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Leo Varadkar is quite a few firsts rolled into one. At 38, he is his country's
youngest ever Taoiseach, or Prime Minister. He's also the first from an ethnic
minority background, and the first to have come out as gay. His appointment in
June is symbolic of the shift in social values in the once staunchly Catholic
country.

Varadkar takes up the post of Taoiseach
at a time when the Republic of Ireland
has emerged from a deep financial crisis
and its economy is turning around. But
he knows that, especially given external
threats such as the neighboring U.K's
withdrawal from the European Union,
continued progress is not guaranteed.
Showing TIME around his new office on
July 7, one of the pictures ready to be
put on the wall is a copy of the first
sovereign bond issued to the Irish Free
State. It’s there as a daily reminder not
to be complacent, he says, that “no
matter what happens even the

revolutionaries had to go to the bond market in order to sustain the free state.”

He brings a straight-talking style to the office and in his
interview with TIME he spoke frankly about various
issues confronting him: about the threat Brexit poses to
the Republic of Ireland and how he can rule out the
prospect of an Irish vote to leave the E.U., how he plans
to confront President Donald Trump on global trade; and
what he thinks about media attention on his sexuality.

This interview has been lightly edited for length and
clarity:

TIME: You said in your first address as Taoiseach your government
would be "one of the new European center." What did you mean by
that?
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Varadkar: These things are always changing, but what I think is that the
traditional divide between left and right, capital and labour, small state and big
state, high taxes and low taxes, doesn’t define politics in the way it did in the
past. We see new divisions emerging in politics and I think what you have,
perhaps with me and my party, with Macron, with Trudeau, with Mark Rutte of
the Netherlands, Angela Merkel in Germany, is very much a centrist politics. We
maybe side with the right on economic issues, in that we are for balanced
budgets and free trade and open market economies. Perhaps we are slightly to
the left on other issues, such as the role the government has on redistributing
wealth, in personal freedoms.

But then there is a very new division in politics. Those of us who are in the centre
believe in opening up to the world, believe migration on balance is a good thing if
it is managed properly, and believe that multilateralism is the best way to solve
problems. It's a different form of politics to that which is popular in Britain now, in
America and in the far right across Europe which wants to put borders up again,
which sees migration as a threat, which wants to protect their economies from
trade. I know exactly where I stand on those questions and I think it is in the
same place as those European leaders. I haven’t quite found a word to describe it
yet. But I think it is generational too. I see it in the way people vote.

How does Ireland maintain influence, while its biggest partners in
Europe and in the U.S. are seeming to turn inward?

Partially through advocacy, by doing what we are doing around the world,
particularly our role in the E.U. and the United Nations and in other global
institutions. I think secondly by example. I would like Ireland to become what
Michael Collins described as the shining light unto the world. A country that
people look to for example, for example in terms of things like our economic
progress, the strength of our economy, our success as a trading nation and more
recently in terms of social liberalism, although we have more to do in that space.

Geographically we are at the periphery of Europe, but I don’t see Ireland in that
way. The way I see us is as an island at the center of the world. If you look at
things like trade links and aviation links [with Europe and the U.S.], that actually
fits in very well with the future of the country. I see us very much at the heart of
Europe; we are founding members of the single market, we are founding
members of the Euro.

Notwithstanding what other countries may decide to do – other countries that are
turning inwards to a certain extent on themselves — we are absolutely convinced
that our place is at the heart of the European home.

The U.K. is the Republic's largest and closest partner geographically
and economically. Are you concerned how its departure from the E.U.
might hurt the Irish economy?

We would prefer if it wasn’t happening. We still hope that at some point Britain
will change its mind. I’d like them to stay in the European Union, failing that I
would like Britain to stay in the Single European Market and failing that I’d like
them to stay in the Customs Union.

Our overriding objective in any negotiations is to ensure that we avoid any return
to an economic border on the island of Ireland because that could affect our
peace process, it would certainly affect the Good Friday Agreement which is
really predicated on the idea that both countries are in the European Union and
borders wouldn’t matter, so that is our overriding concern. Secondly is
maintaining trade arrangements as they are now. We are pretty much abolishing
tariffs with Japan and Canada and it would be odd if we had tariffs with Britain
quite frankly. The idea that you could send agricultural products to Tokyo and
Osaka and not pay tariffs and you would have to pay tariffs sending them to
Manchester is quite hard to fathom in the modern world.

