”.
214

 Andrew Moravcsik, 
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though, contends that this was difficult as the Treaty contained “no grand idea”
 215

, like 

the Nice Treaty had with enlargement for example. 

 

 During the referendum campaign, the Government was criticised when the 

Taoiseach, Cowen, admitted in an interview to not having read the Treaty in full and 

Irish European Commissioner and former Fianna Fáil Minister, Charlie McCreevy, 

added comments one week later that ordinary voters would be ‘insane’ to want to read 

the Treaty.
216

 This impression of an uncommitted Yes campaign was heightened by Yes 

campaign posters which, it was found in the post-referendum public opinion survey, 

many felt “were more about self-promotion than highlighting any tangible benefits of 

ratification”.
217

 In fact, Fine Gael and the Labour Party openly admitted that one of the 

main aims of their Lisbon Treaty campaign was to promote their candidates for the 

upcoming local and European Parliament elections.
218

 Hence, candidates’ images were 

often the central focus of the posters rather than pro-Lisbon Treaty messages. Indeed, on 

some posters the pro-Lisbon Treaty messages were so small that they were difficult to 

read.
219

 Unsurprisingly, the post-referendum survey found that Yes campaign posters 

were considered to have been of ‘little or no value’ by 60% of respondents, with a 

further 25% responding that they ‘did not notice’ or ‘don’t know’.
220

 

 

 On the other side, the outcome of the 2007 general election appeared to have 

weakened the No campaign.
221

 The Socialist Party lost its only parliamentary seat and 

Sinn Féin, although expecting to do well after successes in entering government in 

Northern Ireland, fell from five seats to four. Fianna Fáil and the PDs had been 

returned to government, but this time the Green Party as a new coalition partner. The 

Green Party had campaigned for a No vote in previous referendums on European 

integration, but had been experiencing a gradual internal transformation towards a more 
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pro-EU position for some time. This came to a head with the Lisbon I referendum.
222

 In 

January 2008 it held a special convention to decide which position it should adopt in the 

Lisbon Treaty referendum campaign. Although a majority of members voted in favour 

of supporting a Yes vote, as was the leadership’s desire, they failed to reach the two-

thirds majority stipulated as necessary in party rules. Therefore, the Green Party was left 

with no formal policy on the Lisbon Treaty referendum, although members were free to 

campaign on either side. For the first time, many campaigned for a Yes vote, including 

members who had been appointed as government ministers and were therefore bound 

by executive collective responsibility to support the ratification of the Treaty. However, 

prominent members campaigned actively for a No vote, such as former MEP Patricia 

McKenna. Thus, Sinn Féin was the only party in the Dáil on the No side of the 

referendum campaign. Indeed, in the 2007 general election, the pro-European 

mainstream political parties had taken 90% of the parliamentary seats and received 79% 

of the first preference votes.
223

 

 

 However, non-party groups were very important in the No campaign. Indeed, what 

occurred with the Lisbon I referendum campaign was, according to John FitzGibbon, 

“the emergence of civil society as the effective leader of the opposition to the EU in 

Ireland”.
224

 Despite the presence of Sinn Féin, civil society groups dominated the No 

campaign whereas previously they had ultimately been subservient to political 

parties.
225

 Many of these groups were familiar from previous Irish referendum 

campaigns on European integration – in some cases, from as far back as the accession 

referendum – as were many of the issues around which they coalesced. However, they 

were more numerous than previously: over the two Lisbon Treaty referendum 

campaigns, Tony Brown calculated almost fifty political parties, organisations, 

publications and individuals on the No side.
226

 There was no overarching alliance as 

there had been with the No to Nice umbrella group in the Nice I referendum campaign, 

but there was cooperation between likeminded groups. Left-wing groups united under 

the Campaign Against the EU Constitution umbrella group, and pro-neutrality groups 
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united again under PANA. Such non-party activism fed into an atmosphere of 

scepticism about politics and politicians that allegations of corruption at the Mahon 

Tribunal had greatly contributed to.
227

 

 

 Crucially, these civil society groups instigated their campaigns in early 2008. In 

contrast, the Irish Alliance for Europe was not re-established until late April, by which 

time the civil society groups on the No side had taken initiative of the campaign and had 

successfully framed their issues, putting the Yes side on the defensive.
228

 

 

 The disparity between the Yes and the No campaigns can be gleaned from Millward 

Brown IMS’s post-referendum public opinion survey and a post-referendum 

Eurobarometer survey, whereby 68% of respondents said that the No campaign was 

more convincing while only 15% said the same about the Yes campaign. This was even 

the case among those who had voted Yes in the referendum, 57% of whom said that the 

No campaign was more convincing compared to 29% who said the same about the Yes 

campaign.
229

 

 

6.3 Key concerns 

Like with both of the Nice Treaty referendums, ‘second-order’ effects were detectable 

in voting behaviour in the Lisbon I referendum. Satisfaction with the Government was 

low and this had an impact on increasing the No vote.
230

 However, this was just one 

factor of many to determine the referendum outcome.
231

 As such, the Franklin thesis is, 

only weakly confirmed. 

 

 Eurobarometer survey results from spring 2008 showed continued widespread 

support for European integration among Irish people. The proportion of respondents 

who regarded Ireland’s membership of the EU as ‘a good thing’ was more than 20% 

above the EU average at 73%. Moreover, 82% of Irish respondents thought that the 
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country had benefited from EU membership, the highest such score in the EU.
232

 This 

positive attitude towards the EU contributed substantially to support for the referendum 

proposal to ratify the Lisbon Treaty; indeed, it was the strongest single factor affecting 

voters in their voting decision.
233

 This is in keeping with the generic messages of the 

Yes campaign with slogans like ‘Good for Ireland; Good for Europe’. On the other 

hand, the No vote was underpinned by a multitude of reasons including more forthright 

opposition such as ‘bad idea in general’, but also specific policy issues that had been 

successfully framed in the referendum campaign by the No side, emphasising the 

negative consequences of a Yes vote thus leading more voters to tend to oppose the 

proposal. 

 

 A key issue to emerge throughout the campaign was the proposed reduction of the 

size of the European Commission which would result in the rotating loss of a 

commissioner for each member-state for one term in every three, or five years in every 

fifteen. This issue was framed by many of the No campaigners, both civil society 

groups and political parties, with slogans like ‘Keep our Commissioner – vote No’. 

They argued that a consequence of this would be diminished Irish influence at the EU 

table, and that this would shift power to the big member-states. Sinn Féin was 

particularly insistent that defeat of the proposal to ratify the Lisbon Treaty would result 

in re-negotiation on this issue.
234

 This issue appeared to resonate strongly with the Irish 

public: the Millward Brown IMS public opinion survey found that 80% of respondents 

believed that the commissionership was an important issue for Ireland. Moreover, the 

belief that it is important for Ireland to maintain a permanent presence in the European 

Commission was found to be statistically significant in inclining the electorate to vote 

No.
235

 However, there seems to have been misconceptions regarding the issue; focus 

groups as part of Millward Brown IMS’s research revealed that many participants 

believed that during the years when Ireland would have no commissioner, Ireland would 

have no voice in Europe at all.
236

 In analysing a post-referendum Eurobarometer survey 

and opinion poll, Michael Holmes deduced that over 80% of No voters and 77% of Yes 
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voters associated Lisbon with losing an Irish commissioner.
237

 In fact, it was the Nice 

Treaty that provided for this reduction in size of the European Commission, to come 

into force as early as 2009, whereas the Lisbon Treaty included the potential for it to be 

kept at its current size if all member-states agreed. The Yes side, however, gave this 

point surprisingly little promotion during the campaign.
238

 Thus, the No side 

successfully framed the issue in the campaign, and misconceptions about the role of the 

European Commission and Ireland’s voice in the EU were not adequately addressed by 

the Yes side during the campaign. 

 

 The policy issue of neutrality was again at the forefront of the referendum debate, 

with familiar No campaigners such as Coughlan’s National Platform and PANA 

successfully framing it in the campaign. As such, Holmes discerns that three-quarters of 

those who voted No believed that the Lisbon Treaty would compromise Irish 

neutrality.
239

 With emotive posters, some on the No side claimed that the Lisbon Treaty 

could lead to Irish children being conscribed into a European army. While Yes 

campaigners challenged these claims, 33% of respondents to the Millward Brown IMS 

post-referendum public opinion survey identified ‘introduction of conscription to a 

European army’ as being an element of the Lisbon Treaty.
240

 Moreover, Sinnott and his 

co-authors, in analysing the results of the survey in a report for the Department of 

Foreign Affairs, found that the (mis)perception that the introduction of conscription was 

contained in provisions of the Lisbon Treaty contributed to the No vote.
241

 

 

 The People’s Movement, a left-wing grassroots organisation chaired by Patricia 

McKenna, brought together well-known and long-standing critics of European 

integration. The group, according to its website, campaigns against “any measures that 

further develop the EU into a federal super-state and works to defend and enhance 

popular sovereignty, democracy and social justice in Ireland”.
242

 Relying on an 

extensive network of volunteers as part of a direct campaigning strategy, the group 

framed the issue of what it saw as an attack on workers’ rights by the European Court of 

Justice. It argued that the recent rulings in the controversial Laval and Ruffert cases 
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showed the EU to be a fundamentally pro-business neo-liberal project, inimical to 

workers’ rights.
243

 As such, the post-referendum public opinion survey found that 

respondents considered ‘workers’ rights’ to be the most important issue in light of the 

Lisbon I referendum, with 53% of Yes voters, No voters, and abstainers alike believing 

this issue to be very important.
244

 

 

 A civil society group on the other end of the political spectrum that also relied on an 

extensive network of volunteers as part of a direct campaigning strategy, fundamentalist 

Catholic group, Cóir [the Irish word for justice], claimed to have distributed over 1 

million leaflets and 10,000 bumper stickers during the Lisbon I referendum campaign. 

