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Objective 
 
Perhaps the most frequent objection to a Zero Covid strategy in the Republic of Ireland is: 
“but what about the border with Northern Ireland?”. This position paper outlines a strategy 
to manage border areas in order to bring Covid cases down, and keep them down in the 
Republic. 
 
We must at the outset be clear about what this strategy attempts to achieve. Indeed, a 
pandemic border management plan will vary with the epidemiological situation. In other 
words, there should not be one “border plan”, but rather a number of them, which should 
be adjusted and monitored regularly. 
 
This paper presents one such strategy, which we believe addresses the objection heard 
most often about a Zero Covid approach for the Republic of Ireland. It goes something like 
this: If the South reaches Zero Covid, or a low number of daily cases, but the North is not 
able to reach a similar situation because it is still struggling with Covid, then how can we 
possibly prevent cases in the North from trickling down South and re-seeding the Republic? 
 
 
Key principle 
 
Counter-intuitively, it is important to understand that this border plan, in fact, has little to 
do with the border. The plan is applied to the border because it is the area which most 
people believe would pose a problem to a Zero Covid strategy. But in fact, the plan’s 
principles could be applied to any other area in the Republic—which examples will illustrate 
below. 
 
In other words, border counties should be treated like any other county in Ireland—viruses 
do not care about politics and we must simply follow the data. The key general principle is 
thus: If an area (county, local electoral area, province, etc.) is infected, we must label that 
area a “red zone” and we must restrict movements out of that area so that infections do not 
spill over to other areas and ultimately, the whole island. Conversely, if an area has low/no 
cases, we want to protect it and restrict movements into that area so that it doesn’t become 
infected. 
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This principle fits within ISAG’s overarching “Green Zone” strategy to deal with Covid in the 
Republic. The Green Zone strategy is a geographical approach to Covid. It maintains that the 
Republic (or any country, for that matter) should address the pandemic area by area 
(counties, commuting zones or cities—whatever makes sense). If any area reaches Zero 
Covid, it should be labelled a “green zone”, and some restrictions could be lifted there. 
Adjacent green zones could form bubbles where cross-zone travel is allowed. The best way 
to protect a green zone is to make neighbouring areas green zones as well, to reduce the 
likelihood that the green zone will be re-seeded from neighbouring areas. Checkpoints 
would surround all green zones to ensure that they are not re-seeded from outside. 
 
Conversely, if the island of Ireland reached Zero Covid, except for specific areas, these areas 
should be labelled “red zones” and their boundaries policed through checkpoints to ensure 
that red zone residents do not travel out of the red zone and re-seed other (green) areas on 
the island.  
 
 
Containing a red zone 
 
The plan to contain an infected red zone is as follows. 
 
(1) The infected area becomes a “red zone”: Residents of the red zone must stay within that 
zone (or within a 5km radius if we want stricter restrictions). We can make a number of 
exceptions about who can move in and out of the red zones/border counties: essential 
workers, on compassionate grounds, health treatment, etc. But generally exemptions 
should be kept to a strict minimum. 
 
(2) Garda checkpoints regulate movements in and out of red zones. When cross-border 
zone communities are integrated, the exceptions could be more flexible. A system of 
permits would be used to manage traffic efficiently. 
 
(3) Buffer zone: a buffer zone will be located around the red zone, if there is significant 
movement with adjacent zones. Residents of that buffer zone (10km-30km wide depending 
on geography and local details) could move in and out of the adjacent red zone, or not—
depending on the “stiffness” of our buffer zones, and on local specifics. 
 
(4) Sentinel zone: this is a zone immediately south of the buffer zone, where we monitor for 
Covid cases (through sewage system testing, mobile phone data, etc.): the goal is to detect 
Covid cases if they leak out of the red zone and buffer zone. If positive cases are detected, 
then the red zone and buffer zone lines must be stiffened. 
 
(5) Movements cross-zones are regulated by the Garda and through a system of permits 
that people stick in their windshields. 
 
(6) In the case of the North, integrated cross-border contact tracing system will help, just 
like cooperation with the PSNI to regulate traffic, as has happened already. 
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Cork and Dublin as examples 
 
Questions about Zero Covid have usually focused on the North as the source of infections 
that would threaten the Republic. However, it is as likely, or even more likely, that in the 
event that the island advances toward Zero Covid level, it is Dublin that will constitute the 
last hurdle, i.e. the last infected zone. This is due to its status as a globally connected city 
with significant numbers of international travel, and to its nature as a large urban centre 
where there are many human interactions. Therefore, the plan presented here may well 
have to be applied to Dublin (map 1). Other scenarios are also possible, for example, with 
Cork city (map 2).  
 

