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FREYA McCLEMENTS
Northern Editor

The announcement of a com-
mitment by the EU and UK to
work towards a deal that would
remove most checks on
agri-food products moving be-
tween Britain and the North
has been hailed as “a good day
for Northern Ireland”.

Speaking following the an-
nouncement by British prime
minister Keir Starmer and Eu-
ropean Commission president
Ursula von der Leyen yester-
day, Tánaiste Simon Harris
said it was “very important that
the unique circumstances of
Northern Ireland be taken into
account, and that has been
done.

“A broad-based SPS
[sanitary and phyto-sanitary]
agreement would bring signifi-
cant benefits for Northern Ire-
land business and consumers,
and for the efficient operation

of the Windsor Framework,”
he said.

The commitment regarding
SPS checks was part of a
wide-ranging agreement an-
nounced following an EU-UK
summit, and includes increased
co-operation in areas including
food, fishing, defence and pass-
port checks.

Dynamicalignment
According to the text of the
agreement on a “renewed agen-
da” for EU-UK co-operation,
London and Brussels have com-
mitted to “work towards estab-
lishing a Common Sanitary and
Phytosanitary Agreement”,
which would result in dynamic
alignment on SPS products be-
tween the EU and UK.

“This would result in the vast
majority of movements of ani-
mals, animal products, plants
and plant products between
Great Britain and the Europe-
an Union being undertaken

without the certificates or con-
trols that are currently re-
quired by the rules,” the agree-
ment stated.

This would also apply to
Northern Ireland through the
“interplay of the Windsor
Framework and the SPS Agree-
ment, so long as the SPS Agree-
ment is fully implemented” and
will “provide for Northern Ire-
land maintaining its privileged
unique dual access to both the
European Union Single Market
and the United Kingdom inter-
nal market,” it said.

It is not clear how long it will
take to implement this deal, but
it will require detailed negotia-
tion of the legal text and the pro-
cess could take some time.

Planned EU-UK deal a ‘good
day for Northern Ireland’

PAT LEAHY
Political Editor

The number of children await-
ingassessments of need for dis-
ability or autism services for
six months or longer will grow
from 15,000 now to 25,000 by
the end of the year, the HSE es-
timates.

Huge increases in the num-
bers of people seeking assess-
ments of need due to their disa-
bility and/or autism have over-
whelmed the system, with
HSE projections showing the
situation is expected to deteri-
orate significantly this year.

More than 15,000 children
are now waiting longer than
six months for an assessment
of need, but that number is ex-
pected to grow to 25,000 by
the end of the year, the HSE
has told Labour TD Alan
Kelly.

Under disability legislation,
children are entitled to an as-
sessmentof need, aformal pro-
cess that evaluates their condi-
tion and what services they re-
quire, within six months of ap-
plying for it.

The Government will come
under intense pressure on ser-
vices for children with autism
this week with a 50-hour pro-
test by a 14-year-old activist
outside the gates of Leinster
House and questions and a mo-
tion from Opposition leaders
on the floor of the Dáil.

Cara Darmody, a disability
rights activist from Co Tipper-
ary who has previously met
the Taoiseach, Tánaiste and
Minister for Children says she
will begin a 50-hour protest
outside Leinster House this
morning to protest at delays in
providing assessments of
need to children.

Motionfordebate
Opposition leaders will meet
Ms Darmody before putting
questions to the Taoiseach in
the Dáil. The Government has
also allocated 3½ hours today
for statements on the issue,
while Sinn Féin has put down
a motion for debate this even-
ing.

Ms Darmody campaigned
last year for the government
to allocate extra funding for as-
sessments of need – leading to
an allocation of ¤10 million in

the budget, which then taoise-
ach Simon Harris described as
“Cara’s fund”.