The group also carried out a high profile poster campaign, claiming to have erected 

10,500 all over Ireland
245

, which received a lot of public attention and media coverage. 

Presenting itself as working to “protect Irish sovereignty and the Constitutional rights of 

every Irish person”
246

, Cóir was a rebrand of Youth Defence after it had been damaged 

by alleged neo-Nazi links during the Nice II referendum campaign.
247

 Cóir thus 

continued opposition to Treaty ratification based on perceived threats to traditional 

Catholic values, specifically arguing that the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which was 

to be annexed to the Lisbon Treaty and given legal status, could be used as a basis to 

force Ireland to legalise abortion, homosexuality, prostitution and euthanasia. It 

maintained that the assurances previously offered by the European Council on Ireland’s 

abortion policy were not legally binding in European Law and, therefore, worthless.
248

 

Sinnott and his co-authors found that the (mis)perception that the Lisbon Treaty 

contained provisions that would end Ireland’s control over its policy on abortion, and 

therefore the failure of the Yes campaign to convince or reassure against this, despite 

the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin telling Catholics that they could vote for Lisbon with 

good conscience should they wish
249

, played a substantial role in the defeat of the 

referendum.
250
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 The Lisbon I referendum introduced for the first time in a campaign on a referendum 

on European integration an opposition group on the economic right-wing of the political 

spectrum. Libertas, established specifically to campaign against the Lisbon Treaty, ran 

an intensive campaign with a high media profile. Its leader, multi-millionaire business 

man Declan Ganley’s opposition to Treaty ratification originated in the European 

Commission’s proposals for harmonised tax rates which he saw as against his business 

interests. He brought a significant scale of resources to his No campaign with anecdotal 

estimates of what Libertas spent ranging from €1.3 million to €1.8 million.
251

 Libertas 

took prominence in the campaign as to first to erecting posters, in December 2007 far 

before the referendum date had been announced.
252

 Thus, it was the most successful 

group in framing issues that would come to dominate the referendum campaign. Its 

most prominent argument was that the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty would force 

Ireland to abandon its low corporate tax rate which had attracted numerous multi-

national companies to base themselves in Ireland, creating many jobs. Despite the 

assurances of business groups and the Referendum Commission that the Lisbon Treaty 

would do no such thing, 43% of voters in the post-referendum public opinion survey 

identified the ‘ending of Ireland’s right to decide its own corporate tax rate’ as being in 

the Treaty.
253

 While Libertas was subject to negative publicity regarding its funding and 

Ganley’s business interests
254

, it played a crucial role in the campaign in offering 

mainstream opposition.
255

 Where No campaigners in previous referendums on European 

integration had come from the far-left, from traditional Catholic values, or from extreme 

nationalist politics, Libertas appealed to mainstream Irish voters. 

 

6.4 Lack of information, lack of understanding 

Unlike in the Nice I referendum, the key factor accounting for the defeat of the proposal 

to ratify the Lisbon Treaty cannot so straightforwardly be identified as a sense of lack of 

information and understanding. However, along with a combination of other factors, it 

did play a role in determining the referendum outcome. Sinnott and his co-authors 

found that ‘lack of information or understanding’ had a double effect of increasing the 

likelihood of abstention, and then for those who did vote, increasing the likelihood of 
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voting No. Specifically, 46% of respondents who abstained mentioned this as their 

reason for not voting, which was far in excess of any other reason mentioned by 

respondents.
256

 While this was remarkably identical to the percentage of those who 

mentioned the same reason for abstaining in the Nice I referendum, it is important to 

remember that the number of those who abstained was much higher in 2001. Like in the 

Nice I referendum campaign, the No side capitalised on this widespread doubt and lack 

of understanding in the electorate by continuing to promote the popular slogan: ‘if you 

don’t know, vote No’.
257

 Interestingly, the percentage of respondents who mentioned 

being ‘not interested’ or ‘not bothered’ as the reason for their abstention dropped by half 

to 15% at the Lisbon I referendum compared to the Nice II referendum, suggesting that 

the later referendum campaign had higher salience. In 2008, ‘lack of information’ was 

mentioned as the reason for voting No by 42% of respondents who had voted No.
258

 

Again, this is markedly similar to, in fact a little higher than, the figures from the Nice I 

referendum. Moreover, Sinnott and his co-author’s analysis shows that in measuring 

sense of knowledge about matters related to the EU, voting No increased by about 30% 

when moving down the scale from close to ‘know a great deal’ towards ‘know nothing 

at all’.
259

 Thus, lack of information and understanding was a factor that was not 

adequately addressed since the Nice I referendum. Moreover, lack of information and 

understanding would have played a significant role in facilitating and exacerbating the 

misconceptions and misperceptions about the Lisbon Treaty that originated from the 

successfully framed issues of the No campaign. 

 

 A factor in this was the performance of the Referendum Commission, which was 

heavily criticised. Focus groups as part of Millward Brown IMS’s research found that 

the guide to the Treaty sent by the Referendum Commission to every household in the 

State was perceived to be “impenetrable and fairly incomprehensible” and “unduly 

complex”.
260

 The Commission’s nationwide advertising campaign was considered to be 

‘of little or no value’ or not noticed or come across by more than 60% of respondents to 

the post-referendum public opinion survey.
261

 The Referendum Commission itself, 

“with a certain sense of frustration”, in its report maintained that it “was not permitted 
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ample time to prepare properly to plan and run a fully comprehensive information 

campaign”.
262

 However, it also emphasised the fact that in the post-referendum public 

opinion survey its Treaty guide was ranked as the second most valuable information 

publication – behind the media which was, again, found to be the most valuable source 

of information by respondents. The summary guide to the Lisbon Treaty produced by 

the National Forum on Europe and the Forum’s activities were seen as ‘somewhat 

valuable’ or ‘very valuable’ by only 20% of respondents. This was despite several 

plenary debates for Forum members and a series of public information meetings around 

Ireland. Public attendance was low, however; according to Marian Harkin MEP, “we go 

to meetings of the Forum on Europe and we are talking to ourselves”.
263

 As such, the 

Referendum Commission concluded that the “great majority of individuals adopted 

quite a passive approach in gleaning information about the Lisbon Treaty referendum 

during the course of the campaign”.
264

 A fair response or not, the Government decided 

to close the National Forum on Europe in April 2009, praising the Forum for its 

“immense contribution to public debate” and praising the Chairman for his success.
265

 

 

6.5 In summary 

To summarise, although the margin of defeat of the proposal to ratify the Lisbon Treaty 

was almost identical to the Nice I referendum, the dynamics of the results were very 

different. Turnout was much higher than in 2001, and there was a significant surge in 

the No vote as a percentage of the electorate. Underpinning the outcome of the Lisbon I 

referendum was a combination of attitude voting, lack of information and 

understanding, specific policy concerns, and ‘second-order’ effects. However, this was 

the consequence of many factors similar to those that had led to the defeat of the Nice I 

referendum. These factors had previously been adequately addressed at the Nice II 

referendum but, as O’Mahony argued, the learning was short-lived. 
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 Like in 2001, the referendum campaign was late and rushed. A divided, distracted 

and uncommitted Yes side resorted again to relying on the permissive consensus that 

had previously been apparent in Irish public opinion and failed to articulate a 

convincing message as to why the electorate should vote Yes, making little effort to 

explain the issues at stake. 

 

 In contrast, an experienced No side was dominated by civil society groups from 

across the Irish political spectrum, feeding into the atmosphere of scepticism about 

politics and politicians. In a campaign run with initiative, the No side succeeded in 

framing a diverse range of issues in the referendum campaign, emphasising the negative 

consequences of a Yes vote, which the Yes side failed to adequately respond to. The No 

side also continued to capitalise on the ‘if you don’t know, vote No’ slogan. 

 

 As such, O’Mahony’s theory of elite withdrawal and populist capture can be even 

more keenly identified, and can be recognised as a key factor in the defeat of the Lisbon 

I referendum.  
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7. Turnaround of the Lisbon II referendum, October 2009 

7.1 Holding a second referendum 

Following the defeat of the first referendum on the Lisbon Treaty in 2008, the Irish 

government announced an ‘extended period of consultation’ with the Irish people as to 

ascertain the reasons for the majority No vote. The Sub-Committee on Ireland’s Future 

in the European Union, established in order “to assess the implications of the result and 

the challenges facing Ireland within the EU, and consider Ireland’s future in the Union”, 

met over 110 witnesses from more than 40 different organisations and received nearly 

100 submissions from the public. It was not within the remit of the Sub-Committee to 

recommend a solution to the stalled Lisbon Treaty ratification process; although in its 

report it did outline six possible scenarios both in terms of ratification and non-

ratification of the Treaty.
266

 This was in keeping with the formal line of the Government 

which claimed it had no ‘blueprint’ on what should be done.
267

 At European Council 

level, however, it was clear that the Government was under pressure to find a solution to 

what was now dubbed ‘the Irish problem’
268

 in order to enable the Lisbon Treaty to 

enter into force across the EU before the end of 2009.
269

 EU leaders had put on record 

that re-negotiation of any part of the Treaty was not an option; particularly as the 

ratification process was already well advanced in many member-states.
270

 

 

 Considering ratification of the Lisbon Treaty to be a fundamental national interest in 

order to ensure Ireland would not be excluded from the core of EU decision-making 

processes and fearing that the 2008 referendum defeat would damage Ireland’s 

relationship with the EU, the Government announced a series of concessions in the form 

of ‘legally binding guarantees’ at a European Council summit meeting in June 2009 that 

it had secured after lengthy negotiation with other member-states. These were said to 

address what the Government had ascertained as key electoral concerns through 

research it had commissioned to Millward Brown IMS and were, therefore, used as 
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justification to hold a second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty. In a case taken to 

challenge the constitutionality of a re-run of the same issue by referendum, the Supreme 