 
Map 1 Dublin 
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Map 2 Cork 
 
Note that in the case of Dublin (Map 1), a segment of the red zone’s southern boundary has 
no buffer (blue) zone and is directly adjacent to the sentinel (yellow) zone. This is because 
this area benefits from a natural barrier (the Wicklow mountains) that makes it unnecessary 
to use a buffer zone. We are confident that travel across that line can be policed effectively 
because there is simply not large amounts of travel across that boundary.  
 
The principle holds for other maps as well: when there are natural features like national 
parks, forests, agricultural land, etc. that naturally divide populations, cross-border 
movement is easy to manage and so a buffer zone is unnecessary. The same also applies to 
commuting zones. If a red zone is drawn around a commuting zone, it is possible to assume 
that only small numbers of people would regularly move across the zone, and therefore a 
buffer zone is not necessary. 
 
Thus, when drawing the boundaries of red zones, it is important to pay attention to the local 
geography of the area.  
 
Turning now to our border plan (Map 3), it can be seen that it simply applies the same 
principles as above to the border regions. 
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Map 3 Border regions 
 
 
Map 3 shows 5 red zones (this is a hypothetical worst case scenario, assuming that there are 
infections all along the border). Red zone 1 is around Letterkenny, assumed to be infected 
due to its close link with the North; red zone 2 is centered around Donegal town, red zone 3 
covers the northern part of Cavan; red zone 4 is Monaghan; red zone 5 covers a good part of 
Louth.  
 
Donegal county is highly integrated with the North, and thus in the advent that it is seeded 
from the North, it is important to ensure that those infections do not trickle down to the 
South. Hence red zones 1 and 2 are surrounded by buffer zones that would reduced 
significantly movement going south (in addition to the other red zones which also act as 
filters). 
 
Commuting patterns in Cavan tend to be split between northern and southern areas of 
Cavan, hence red zone 3’s boundaries. As noted above, it may be possible to manage red 
zone 3’s southern boundary effectively enough without recourse to a buffer zone (this 
depends on the local geography and commuting patterns). 
 
Louth requires a buffer zone given the traffic going through it (north and south). The precise 
zonal boundaries would be drawn following local commuting patterns. 
 
It should be noted that in Map 3, red zones could be further divided up into 5 km radius 
zones as under Level 5 restrictions. This would mean that people living in red zones could 
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only move within a 5 km radius, which would considerably reduce traffic within red zones 
and in and out of red zones. The red zones would thus be tighter. 
 
A key question is, what kind of checkpoints (if any), would be in place on the actual North-
South border? Here we have a range of possibilities. At one end, we can control the North-
South border tightly, with lots of checkpoints and a small number of exemptions. This would 
reduce infections in border red zones. On the other hand, if tight controls on the North-
South border are not as effective or practical as we would wish, we could have looser 
controls on the border, compensated by tighter controls on the southern line of border red 
zones (and within red zones). This would ensure that, although there would be more 
infections in border red zones due to looser controls at the North-South border, those 
infections would nevertheless not trickle down south to other parts of the Republic thanks 
to tighter controls inside and at the southern edge of border red zones. Once again, 
different approaches could be used at different border red zones—the border is not 
homogeneous. 
 
One option that would facilitate cross-border management on the North-South border is to 
establish a “cross-border bubble zone”, say 5-10 km on both sides of the border. All 
residents of that zone could be allowed to cross the border freely, or perhaps only for 
essential reasons, but could not go beyond the bubble zone. Residents would be handed 
permits. Again, this bubble system could be loose or tight, with compensating stiffness 
elsewhere in the border counties to prevent infections from trickling down south. 
 
 
Special issues 
 
(1) Freight and trade: Truck drivers are allowed to go through all zones—no change in trade 
and economic flows, except for details: e.g. when trucks arrive at destination, they could be 
unloaded by local teams and the drivers stay in their truck (as done in Australia); truck 
drivers should not stop on their journey or interact with people in the South in ways that 
would not be socially distanced. Same thing for trucks coming from outside the island: a 
combination of Covid tests and behavioral adaptations ensure they do not spread Covid in 
Ireland. 
 
(2) Northern workers in Dublin: Many Northern construction workers work in/around 
Dublin. These can still come, but they must be in quarantine for some days in Dublin in a 
designated facility, after which they may start working in Dublin for as long as they like 
(maybe 2-3 weeks shifts). If government pays those quarantine stays, it will be largely be 
repaid through economic activity—it’s a similar system as airport quarantine.  
 
(3) Sectoral arrangements: For all industrial/economic sectors that operate cross-border or 
cross-zone (wherever they may be), specifics must be agreed with that economic sector. An 
Australian officer told us he learned more than he ever wanted to learn about the honey 
bee trade because it was important along the border he was dealing with! 
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