If Britain doesn't stay in the Single Market or Customs Union, we are very much in
favor of a free trade agreement between the U.K. and Europe. We don't want
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Britain to be punished for its decision to leave, and it is not in our interests for
Britain to be punished because we may be the ones who lose out as much if not
more than them.

Are you confident that the E.U. negotiators have Ireland’s best
interests in mind? They are negotiating on behalf of 27 countries, and
what is good for Ireland might not necessarily be good for Germany or
France.

I am confident that they understand the unique issues and problems that we
face. I have met with [European Commission] President Juncker and [E.U. chief
negotiator] Michel Barnier, all the Prime Ministers now in Europe, we spent 12-14
hours together in Brussels and I have met and talked with them all. So everyone
understands two things. They understand the impact on trade and that is not
unique, we are not the only ones who are concerned about the impact on trade,
the Dutch, the Danes, the French, the Germans, all understand the impact on
their own economies of trade being disrupted.

But they also understand the thing that is unique when it comes to Ireland, which
is Northern Ireland. That is well understood and in fact it is very much reflected in
the guidelines and the negotiating priorities of the European Union. What I do
fully appreciate is that turning goodwill and positive sentiment into a final
agreement that can be written down into international law is going to be very
difficult, and it still does seem to be largely the position of the British negotiating
team that they can retain most of the benefits of membership and disavow most
of the costs and responsibilities and that’s not a sustainable position.

I think we are stronger actually because we are part of a
negotiating team with 450 million people behind us.
Whereas Britain is negotiating with 60 million people
behind them. And I think that puts us in a position of
strength but it is something we have to be really vigilant
about.

Can you rule out an Irish vote on leaving the
European Union too? "Irexit" would certainly
solve a lot of these problems.

It is something we are not even considering and
something we can absolutely rule out. Four times in our history, we decided as a
country to take a different road than the United Kingdom; we did it in 1921, when
we became independent and we were the first country to leave the Empire. We
did it in 1948, when we left the commonwealth and declared a Republic. We did it
again in 1979, the year I was born, when we broke the link with sterling and
floated our own currency and then we did it again in 2001 when we joined the
Euro.

We have made the decision that we are at the heart of Europe. It is the union
that we helped to build and even if there are rocky waters or difficult times
ahead, that is where we belong. When there were challenges on every occasion
we overcame them and emerged stronger and prosperous I think as a result.

There have been suggestions by a number of people, including your
predecessor Enda Kenny, that the case for a referendum on a united
Ireland is growing stronger post-Brexit. Do you agree?

It’s something I’m very much opposed to, first of all because I think it would be
defeated. Unless people who voted for unionist parties are suddenly going to vote
for a united Ireland, which I don’t believe will happen, a border poll will be
defeated. So it would not achieve a united Ireland but what it would do is give
rise to further nationalism, further sectarianism and further polarization.

That is the last thing we need in the current environment. I can understand why
Sinn Fein are promoting it because that is the kind of politics that they want to
promote. That’s not the kind of politics I believe in, what I believe in is the
politics of John Hume who spoke less about united Ireland and more about an
agreed Ireland, that we need to agree the arrangements and the relationships,
north and south, east and west.
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You recently spoke to U.S. President Donald Trump for the first time.
How did the conversation go?

We have actually spoken twice. The first time was many years ago, on a different
matter. It was a small thing. When he bought the [Doonbeg] golf course in
County Clare, I was Minister for Tourism at the time and he had a planning issue
which we were able to resolve. It was resolved by the county council rather than
by me but it was resolved.

Was that normal, for a private citizen to call the Tourism Minister over
a planning issue?

I think it probably reflected his business style at the time. I get the impression he
is the kind of person who would just pick up the phone and want to ring the man
or woman who is in charge over there, rather than necessarily going through
normal business or diplomatic procedures. There are plusses and minuses to that.

In many ways I actually like that approach, because you know traditional civil
service and diplomatic approaches can be all about hierarchies, and sometimes
the principals just need to talk and sort it out. He is very much a CEO rather than
a politician and it might be possible once you have developed a relationship with
him to resolve issues that officials and diplomats might spend years exchanging
papers on. So I think the first thing is to try to develop a relationship.

Irish Prime Ministers are typically invited to meet the U.S. President in
March for St Patrick's Day. What will you say to President Trump when
you meet him?

I’m not going to tell the American president how to run America but I think it is
important that when friends are speaking to each other that they are able to be
very frank in the views that are exchanged and I certainly will be doing that.