Court found the Government’s action to be compatible with a provision that allows the 

government to hold referendums at its discretion.
271

 

 

 Thus, a second referendum was held on 2 October 2009, and the proposal to ratify 

the Lisbon Treaty was approved by 67.1% of voters. For the second time, Irish voters 

had reversed their earlier decision on an EU treaty. Turnout, at 59%, was the highest in 

a referendum on European integration since the accession referendum in 1972 and only 

8% lower than at the 2007 general election. Although there might immediately appear to 

be parallels between the turnaround in outcomes of the Nice II referendum and the 

Lisbon II referendum, where the Nice II referendum had been a question of convincing 

those of the electorate who had abstained to come out and vote Yes, the Lisbon II 

referendum concerned the more difficult challenge of convincing those of the electorate 

who had previously voted No to switch their vote to Yes, as such reversing the 

significant surge in the No vote from 2008. This was ultimately achieved. While the 

Yes vote stayed rather solid from the Lisbon I referendum, one in four of those who had 

voted No in 2008 switched their vote to Yes in the Lisbon II referendum, as did one in 

six of those who had previously abstained.
272

 In fact, the 2009 Yes vote was the highest 

since the Maastricht Treaty referendum in 1992 and in actual terms was the highest of 

any referendum on European integration. What were the factors that led to this 

remarkable turnaround in outcome? Did the basis of the turnaround in outcome of the 

Nice II referendum have implications for the turnaround of the Lisbon II referendum? 

 

7.2 Transformed economic climate 

The turnaround in outcome of the Lisbon II referendum must be primarily analysed in 

the context of the transformation of the Irish political and economic climate between 

June 2008 and October 2009. By the time of the Lisbon II referendum, the international 

financial crisis had already begun to severely affect the Irish economy, exposing a 

national property bubble, banking crisis and full-blown fiscal crisis which resulted in a 
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substantial loss of international competitiveness.
273

 During the inter-referendum period, 

Ireland suffered unprecedentedly severe economic decline and unemployment increased 

sharply from 5.5% to 12.4%. Accordingly, Irish people’s positive evaluation of the 

economy, according to Eurobarometer survey data, fell dramatically from over 80% 

earlier in the 2000s to only 12% in autumn 2009.
274

 The Yes side argued that 

ratification of the Lisbon Treaty was essential for Irish economic recovery, using 

slogans on posters like ‘Ireland needs Europe’ and ‘Yes to Recovery – Yes to Europe’. 

Employment was also a central tenant to their message with posters carrying slogans 

like ‘Yes for Jobs’.
275

 A post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer survey showed that 

while only 9% of respondents in 2008 answered that they had voted Yes to the proposal 

to ratify the Treaty because ‘it will help the Irish economy’, in 2009 this had increased 

dramatically to 23%.
276

 Moreover, Sinnott and his co-author, again analysing a 

Millward Brown IMS post-referendum public opinion survey in a report for the 

Department of Foreign Affairs, found firm evidence that the expectation that a Yes vote 

would lead to an improvement in Ireland’s economic prospects substantially increased 

the tendency to vote Yes in the Lisbon II referendum.
277

 Thus, the role of the EU and 

the Lisbon Treaty in this light was a much more prominent issue for Yes voters in the 

Lisbon II referendum than it had been in the Lisbon I referendum, and the Yes 

campaign’s message was convincing in this way. The evolving relations between 

Ireland and the EU had ceased these issues to be of low salience, as Franklin had 

predicted. 

 

 There were accusations from the No campaign that, with this message, the Yes 

campaign was scaremongering the public into voting to ratify the Treaty. However, in 

testing for this, Sinnott and his co-author found no evidence that the Yes vote was 

driven by people’s negative evaluation of their own economic situation.
278
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7.3 The Yes and No campaigns 

The handling of the economy and a controversy over expenses paid to senior 

government ministers saw the satisfaction ratings of the Fianna Fáil-Green Party 

coalition government plummet. Government satisfaction ratings of only 20% in early 

June 2009 were the lowest since opinion polling began in the 1970s.
279

 In the May 2009 

local and European Parliament elections, Fianna Fáil had suffered its worst electoral 

result since the foundation of the party in the 1920s and the Green Party had also 

suffered significant electoral setbacks.
280

 The introduction of two austere budgets within 

6 months, implementing substantial tax rises and public expenditure cuts, saw the 

unpopularity of the Government grow.
281

 The outcome of the Lisbon II referendum 

taken in the context of such exceptional government dissatisfaction clearly demonstrates 

that this was, once again, not determined by just ‘second-order’ effects. The Franklin 

thesis is, as such, not confirmed. Sinnott and his co-author find that, like in previous 

referendums on European integration, while dissatisfaction with the government did 

increase the likelihood of voting No, this was just one factor of many. In short, the 

unpopularity of the Government had just a limited effect on vote choice.
282

 

 

 In such a hostile political environment, leading pro-Lisbon Treaty activists sought to 

adopt a different approach for the Lisbon II referendum campaign. This time led by civil 

society groups, the Yes campaign sought to distance the Lisbon Treaty from the 

unpopular government, thereby reducing the risk of protest votes and emulating the 

success of civil society groups on the No side in previous referendum campaigns. 

FitzGibbon emphasises, however, that these Yes campaign civil society groups had 

extensive links to Irish political and societal elites, suggesting that they were created in 

order for the elites to put forward their arguments with the public legitimacy of a civil 

society group.
283

 Beginning their preparations far before the Lisbon II referendum had 

been officially announced in July, a number of these groups dedicated to campaigning 

for a Yes vote were established under an overarching national alliance executive. 

Ireland for Europe – spearheaded by former President of the European Parliament Pat 

Cox and prominent academic Brigid Laffan – and We Belong used high profile public 

                                                 
279

 FitzGibbon, “The Second Referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon in the Republic of Ireland,” 3. 
280

 Ibid., 3. 
281

 Quinlan, “The Lisbon Experience in Ireland: ‘No’ in 2008 but ‘Yes’ in 2009 – How and Why?”: 142. 
282

 Sinnott and Elkink, “Attitudes and Behaviour in the Second Referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon,” 16-

7. 
283

 FitzGibbon, “The Failure of Political Parties and the Triumph of Civil Society, 22. 



68 

 

figures without ties to political parties, including entertainment and sport stars, to 

directly appeal to the wider public. The unified message of the Yes campaign was to 

make the referendum firmly about Ireland’s relationship with the EU and the 

importance of approving ratification of the Lisbon Treaty in order to ensure that Ireland 

stayed at the core of the EU. This was building off the fact that, according to 

Eurobarometer survey data from spring 2009, 69% of the Irish public considered 

Ireland’s membership of the EU to be ‘a good thing’ and 79% perceived Ireland to have 

benefitted from EU membership.
284

 High profile personalities also individually came 

out in support of the Treaty such as Ryanair’s chief executive Michael O’Leary who 

typically attracted a lot of media coverage, particularly as he had previously supported a 

No vote in the Lisbon I referendum campaign. 

 

 In a break from previous campaign strategy, these civil society groups on the Yes 

side also directly targeted specific demographic groups. Specifically and most notably, 

young people aged 18-34 were targeted by Generation Yes and women were targeted by 

Women for Europe. Generation Yes, while founded and funded by IBEC, was run by 

Irish students and recent graduates who led an extensive direct campaign, both on-the-

ground in urban centres and through social media.
285

 Women for Europe, on the other 

hand, sought “to communicate the unique benefits of being part of Europe for Irish 

women by focusing on issues of significance to their lives”
286

 by organising information 

meetings throughout Ireland with high profile speakers including Catherine Day, 

Secretary General of the European Commission. FitzGibbon concludes that this strategy 

appears to have been successful as, in breaking down the Yes vote, it can be seen that 

64% of women voted Yes in 2009, compared to 42% in 2008, while 62% of young 

people voted Yes in 2009, compared to 41% in 2008 which had constituted the largest 

segment of No voters amongst the Irish electorate.
287

 

 

 The Yes side also included groups familiar from previous referendum campaigns on 

European integration like IBEC, the IFA who supported a Yes vote from early on in the 
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campaign without a stand-off with the government as had been the case in the Lisbon I 

referendum campaign, and SIPTU who had remained neutral on the 2008 proposal to 

ratify the Lisbon Treaty. All of the mainstream political parties in opposition, including 

the Green Party which was formally supporting a Yes vote for the first time in a 

referendum on European integration, campaigned with more conviction, putting 

political differences aside. As they had done in the Nice II referendum campaign, Fine 

Gael and the Labour Party urged voters to not use the referendum as an opportunity to 

punish the government.
288

 Overall, the Yes campaign succeeded in being far more 

convincing than it had been in the Lisbon I referendum campaign. Data from the post-

referendum Flash Eurobarometer survey showed that 67% of respondents reported 

finding the Yes campaign more convincing, with only 18% reporting the same for the 

No campaign. This marked an almost complete turnaround in the results from the 

Lisbon I referendum campaign when 67% of respondents, including even those who had 

voted Yes, reported being more convinced by the No campaign, with only 15% 

reporting the same for the Yes campaign.
289

 The Yes campaign was also successful in 

framing its issues in the referendum campaign with over 80% of mentioned reasons for 

voting Yes in Millward Brown IMS post-referendum public opinion survey falling into 

the broad categories of ‘EU good for Ireland, Ireland better in EU’ and ‘the right thing 

to do, best for country’.
290

 Moreover, mobilisation of voters was, again, a key factor as 

almost all of those who turned out to vote in the second referendum who had abstained 

in the first, voted Yes and almost all of those who were ‘undecided’ in opinion polls 

throughout the Lisbon II referendum campaign went on to vote Yes in the 

referendum.
291

 