Ms Darmody also met the
Minister for Children Norma
Foley last week to discuss the
issue and has tabled a number
of “asks”: for the Government
to declare a “national emer-
gency for children”; increased
funding to deal with waiting
lists for assessments of need;
the creation of a taskforce to
address difficulties in the re-
cruitment of staff; additional
funding for services for chil-
dren with autism; and that she
be allowed to address the Cabi-
net committee on disability.

‘Nationalpicture’
Ms Darmody says her activism
was initially motivated by the
experiences of her two young-
er brothers who have autism
and intellectual disabilities
but that she is now focused on
the “national picture”.

Her father Mark says that
his two sons Neil (12) and John
(8) “receive almost no services
from the State”.

Government sources ac-
knowledge that they are likely
to come under extreme pres-
sure on the issue this week, es-
pecially after making promis-
es to improve disability servic-
es during the general election
campaign.

In a statement, a spokes-
man for Ms Foley said: “We ful-
ly acknowledge that the wait-
ing lists for assessments of
need are far too long and that
this has a significant impact
on the lives of children and
their families.”

The statement added that
the Government will intro-
duce a series of reforms to
overhaul the entire system
and that proposals have been
repeatedly discussed by the
Cabinet committee, including
legislative change.

ButGovernment sources ad-
mit that capacity constraints
will continue to mean people
are waiting for assessments.
Meanwhile, some parents
have resorted to legal action to
force the State to provide
services.
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KEITH DUGGAN
in Washington

Donald Trump has expressed
the belief following a phone call
with Vladimir Putin that Russia
will “immediately start negotia-
tions towards a ceasefire and,
more importantly an end to the
war” in Ukraine.

The US president also spoke
to Ukrainian leader Volodymyr
Zelenskiy before and after his
two-hour dialogue with Mr Pu-
tin yesterday.

While Mr Trump was opti-
mistic about the conversation

and praised the “tone and spir-
it”, no definitive breakthrough
was achieved, nor did Russia ac-
cede to the30-day ceasefire pro-
posed by the US.

The Russian president was
more circumspect and ambiva-
lent in an interview with state
television yesterday, describing
the conversation as “very in-
formative and very frank”.

“I for my part also noted that
Russia also supports a peaceful
settlement of the Ukraine cri-
sis,” Mr Putin said. “We must
simply determine the most ef-
fective paths toward peace.”

He said Russia was ready to
deal with Ukraine with a view to
establishing “a memorandum
regarding a possible future
peace treaty defining a number
of positions such as, for exam-
ple, the principles of settle-
ment, the timing of a possible
peace agreement, including a
possible ceasefire for a certain
period”.

Mr Trump, in a social media
post, suggested the Vatican as a
suitable and willing host for the
negotiations.

Mr Putin’s foreign policy ad-
viser, Yuri Ushakov, said a po-

tential nine-person mutual pris-
oner swap had been discussed
and that both presidents had ad-
dressed oneanother on an infor-
mal, first-name basis. Accord-
ing to the Russian state agency
Tass, Mr Ushakov said neither
leader “wanted to end the con-
versation”.

Speaking in Kyiv after the
conversation, Mr Zelenskiy sug-
gested that “a meeting of all
teams at a very high level” may
be imminent, while reiterating
the position that his country
will never withdraw its forces
from Ukrainian territory, nor

yield to Russian ultimatums.
Mr Trump spoke to several

European leaders after his
phone call with Mr Putin.

Ursula von der Leyen, the Eu-
ropean Commission president,
thanked the US president for
“his tireless efforts to bring a
ceasefire to Ukraine” in a social
media post.

Pre-empting the phone call
yesterday, US vice-president
JD Vance emphasised the po-
tential economic benefits for
Russia of working out a peace
treaty.

“I think the [US] president is

going to say to President Putin:
look, are you serious? Are you
real about this?” Mr Vance said.

“Because the proposal from
the United States has always
been: look, there’s a lot of eco-
nomic benefits to thawing rela-
tions between Russia and the
rest of the world. But you are
not going to get those benefits if
you keep on killing a lot of inno-
cent people.”
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