 

 The No side from the Lisbon I referendum campaign had fared badly during the 

inter-referendum period. On the back of their 2008 success, a number of prominent 

campaigners ran or re-ran in the 2009 European Parliament elections. However, Sinn 

Féin 2004-2009 MEP Mary Lou McDonald lost her seat. Only Joe Higgins of the 

Socialist Party was elected as an anti-Lisbon Treaty Irish MEP, having lost his Dáil seat 

in the 2007 general election. Libertas, which had been established specifically to 
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campaign for a No vote in the Lisbon I referendum, was developed into a pan-European 

political party and contested the elections in twenty-six of the twenty-seven member-

states. However, Phillipe de Villiers for Movement Pour la France was the only 

Libertas-associated candidate that was elected. Libertas leader, Declan Ganley, came 

several thousand votes short of winning a seat in Ireland North-West. Considering the 

vote a referendum on his and Libertas’s role in Ireland’s EU debate, Ganley said that if 

he failed to get a seat he would excuse himself from “leading any further campaigns” 

against the ratification of any future EU treaties.
292

 

 

 Thus, without Libertas, the 2009 No campaign was concentrated on the fringes of the 

Irish political spectrum, mostly on the far-left. Socialist Party MEP Joe Higgins, former 

MEP Mary Lou McDonald of Sinn Féin, and former Green Party MEP Patricia 

McKenna of the People’s Movement led a continued left-wing critique of the Lisbon 

Treaty, with Cóir also focusing on left-wing issues such as workers’ rights. When 

Libertas joined the campaign just weeks before polling day, with Ganley stating that he 

had been “provoked” back into campaigning
293

, the shortcomings of the No campaign in 

attracting mainstream voters were highlighted. Analysing the reasons mentioned for 

voting No in the post-referendum public opinion survey, the left-wing critiques appear 

to have made just a limited impact.
294

 The No campaign was also shown to lack 

coherence, in stark contrast to the united and centrally organised Yes campaign alliance. 

 

 Furthermore, the No campaign was damaged by the intervention of the United 

Kingdom [UK] Independence Party into the Lisbon II referendum debate. Their sending 

of a controversial pamphlet to every Irish household emphasising Turkey’s EU 

candidacy as a threat to Irish interests by allowing “free movement for 75 million 

people”
295

 received negative publicity reminiscent of that towards Anthony Coughlan 

and Justin Barrett on the anti-immigration issue during the Nice II referendum 

campaign. 
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7.4 Key concerns and increase in information and understanding 

Essentially, the policy concerns in the Lisbon II referendum campaign were the same as 

they had been in the 2008 campaign. However, the No side did not have the same 

campaign initiative as it had done in 2008 and, thus, the Yes side was not so much on 

the defensive. Many commentators, including then European Commissioner Peter 

Mandelson, had been openly and strongly critical of the Yes campaign for its lack of 

momentum and failure to counter claims from the No side in the Lisbon I referendum 

campaign.
296

 The Yes side improved on this in 2009. A Cóir poster, for example, 

implying that the Lisbon Treaty would reduce Ireland’s minimum wage from €8.65 an 

hour to €1.84, based on calculations of new member-states’ minimum wage rates, was 

quickly countered with an Ireland for Europe poster declaring “€1.84 – The Lie / €8.65 

– The Law”.
297

 

 

 ‘Legally binding guarantees’ announced in June 2009 by the Government were said 

to address key electoral policy concerns, as had been successfully framed by the No side 

in the Lisbon I referendum campaign. The European Council published decisions 

reaffirming Ireland’s competency over abortion, tax rates and neutrality, and declaring 

that the Lisbon Treaty would not make any changes to this.
298

 A ‘Solemn Declaration 

on Workers’ Rights, Social Policy and Other Issues’ stressed the high importance that 

the EU places on such social issues and highlighting the elements of the Lisbon Treaty 

which protect them, as well as confirming member-state competence in these areas.
299

 

In particular, the securing of a permanent Irish commissioner was a cornerstone of the 

Government’s plan for securing a majority Yes vote in the Lisbon II referendum.
300

 At 

the December 2008 European Council it was agreed that each member-state would 

continue to have a permanent commissioner, provided that the Lisbon Treaty entered 

into force.
301

 In testing for awareness of the ‘legally binding guarantees’ regarding 
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Ireland’s competency over its tax rates and retention of its commissioner, Sinnott and 

his co-author’s analysis finds that awareness of these were both associated with voting 

Yes.
302

 Moreover, they both fell to 0% in reasons mentioned for voting No.
303

 

 

 Overall, levels of public sense of understanding and engagement with the campaign 

were higher in 2009 than they had been in 2008. A series of opinion polls carried out by 

the Referendum Commission over the period from the beginning of the Lisbon I 

referendum campaign in April 2008 to immediately after the Lisbon II referendum 

polling day in October 2009 illustrated a clear trend of increasing levels of voter 

understanding. In the first opinion poll, just 20% of respondents said they understood 

the referendum ‘to some extent’, ‘quite well’ or ‘very well’. This steadily increased over 

time to reach a substantial high of 72% in the final opinion poll.
304

 This trend had an 

impact on voting behaviour. For example, the post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer 

survey found that the reasons mentioned for abstaining in the Lisbon II referendum 

demonstrated that voters felt more informed than they had done in 2008.
305

 This is 

supported by Sinnott and his co-author’s analysis whereby, in comparison to the Lisbon 

I referendum, ‘lack of information’ declined in significance for respondents mentioning 

reasons for having voted No in the Lisbon II referendum. As had happened in the Nice 

II referendum in comparison to the Nice I referendum, it fell behind ‘bad idea in 

general’ as the most frequently mentioned reason, falling by more than half from 42% 

to 20%.
306

 

 

 In an additional paper further analysing the Millward Brown IMS post-referendum 

public opinion survey, Sinnott and two co-authors found that higher levels of sense of 

knowledge about the Lisbon Treaty had a clear effect on turnout, with voters who feel 

knowledgeable significantly more likely to vote. Ignoring turnout in another analysis, 
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high levels of sense of knowledge appear to have led to a higher propensity to vote 

Yes.
307

 

 

 Such changes were certainly a consequence of a more salient and effective 

referendum campaign. Indeed, when asked why they had changed their 2008 No vote to 

a Yes vote in 2009, among the most frequently mentioned reasons from respondents in 

the Flash Eurobarometer survey were increased or better communication and a more 

engaged public debate.
308

 This resulted not only from a prolonged campaign with a 

transformed Yes side, but also from extensive media coverage. FitzGibbon points to 

heated television and radio debates between experienced and motivated representatives 

from both sides of the referendum campaign as keeping the Lisbon Treaty referendum 

at the top of the Irish political agenda.
309

 An extensive media campaign was coupled 

with a “discernible shift in policy in the public broadcasting sector” whereby the 

Coughlan ruling was interpreted more with the principle of equity rather than 

equality.
310

 As such, there was greater use of balanced debate and a more robust, 

challenging approach to arguments from both sides. 

 

 The role of the Referendum Commission in the referendum campaign was also 

important. In contrast to its performance in the Lisbon I referendum campaign for which 

it was widely criticised, in 2009 a senior member of the judiciary, Justice Frank Clarke, 

led a high profile Referendum Commission with an extensive nationwide media 

campaign. Clarke made regular media appearances to answer questions on the Treaty 

from the public, playing a directly accessible role. Addressing negative feedback on its 

2008 guide to the Treaty, which was criticised for being too complex and dense, the 

Referendum Commission established for the Lisbon II referendum sent a considerably 

shorter guide to every household in the State which contained just the main points of the 

Treaty: “The Lisbon Treaty, Your Guide”. A poll taken after the referendum campaign 

showed that 57% of respondents had found the guide to be helpful, and focus group 

research produced largely positive feedback with respondents having found the guide to 
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be bright, attractive and relatively easy to read.
311

 Nearly a quarter of respondents to the 

post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer survey mentioned the Referendum Commission 

as the most important information source.
312

 

 

 The Referendum Commission did, however, continue to argue that if it had been 

granted more time it could have fulfilled its mandate more effectively, and repeated its 

calls for the establishment of the Commission as a continuously existing body.
313

 

Moreover, it received criticism from the No side, with some campaigners alleging that 

the Commission had become a “tool for the Yes side” and “an arm of Government 

propaganda”.
314

 Such criticism is damaging if the Referendum Commission is to be 

seen as a credible independent source of information is, particularly as Clarke 

interjected in the debate several times to clarify issues raised by both sides, for example 

to clarify that the Irish minimum wage is set by the Irish government and nothing 

provided for in the Lisbon Treaty would alter this.
315

 

 

7.5 In summary 

To summarise, while there might have immediately appeared to be parallels between the 

turnaround in outcomes of the Nice II referendum and the Lisbon II referendum, where 

the Nice II referendum had been a question of convincing those of the electorate who 

had abstained to come out and vote Yes, the Lisbon II referendum concerned the more 

difficult challenge of convincing those of the electorate who had previously voted No to 

switch their vote to Yes. This was ultimately achieved: the Yes from the Lisbon I 

referendum vote stayed rather solid, one in four of those who had voted No in 2008 

switched their vote to Yes in the Lisbon II referendum, as did one in six of those who 

had previously abstained. 

 

 The basis on which this was achieved had certain parallels to the Nice II referendum 

campaign. Primarily, however, the turnaround in outcome of the Lisbon II referendum 

occurred because of the transformed economic climate. In an environment of historic 
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government dissatisfaction, the Yes campaign sought to emulate the success of civil 

society groups in previous No campaigns by distancing the Lisbon Treaty from the 

unpopular government. Instead, a centrally organised alliance led a more convincing 

campaign with a better articulated message as to why the electorate should vote Yes, 

framing the referendum with the issue of Ireland’s widely and consistently supported 

relationship with the EU and ratification of the Lisbon Treaty as essential for Irish 

economic recovery. As a result, the unpopularity of the Government had just a limited 

effect on vote choice and the expectation that a Yes vote would lead to an improvement 

in Ireland’s economic prospects substantially increased the tendency to vote Yes. Civil 

society groups on the Yes side also successfully directly targeted specific demographic 

groups, such as women and young people. 

 

 The No side, on the other hand, was shown to lack coherence in the referendum 

campaign and failed to attract mainstream voters without the continuous presence of 

Libertas. The specific policy concerns that had been successfully framed by the No side 

in the Lisbon I referendum campaign were responded to more robustly by the Yes side, 

thereby taking the campaign initiative away from the No side. Moreover, ‘legally 

binding guarantees’ in response to these policy concerns made an impact on voting 

behaviour, with awareness of them associated with voting Yes. Furthermore, the No 

side could not capitalise on the ‘if you don’t know, vote No’ slogan because levels of 

voter understanding had steadily increased over time since the Lisbon I referendum to 

reach a substantial high. 

 

 Thus, the elite withdrawal dynamic was not keenly identifiable in the Lisbon II 

referendum campaign, nor was the dynamic of populist capture. The importance of a 

committed Yes campaign with a convincing message as to why the electorate should 

vote Yes was a lesson learned from the turnaround in outcome from the first to the 

second referendum on the Nice Treaty.  
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8. The Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum, May 2012 

8.1 A different kind of referendum 

The outcome of the referendum on the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and 

Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union, or the Fiscal Compact Treaty, broke 

a pattern of Irish referendums on the EU. Unlike cases since 2001, Irish voters approved 

a referendum proposal to ratify a European treaty at the first vote. On 31 May 2012, a 

majority of 60.3% Irish voters voted Yes. Moreover, a relatively low turnout of 50.6% – 

suggested by one government minister to be partly due to “referendum fatigue”
316

 – did 

not necessarily lead to defeat of the referendum. 

 

 Indeed, the Treaty itself was essentially different from any European treaty 

previously put to an Irish referendum. European leaders had originally intended to 

reform the existing EU Treaties to ensure budgetary discipline by putting strict caps on 

government spending and borrowing with sanctions for those that violated the limits, 

but this had been blocked by the British Prime Minister. Instead, a new 

intergovernmental treaty on this was agreed in January 2012 and signed on 2 March in 

the margins of the European Council by all EU leaders except for those from the UK 

and the Czech Republic. The Fiscal Compact Treaty did not require unanimity; rather, it 

was to come into force on 1 January 2013 if it had been ratified by at least twelve 

member-states of the Eurozone. Once that minimum of twelve had been attained, any 

additional member-states that did not participate or had failed to ratify the Treaty would 

not halt the process; it would continue and those member-states would not be included. 

Only the member-states that had ratified the Treaty and implemented a balanced budget 

rule in their national legislation were to be eligible to apply for bailout money from the 

European Stability Mechanism [ESM]. As such, in the case of defeat of the proposal to 

ratify the Treaty, the Irish government could not negotiate additional agreements and 

concessions and put the Treaty to a second referendum, as had happened with the Nice 

Treaty and Lisbon Treaty.
317

 A referendum re-run was not an option. 
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 Ireland was, once again, the only EU member-state to hold a referendum to approve 

ratification of the Treaty. Despite Germany’s Minister for European Affairs 

acknowledging to The Irish Times that that the Treaty had been worded so as to 

explicitly avoid such an Irish referendum
318

 – a claim that was denied by the Irish 

government – the Attorney General, the government’s legal adviser, advised that a 

referendum was necessary. Commentators questioned whether there was a legal 

requirement to hold a referendum, interpreting the Fiscal Compact Treaty as not altering 

‘the essential scope or objectives’ of the existing Treaties so as to necessitate a 

constitutional amendment to enable its ratification as stipulated in the Crotty ruling.
319

 

However, there certainly was the political expectation of a referendum. The arguably 

narrow and demanding interpretation of the Supreme Court to treaty reform in the 

Crotty ruling has not yet been tested: there has been a referendum as part of the Irish 

ratification process of every major constitutive or amending European treaty since 1987. 

As such, referendums are considered by the Irish political elite to be the legally safe 

option and are popularly perceived to be a requirement in such processes. As Barrett 

argues, successive governments have been “under immense pressure to hold a 

referendum even when there is merely a reasonable probability” of a treaty altering ‘the 

essential scope or objectives’ of the existing Treaties.
320

 In the case of the Fiscal 

Compact Treaty, Sinn Féin and a number of left-wing TDs opposed to the Treaty had 

indicated their intention of issuing a court challenge if a referendum was not held. Thus, 

the Government announced at the end of February 2012 that a referendum would be 

held with Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, describing the Treaty as “a unique instrument, 

outside the European Union treaty architecture” which “on balance” required a 

referendum to approve its ratification.
321

 

 

 Unlike previous Irish referendums on European integration, the scope of issues that 

could be debated in the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum campaign was relatively 
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restricted. Whereas the previous treaties put to referendum were long and dense legal 

documents concerned with a multitude of broad-reaching issues, the Fiscal Compact 

Treaty was comparably short at twenty-four pages, was strictly focused on the one 

particular issue of financial and economic governance in the EU, and listed definite 

policy changes and their implications. As a single-issue referendum, recurring issues 

such as neutrality and traditional Catholic values could not be framed in the referendum 

campaign. 

 

 Crucially, the referendum took place in a yet more transformed economic and 

political climate. The transformation that had become apparent by the time of the 

Lisbon II referendum had further sharpened. In short, the Irish economy had collapsed 

with the international financial crisis. Within the EU in 2011, Ireland had the largest 

budget deficit at 13.1% of GDP, a 108.2% debt to GDP ratio behind only Greece and 

Italy, and the fifth highest rate of unemployment at 14.7%. Unsustainable levels of 

public spending and national debts as a result of the bursting of the property bubble and 

a failed national bank bailout programme meant that, in November 2010, Ireland 

became one of a number of Eurozone member-states to apply for bailout loans from the 

‘Troika’ of the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund.
322

 The momentous outcome of the general election in February 2011 

saw the near electoral wipe-out of the ruling government parties, who the public saw as 

most responsible for the economic crisis and who had been involved in a series of 

political scandals. The Green Party, the junior coalition partner, was decimated, losing 

every one of their six Dáil seats. Fianna Fáil suffered the worst defeat of a sitting 

government in the history of the Irish state. The party who had dominated Irish electoral 

politics since 1932 received its worst ever election results and was reduced to the third 

largest party in the Dáil.
323

 This result was considered to be “defeat on a historic 

scale”.
324

 Fine Gael thus became the largest political party in the Dáil since 1927, and 

the Labour Party became the second largest party for the first time. Both parties had 

achieved their best ever election results, and they quickly finalised negotiations to form 
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the new government.
325

 Hence, the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum was the first Irish 

referendum on European integration to be put to the electorate by a government not led 

by Fianna Fáil. 

 

 These factors meant that the 2012 referendum campaign environment was markedly 

different from those of previous Irish referendums on European integration. What 

impact did this have on the referendum outcome? What were the factors that led to the 

approval of the referendum proposal at the first vote? Had key factors that had led to the 

defeat of the Nice I and Lisbon I referendums been addressed? Did the basis of the 

turnaround outcomes of the Nice II and Lisbon II referendums have implications for the 

Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum? 

 

8.2 Key concerns 

As a condition of receiving bailout loans from the ‘Troika’, the Irish government had to 

implement a series of tough austerity measures, including heavy tax rises and spending 

cuts. Moreover, success in re-negotiating the demanding terms of the bailout loans, an 

issue which Fine Gael and the Labour Party had made a central element of their general 

election campaign
326

, had not been achieved. This had an impact on government 

satisfaction ratings, which dropped from 37% in July 2011 to 23% in April 2012.
327

 As 

such, there were concerns that the referendum outcome would suffer from negative 

‘second-order’ effects. Indeed, ‘second-order’ effects were stronger predictors of vote 

choice in 2012 than they had been in previous Irish referendums on European 

integration. In a special post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer survey carried out for the 

European Parliament, more than 50% of respondents mentioned ‘anti-government’ or 

‘mistrust of politicians’ as their reason for voting No.
328

 However, once again, such 

‘second-order’ effects were just one factor of many determining the referendum 

outcome. Certainly, a majority Yes vote in a referendum proposed and supported by a 
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government who was experiencing such low satisfaction ratings demonstrates that the 

Franklin thesis is only weakly confirmed. Franklin’s more nuanced thesis, whereby on 

issues of high salience, the standing of the government can influence the outcome of a 

close-fought referendum, is also weakly confirmed. 

 

 Rather, it was economic issues that dominated the Fiscal Compact Treaty 

referendum, in keeping with the strictly economic nature of the Treaty itself. As had 

been the case with the Lisbon II referendum, the impact of Ireland’s economic climate 

on voting behaviour was particularly significant. In fact, the three main reasons for 

voting Yes as mentioned by respondents to the post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer 

survey, totalling nearly 70% of such responses, were related to Ireland’s economic 

situation.
329

 Indeed, when ‘second-order’ issues were pervasive in the referendum 

campaign, the No side largely raised the issue of the Government’s austerity policies in 

connection to their enforcement on Ireland by the EU institutions.
330

 

 

 While 64% of respondents to the post-referendum Flash Eurobarometer survey 

indicated that they thought that Ireland’s membership of the EU is ‘a good thing’
331

, it 

did not have a significant effect on mobilising the electorate to vote. Those who did 

think so and did vote, however, were much more likely to vote Yes.
332

 Reasons related 

to positive attitudes towards the EU for voting Yes, including ‘pro-EU’ responses, came 

behind reasons related to Ireland’s economic climate as the most frequently mentioned 

by respondents at just less than 20%. On the other hand, reasons related to negative 

attitudes towards the EU, such as ‘anti-EU’ and ‘loss of political or economic 

sovereignty’, were mentioned to around the same degree by respondents who had voted 

No.
333

 

 

8.3 Information and understanding 

The Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum saw comparably high levels of sense of 

understanding in comparison with previous referendums on European integration. 
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Nearly reaching the post-Lisbon II referendum substantial high of 72%, a Referendum 

Commission opinion poll carried out immediately after polling day found that 61% of 

respondents answered that they understood the Fiscal Compact Treaty ‘to some extent’, 

‘quite well’ or ‘very well’. These figures are, the Referendum Commission points out in 

its report, almost identical to the understanding level immediately before the Lisbon II 

referendum polling day.
334

 Additionally, the European Parliament Flash Eurobarometer 

survey found that ‘lack of information or understanding’ was only the third most 

frequently mentioned reason for voting No, with 20% of respondents mentioning it.
335

 

This is around the same level as was found at the Nice II and Lisbon II referendums, but 

far lower than at the Nice I and Lisbon I referendums. Moreover, while ‘lack of 

information or understanding’ was the most frequently mentioned reason for abstention 

in the 2012 referendum, it fell to its lowest level of the referendums on the EU since 

2001 when these post-referendum surveys began to be carried out, falling narrowly 

below the level of the Nice II referendum and further below the level of the Lisbon II 

referendum. Although this is undoubtedly partly due to the easier to comprehend Treaty 

concept – as a single-issue referendum on a proposal offering a clearer, distinct policy 

choice – this is also to be considered a success of the referendum campaign. 

 

 The Referendum Commission was generally praised for performing well. A guide to 

the Treaty was sent to every household in the State, which 54% of those who had read 

part or all of it found ‘quite helpful’ or ‘very helpful’.
336

 As usual, this was supported by 

a nationwide advertising campaign. Building off Justice Frank Clarke’s success in the 

Lisbon II referendum campaign, the Chairman of the 2012 Commission gave regular 

radio interviews to explain the referendum proposal and published a daily question and 

answer column in a national newspaper. For the first time, the Referendum Commission 

also used social media, specifically Facebook and Twitter, to circulate information.
337

 

Furthermore, it intervened to clarify a number of issues in the referendum debate. 

Amidst calls from the No side to postpone the referendum, originating from the 

likelihood that François Hollande would win the French Presidential election in April 
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2012 and the indication he had given that he would therefore renegotiate the Fiscal 

Compact Treaty, the Commission issued a statement explaining that the legal position 

was that the referendum could not, under the existing law, be postponed. 

 

 However, Sinn Féin’s finance spokesperson, Pearse Doherty, applied for judicial 

review of statements made by the Referendum Commission that Ireland could not use 

its veto to stop the ESM Treaty coming into force and therefore would not be entitled to 

ESM funding in the case of a No vote in the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum. While 

Doherty lost the challenge in the High Court on the final day of the campaign, with the 

later judgement describing the Commission’s analysis of the issues as “considered, 

thoughtful, measured”
338

, this incident, along with the Commission being forced to 

publically deny inaccuracies in its Treaty guide on the same issue following accusations 

as such from Socialist Party MEP Paul Murphy
339

, raised very public doubts over the 

independent credibility of the Referendum Commission as a source of information. 

Moreover, the Referendum Commission did, as ever, identify time pressures and 

constraints as a problem, arguing that if the period of time given to them was longer, or 

better yet if the Commission was established as a continuously existing body, it could 

better carry out its functions.
340

 

 

 In the post-referendum European Parliament Flash Eurobarometer survey, the media 

was found, as with aforementioned cases of Irish referendums on the EU, to be the most 

valuable source of information in the referendum campaign.
341

 

 

8.4 The Yes and No campaigns 

Their first electoral test since entering government and conscious of the potential for 

Irish voters to treat the referendum as a way to demonstrate their political 

dissatisfaction, the Fine Gael-Labour Party government established a Sub-Committee 

on the Referendum on the Intergovernmental Treaty on Stability, Coordination and 

Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union of the Joint Committee on European 

                                                 
338

 Ibid., 13. 
339

 Deaglán de Bréadún, “Commission denies getting its facts wrong,” The Irish Times, 5 May 2012, 

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/ireland/2012/0505/1224315652729.html (accessed 15 May 2012). 
340

 Referendum Commission, “Report on the Referendum on the Thirtieth Amendment of the Constitution 

(Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union) Bill 2012,” 15. 
341

 European Parliament, “European Parliament Eurobarometer (EB/PE Flash 353), Fiscal compact Post-

referendum Survey Ireland 31 May 2012,” 13. 



83 

 

Union Affairs to analyse the Treaty, to hear the views of and engage with a cross 

section of opinion on it, and to stimulate debate prior to the referendum. The Committee 

held a series of meetings to discuss details of the Treaty with social partners, academics, 

economists, Ambassadors of EU member-states, Irish MEPs and parliamentarians, as 

well as MEPs and parliamentarians from across Europe. Overall, the Committee heard 

evidence from more than 60 witnesses over 24 meetings.
342

 

 

 It was announced on 27 March 2012 that the referendum would be held on 31 May 

thereby allowing a relatively long campaign period, although there had been a delay in 

revealing the referendum date after the initial announcement that a referendum would be 

held. The Tánaiste, Eamon Gilmore, was quick to refer to the fact that there would be 

no possibility of a re-run referendum, that if Ireland failed to ratify the Fiscal Compact 

Treaty it would not be included in the process: “A second chance doesn’t arise in this 

case, there’s one go at it”.
343

 Thus the Government, along with Fianna Fáil who was 

now the largest party in opposition, campaigned for a Yes vote on the basis of the clear 

message that ratification of the Treaty would ensure Ireland’s future economic stability, 

labelling it the ‘Fiscal Stability Treaty’.
344

 The Yes campaign argued that ratification of 

the Treaty was fundamental as it would ensure that Ireland continued to receive funds 

from the ESM. Moreover, approval of the referendum was vital towards re-establishing 

Ireland’s reputation in the EU and in the international financial markets. It also argued 

that defeat of the referendum would generate uncertainty that would lead to Ireland not 

having access to borrowing from international money markets which would de-stabilise 

Ireland’s finances even further. 

 

 The Yes campaign articulated their message as to why the electorate should vote Yes 

convincingly with a committed and motivated campaign. Senior government ministers 

continuously and consistently repeated the message of the importance of the Treaty for 
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Ireland’s economic stability, supported by an intensive direct campaign strategy in 

which approximately two million pieces of literature was distributed by Fine Gael 

alone, as well as approximately twenty-six thousand posters with a budget of around 

€250,000. The Labour Party also engaged in an intensive direct on-the-ground and 

poster campaign, as did Fianna Fáil, whose leader, Micheál Martin, faced down 

internal party opposition to the Treaty to play a key part in the Yes campaign.
345

  

 

 The No side, on the other hand, based their campaign on the message that the Treaty, 

which it labelled the ‘Austerity Treaty’, would produce permanent austerity. 

Campaigners put forward left-wing critiques to call for a No vote as a rejection of the 

austerity policies of the Government and the EU. Sinn Féin had made significant gains 

in the 2011 general election partly on the basis of its position in opposition to Europe, 

winning ten further seats to emerge as a credible electoral force and a challenger to 

Fianna Fáil for leader of the opposition in the Dáil.
346

. The party led the No campaign 

with prominent TD performances and extensive media coverage. As well as an intensive 

direct on-the-ground and poster campaign, it launched the voteno2012.ie website
347

 and 

released ‘Austerity Treaty’ beer mats. The United Left Alliance [ULA], a banner 

formed to contest the 2011 general election under which the Socialist Party, the People 

Before Profit Alliance and the Workers’ and Unemployed Action Group positioned 

themselves on the hard-left of the Irish political spectrum and won five seats, was 

another high profile campaigner on the No side. The ULA emphasised the “citizen-led 

backlash against austerity in Europe”, arguing that recent elections in France and 

Germany and the collapse of governments in the Netherlands and Romania were part of 

a citizen-led rejection of austerity that the Irish electorate could support by voting No to 

ratification of the Fiscal Compact Treaty.
348

 

 

 Significantly, unlike previous cases of Irish referendums on European integration, 

particularly the Lisbon I and Lisbon II referendums just four and three years earlier 

respectively, political parties dominated both sides of the referendum campaign. As 
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such, while civil society groups maintained a presence, they played a much less 

prominent role. Libertas made another late entry to the referendum campaign, again on 

the No side, but did not make the same impact that it had in the two Lisbon Treaty 

referendum campaigns. Declan Ganley described its campaign as being “run on a 

shoestring”, with just €50,000 being spent, mostly on posters.
349

 On the Yes side, the 

Alliance for Ireland group, directed by Pat Cox, continued the success of Ireland for 

Europe and We Belong in the Lisbon II referendum campaign by using high profile 

public figures without ties to political parties who endorsed the Treaty, including 

entertainment and sport stars, to directly appeal to the wider public. As usual, the IFA 

and IBEC came out in support of the Treaty. However, the major trade unions, ICTU 

and SIPTU, did not take a formal position. As a single-issue treaty on economic and 

financial governance, seasoned No campaigners such as Cóir and PANA could not 

frame their particular issues in the referendum campaign.  

 

 Overall, civil society groups were at the side-lines of the referendum campaign. 

Instead, the debate was seen in terms of contestation between political parties. The 

outcome of the 2011 general election had particularly allowed for this, as left-wing 

opposition parties had been greatly strengthened. A significant conclusion taken from 

post-Lisbon II referendum comments related to the existence of a relatively large 

number of Irish voters whose views on Europe appeared to have no resonance in 

mainstream Irish politics.
350

 However in 2012, Sinn Féin and the ULA offered what 

Sverker Gustavsson terms “legitimate opposition”
351

 to the pro-European consensus that 

had reigned in mainstream Irish politics, which had been previously tapped by civil 

society groups. Newly-elected prominent left-wing independent TDs such as Thomas 

Pringle, a patron of the People’s Movement, and Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan also 

campaigned energetically against ratification of the Fiscal Compact Treaty. As such, 

there was ‘politicization’ of the issue of Europe in the Irish political system in a way 

that had not occurred previously.
352
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 Ultimately, the key factor in the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum campaign was 

the success, or lack thereof, of the political campaigners on both sides to articulate 

convincing alternative messages, upon which the electorate could orient themselves in 

relation to conflicting ideas and interests.
353

 The Yes side continuously challenged 

campaigners on the No side to detail where they would get the money from to bridge 

the gap in Ireland’s budget deficit without access to ESM funding. Unlike previous 

referendums on European integration, the No side was not campaigning to protect the 

status quo, but rather campaigning for replacement policies. In this case, it failed to 

articulate a convincing legitimate alternative to the Yes campaign’s message. As such, 

FitzGibbon concludes that the key factor of the outcome of the referendum was fear 

over the uncertainty that a No vote would bring to the future of Irish national finances
354

 

– I would add, particularly as a vote on a proposal with no option of a re-run 

referendum if it was defeated on its first attempt. Indeed, the three most frequently 

mentioned reasons for voting Yes, all at more than 20%, were ‘economic necessity or 

stability’, ‘uncertainty or instability attached to No vote’, and ‘No side failure to source 

finance or access to funding or future bailouts’.
355

 As such, the case of the Fiscal 

Compact Treaty referendum is in keeping with Hobolt’s theory whereby when frames 

emphasise the negative consequences of a No vote, more voters tend to favour the 

proposal. 

 

8.5 In summary 

To summarise, the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum broke a pattern of Irish 

referendums on the EU: a majority of 60.3% of Irish voters approved the referendum 

proposal at the first vote. In a transformed economic and political climate, ‘second-

order’ effects were stronger predictors of vote choice than they had been in previous 

Irish referendums on European integration. However, economic issues dominated the 

referendum, and the impact of Ireland’s economic climate on voting behaviour was 

particularly significant. 
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 The Treaty itself was essentially different from previous cases of Irish referendums 

on European integration. An intergovernmental treaty with no option of a re-run 

referendum on the proposal to ratify it if the first attempt was defeated, the key factor of 

the outcome of the referendum was fear over the uncertainty that a No vote would bring 

to the future of Irish national finances. Thus, the message articulated by the Yes 

campaign, emphasising the negative consequences of a No vote, was more convincing 

than the alternative message articulated by the No campaign. Dominated by political 

parties with civil society groups playing a much less prominent role, the referendum 

campaign saw the issue of Europe being politicized in the Irish political system in a way 

that had not occurred previously due to the outcome of the 2011 general election. 

 

 Moreover, as a single-issue referendum, the scope of issues that could be debated in 

the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum campaign was relatively restricted which limited 

the possibility for populist capture. Elite withdrawal was not keenly identifiable on the 

basis that the Yes side appeared to learn from factors that had led to the defeat of the 

Nice I and Lisbon I referendums and the turnaround outcomes of the Nice II and Lisbon 

II referendum in leading a committed and motivated campaign.  
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9. Conclusions and discussion 

Returning to the academic literature review, I can now conclude how the principal 

theories on voting behaviour in referendums on European integration presented here 

apply to the cases of Irish referendums on the EU since 2001. Franklin and his various 

co-authors, in a number of articles on the French, Irish and two Danish referendums on 

proposals to ratify the Maastricht Treaty, argue that the outcomes of the referendums 

were reflections of the popularity, or lack thereof, of the governments (or perhaps the 

leaders of the governments) of the day. As such, they suggest that the outcomes of 

referendums on European integration in general should not be taken at face value, and 

to not allow in them for the standing of the party or parties in the government of the day 

can be “dangerous”. The foremost distinction with this government effect of the 

‘second-order’ election school, also termed the Franklin thesis, is found in the attitude 

school. In this school, Siune and her co-authors argue that it was attitudes towards 

European integration that explain the outcomes of the two Danish referendums on the 

Maastricht Treaty. In the case of the1992 referendum defeat, they argue that the 

principal explanation was the evolved concept of what the Danes expected and wanted 

from what was to become the EU; and in accounting for the turnaround in outcome of 

the 1993 referendum, they argue that what had primarily changed was the perception of 

what was at stake due to the Edinburgh Agreement and feelings of insecurity about 

Denmark’s future position in Europe following a second defeat. Furthermore, in 

applying the Franklin thesis to five cases of Danish referendums on European 

integration, Svensson argues that it is only confirmed when weakly tested. As such, he 

suggests that citizens can bring their beliefs and attitudes on European issues to bear on 

their political decisions, and therefore that referendums on European integration should 

be considered as a positive democratic tool. 

 

 Applying these theories to the cases of Irish referendums on the EU since 2001, it 

can be concluded that ‘second-order’ effects were detectable in voting behaviour. 

However, as Sinnott and his co-author contend in their post-Lisbon I referendum 

analysis, “government satisfaction is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for 

winning a referendum on EU issues in Ireland”.
356

 In the Nice I referendum, 

government satisfaction was fairly high but referendum was defeated. In the Nice II 
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referendum, satisfaction with the Government and with the Taoiseach was much lower, 

yet the referendum was approved. In the Lisbon I referendum, satisfaction with the 

Government was low and the referendum was defeated, but this was just one factor of 

many that determined the outcome. In the Lisbon II referendum, despite historically low 

government satisfaction, the referendum was approved. Finally, in the Fiscal Compact 

Treaty referendum, low government satisfaction was again coupled with approval of the 

referendum; and while ‘second-order’ effects were stronger predictors of vote choice 

than they had been in previous Irish referendums on European integration, they were 

still just one factor of many that determined the outcome. As such, the outcomes of 

these five referendums did not just reflect the popularity, or lack thereof, of the 

government of the day or its leader. Rather ‘second-order’ effects, while detectable, 

were just one factor of many influencing voting behaviour. As such, the Franklin thesis 

is not at all strongly confirmed in the cases of Irish referendums on the EU since 2001. 

 

 It was not within the scope of this thesis to consider and apply theories related to the 

conditional influence of national political party cues and positions on voting behaviour. 

However, an interesting avenue of further research would be to analyse this in the cases 

of Irish referendums on the EU since 2001. All of the major political parties 

campaigned for a Yes vote in each of the five referendums, and yet two of the proposals 

were defeated. In these cases, a large proportion of Irish voters did not vote on the basis 

of the cues given to them by the party they had previously voted for. What are the 

factors that account for this? Moreover, prominent campaigners on the No side struggle 

to translate their referendum success into a wider context. Although certain civil society 

groups emerge as strong voices in referendum campaigns on European integration, most 

of them have little regular or visible presence on the stage of Irish civil society.
357

 

Failing to translate their referendum success into electoral success, in the 2009 

European Parliament elections after the defeat of the Lisbon I referendum, Sinn Féin’s 

Mary Lou McDonald lost her seat and only one of the candidates associated with the 

Libertas pan-European political party which had contested the elections in twenty-six 

EU member-states was elected, with Libertas leader, Declan Ganley, coming several 

thousand votes short of winning a seat. What are the factors that account for this? 
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 However, Sinn Féin successfully built partly off its position in opposition to Europe 

and heightened profile from referendum campaigns on European integration to make 

significant gains, emerging as a credible national electoral force and a challenger for 

leader of the opposition in the Dáil with the 2011 general election. The Fiscal Compact 

Treaty referendum campaign following the election was essentially different in this 

way, as the Irish political system offered “legitimate opposition” to the pro-European 

consensus that had previously reigned. To what extent was Sinn Féin’s position in 

opposition to Europe a factor in its electoral success? 

 

 As the Franklin thesis is not at all strongly confirmed in the cases of Irish 

referendums on the EU since 2001, the attitude school better explains the referendum 

outcomes. Returning to the factors that led to the defeat of the Nice I referendum, 

attitudes were stronger predictors of vote choice. However, public support for Ireland’s 

membership of the EU was typically high, with more than 70% of respondents to the 

spring 2001 Eurobarometer survey answering that Ireland’s membership was ‘a good 

thing’. Instead, the key factor in the outcome was the high abstention rate, which was 

mainly driven by a sense of lack of information and understanding. Lack of information 

also had a significant impact on the No vote. This corresponded to the feeling of most of 

the electorate that they did not have a good understanding of the issues at stake, and was 

a consequence of the first element of O’Mahony’s identified dynamic in Irish 

referendums on European integration: elite withdrawal. A complacent Yes side, led by 

the mainstream political elite, had run a lacklustre referendum campaign. It had 

continued to rely on the permissive consensus that had previously been apparent in Irish 

public opinion, and had failed to articulate a new convincing message as to why the 

electorate should vote Yes. Indeed, the Yes campaign had particularly failed to 

articulate enlargement as such a message. Despite the perception across the EU and 

candidate countries of the referendum defeat as an Irish vote against enlargement, it was 

not a prevalent issue for Irish voters. Instead, the prevalent issues had been successfully 

framed in the referendum campaign by a No side charged with conviction, principally 

led by civil society groups from outside the political party system. These groups were 

mobilised by, and based their opposition on, the perception that the EU was attacking 

their sectional interests. As such, they framed particular issues in the referendum 

campaign by emphasising certain aspects of the Nice Treaty, as termed and deemed 

important by Hobolt. These issues, namely sovereignty, traditional Catholic values, and 
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neutrality, had been identified by O’Mahony as recurring and persistent in Irish 

referendum campaigns on European integration. Thus, the second element of the 

dynamic in Irish referendums on European integration was another key factor in the 

outcome of the Nice I referendum: populist capture. Crucially, the No campaign also 

capitalised on the slogan: ‘if you don’t know, vote No’. 

 

 In subsequent referendum campaigns on the EU, the factor of elite withdrawal was 

addressed. For the Nice II referendum, an energetic Yes side ran a higher salient 

campaign. Crucially, it campaigned effectively to frame enlargement as the key issue of 

the referendum campaign and to articulate it as a convincing message as to why the 

electorate should vote Yes. This resulted in a substantial shift in attitudes on the issue 

which significantly influenced voting behaviour. However, the learning appeared to be 

short-lived. In the Lisbon I referendum campaign, a distracted and uncommitted Yes 

side resorted again to relying on the permissive consensus that had previously been 

apparent in Irish public opinion and failed to articulate a convincing message as to why 

the electorate should vote Yes. Later, the factor of elite withdrawal was addressed again 

in the Lisbon II referendum campaign on a basis similar to that of the turnaround in 

outcome of the Nice II referendum. The Yes side showed more conviction and 

initiative, particularly with government-secured concessions in the form of ‘legally 

binding guarantees’ which were said to address key electoral concerns, as part of a more 

salient referendum campaign. Finally, in the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum 

campaign, a committed and motivated Yes side articulated a convincing message as to 

why the electorate should vote Yes in that ratification of the Treaty would ensure 

Ireland’s future economic stability. This pattern is largely in keeping with Franklin’s 

more nuanced thesis regarding salience and Hobolt’s theory on the impact of political 

information in referendum campaigns. In the cases of higher salient and more intensive 

referendum campaigns, attitude voting on European issues tended to more greatly 

influence the outcomes, and turnout tended to be higher. Another interesting avenue of 

further research that was not within the scope of this thesis would be to analyse the 

impact of campaign funding on increasing the salience and intensity of referendum 

campaigns. Do increased levels of funding necessarily result in a better, more effective 

campaign? 
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 The factor of populist capture was largely inadequately addressed in subsequent 

referendum campaigns on the EU. Particularly in the case of the Lisbon I referendum 

campaign, the No side was dominated by civil society groups from across the political 

spectrum that took initiative of the campaign, facilitated by elite withdrawal. These 

groups succeeded in framing a diverse range of issues at the forefront of the referendum 

campaign that resonated strongly with the Irish public and influenced voting behaviour. 

Moreover, misconceptions and misperceptions regarding these issues were not 

adequately responded to by the Yes campaign. In keeping with Hobolt’s theory, the 

issues framed by the No campaign emphasised the negative consequences of a Yes vote 

and thus, more voters tended to oppose the proposal. However, leading to the 

turnaround outcome of the Lisbon II referendum, the Yes side sought to emulate the 

success of civil society groups in previous No campaigns. As such, civil society groups 

led the Yes campaign in order to distance the Lisbon Treaty from the unpopular 

government of the day and, as a result, the unpopularity of the Government had just a 

limited effect on vote choice. These groups had extensive links to Irish political and 

societal elites; hence they were arguably created in order for the elites to put forward 

their arguments with the public legitimacy of a civil society group. Certainly, the 

dynamic of populist capture is facilitated by the institutional rules of the Irish 

referendum game, namely the McKenna (No. 2) and Coughlan rulings. The heavily 

regulated referendum environment gives an arguably unfair advantage civil society 

groups and minor political parties opposing the proposal in referendum campaigns on 

European integration, as they are invariably a smaller campaign than the Yes side. As 

such, if interpretation of these rulings is to change like was initiated in the Lisbon II 

referendum campaign whereby there was a discernible shift in policy in the public 

broadcasting sector to interpret the Coughlan ruling more with the principle of equity 

rather than equality, what effect might this have on future Irish referendums on the EU? 

 

 Lack of information and understanding in the electorate was addressed to a certain 

extent in subsequent referendum campaigns on the EU. The Nice II referendum 

campaign, characterised by more intensive political communication, helped to increase 

the electorate’s evaluation of information and sense of understanding of the issues 

involved which had a positive impact on voting behaviour. As part of an improved 

communication process, the Referendum Commission was evaluated more positively; 

probably at least partly due to the change in its role whereby the practice of presenting 
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the arguments from both sides of the referendum campaign was dropped. The focus in 

the Nice II referendum campaign on the need to inform citizens was also addressed by 

the establishment of the National Forum on Europe. However, lack of information and 

understanding, along with a combination of other factors, played a role in determining 

the defeat of the Lisbon I referendum. The Yes side had made little effort to explain the 

issues at stake, and the No campaign capitalised on widespread doubt in the electorate 

by continuing to promote the slogan: ‘if you don’t know, vote No’. Furthermore, the 

performance of the Referendum Commission was heavily criticised, and its material 

was found to be of little value. Yet, levels of voter understanding steadily increased 

over the inter-referendum period and throughout the Lisbon II referendum campaign to 

reach a substantial high at the time of the Lisbon II referendum polling day. This had a 

positive impact on voting behaviour, both on turnout and the propensity to vote Yes, 

and was the result of a prolonged campaign with increased and better communication. 

The Referendum Commission played an important role in this with a high profile and 

extensive campaign. Its Chairman made regular media appearances to answer questions 

on the Lisbon Treaty from the public, and its guide to the Treaty was mostly found to be 

relatively easy to read and helpful. Criticism did come from the No side, however, with 

claims that the Referendum Commission was not acting as an independent source of 

information. Later, the Fiscal Compact Treaty referendum also saw comparably high 

levels of electorate sense of understanding, which positively influenced the approval of 

the proposal. Although this was undoubtedly partly due to the easier to comprehend 

Treaty, it was also due to successes of the referendum campaign. The Referendum 

Commission was generally praised for performing well; the Chairman continued the 

practice of making media appearances to explain the referendum proposal, and social 

media was used for the first time. However, there were some very public doubts raised 

over its independence. If the Referendum Commission is to be considered by the 

electorate as a helpful source of information, it is essential that it is regarded as a 

credibly independent body. How can this be achieved? 

 

 However, the media was continuously and consistently found, by a substantial 

degree, to be the most valuable source of information in Irish referendum campaigns on 

the EU. It was not within the scope of this thesis to analyse the impact of the media on 

voting behaviour, but this is certainly an interesting and important avenue of further 

research. How are European issues reported in the Irish media? To what extent do 
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voters tend to vote on the basis of cues given to them by the media? This is particularly 

significant in light of the Coughlan ruling whereby civil society groups and minor 

political parties in opposition to proposals on European integration are afforded an 

extremely favourable, arguably unfair, amount of public media airtime. As such, an 

additional interesting avenue of further research that was not within the scope of this 

thesis would be to analyse whether the media plays a more influential role in Irish 

referendum campaigns rather than, say, direct campaigning strategies which tend to be 

more significant in general elections. 

 

 It is crucial that the factor of lack of information and understanding in the electorate 

continues to be addressed. Irish referendums on the EU can be largely competent and 

responsible votes on the issues at stake given, as Hobolt argues, that adequate 

information is made available. Why is it that Irish voters, despite frequent referendums 

on European integration and the opportunity they offer to spark a learning process
358

, 

still have a problematically high sense of lack of information and understanding? Hix 

contends that in member-states with more vigorous public debate on EU issues, usually 

in the form of referendums, citizens tend to be more informed about the EU
359

. 

However, this seems not to be the case for Ireland. What are the factors that account for 

this? Is it related to Hobolt’s theory of political awareness, in that there appears to be 

relatively low levels of political awareness in Ireland and therefore citizens are less able 

to receive and critically evaluate information? 

 

 The positive effect of the prolonged Lisbon II referendum campaign on levels of 

voter understanding, together with the problems associated with rushed referendum 

campaigns, illustrates the need for an ongoing discourse about Europe in Ireland, not 

just in the limited time period before a referendum. This need is also illustrated by 

recurrent relatively low levels of turnout in Irish referendums on European integration, 

the possible impact of “referendum fatigue”, and by the sense of disinterest of Europe 

that is apparent in Irish public opinion. Clearly, more must be done to encourage greater 

levels of engagement in the electorate. In this light, the decision to close the National 
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Forum on Europe is unfortunate. Moreover, despite persistent calls from the 

Referendum Commission, it has still not been established as a continuously existing 

body
360

. Thus, it continues to face time pressures and constraints which affect its 

capacity to best fulfil its role and carry out its functions. Moreover, there is a need to 

develop a prevailing narrative on Europe in Ireland that is about more than just ‘money 

from Brussels’. 

 

 In conclusion, as Sinnott and his co-authors put it, “nothing can be taken for granted” 

in Irish referendums on the EU.
361

 Since 2001, there have been fluctuations in the levels 

of the Yes vote, the No vote, and the rate of abstention. The continuously and 

consistently high support for Ireland’s membership of the EU is not a sufficient 

condition for the approval of referendums on the EU; nor are ‘second-order’ effects 

sufficient. In Irish referendums on the EU, campaigns matter, messages matter, and the 

climate matters in order to continue to address the prevalent factors that led to the 

rejection of the first referendum on the Nice Treaty.  
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