We want to continue to trade freely with America and if I do get a chance to
meet him in March, I’ll certainly be making the case for free trade, not just
because it benefits Ireland but also because it benefits America as well. He has
talked about making America great again and I don’t think you can make America
great again by trying to go back to an old coal-based manufacturing economy that
doesn’t really exist anymore. It is going to have to be about embracing a modern
trading economy and I have no doubt that as a politician, ultimately what he
wants is the best interests of his country.

While I absolutely disagree with some of the pronouncements he has made in the
past, the relationship that exists between Ireland and America is much more
important than who is president now or Taoiseach now or who is government
here or there or which party is in power and I am determined to keep relations
between Ireland and America at a very good level.

Do you think that the Apple tax case threatens Ireland’s attractiveness
as a destination for U.S. corporations?

We have a very clear view on that, which is that Apple should pay its taxes but it
should pay them where they are owed. Apple has a real and big operation in
Ireland but their operation in Ireland is not where the intellectual property for
iPads or iPhones were developed, it's not where they are even made. So Apple
pays tax in Ireland on the money it makes in Ireland. Any other money they have
made they should pay but where it is made. We don’t believe it is owed here. But
ultimately the European Court of Justice will decide that.

I think we are going to win the case, Apple have taken the case to the ECJ, we
have too but I assume they would have taken the case anyway whether we did or
not. I think the fact that we are defending our tax policy sends a very positive
message to companies, American or otherwise who may wish to invest in Ireland
that we will notwithstanding pressure domestically, stand over our policy and our
commitments and we will see what the ECJ determines.
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Well, first of all I think marriage equality and abortion are very different issues.
But we will have a referendum next year. I think that is achievable. Whether we
can do it in the first half of the year or the second half of the year, remains to be
determined. The particularly contentious amendment [on abortion] was put into
the constitution in 1983, which is a long time ago at this stage. I think the Irish
people should have their say. What we need to define over the next couple of
months is exactly what question is asked. We have a lot of experience with
referendums in Ireland and I think before you ask people the question in a
referendum you need to be able to be very clear about what the question they are
being asked is. So we want to refine that question over the next six months to a
year and put it to the people and allow them to make a decision.

Internationally, a lot of attention on your appointment has focused on
your sexuality, given Ireland’s staunchly Catholic past. But here in
Ireland, it's not really been an issue at all. Does that surprise you?

I think it has just reflected a change in Irish society that has already happened. I
don’t feel that I am necessarily changing things for other people. I think that
other people, perhaps people braver than me, who campaigned for equal rights
before the law changed things for me. To them I’m very grateful.

But it does add additional responsibility on me, that I do want to use the office
that I now hold to advance equality of opportunity, to advance the concepts of
equal rights before the law. That's not just for people from the LGBT community
here in Ireland, but also in Northern Ireland and around the world where such
rights are under threat. Europe may be going in one direction but other parts of
the world like Turkey and Russia are going in the wrong direction, at least when it
comes to equality before the law, even in some parts of eastern Europe.

Ireland approved same-sex marriage in a popular referendum in 2015.
Now, the country's legal restrictions on abortion are under
international scrutiny. Is this something you are going to address
while in office?
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Nervous Kenyans Head to the
Polls Amid Fears of Electoral
Violence
Millions of people head to the polls in
Kenya amid fears that the latest
electoral clash between its foremost…
political dynasties could once again
descend into violence. The country's
foremost political dynasties are
polling neck-and-neck
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The Bachelorette Recap: Who Did Rachel Choose?
Now that there is only man left in Rachel Lindsay’s life it’s pretty clear what’s going to
happen. Who did she finally choose to slip a Neil Lane diamond ring on her finger?U.S.

An Underground Safe Haven
for Drug Users Has Been
Operating in the U.S. for Years
A safe haven where drug users inject
themselves with heroin and
other drugs has been quietly…
operating in the U.S. for the past
three years, a report reveals. Injection
sites are legal in countries including
Australia, Canada, the Netherlands
and Spain

U.S.

U.S. Is Already Feeling Effects
of Climate Change, Report Says
A federal climate report says the
United States is already feeling the
effects of climate change, with…
temperatures rising dramatically over
the last four decades. The New York
Times acquired a draft copy of the
report by scientists from 13 federal
agencies

U.S.

A 9/11 Victim Has Been
Identified 16 Years After the
Attacks
Advances in DNA testing have
enabled medics to positively identify
the remains of a victim of the…
September 11 terrorist attacks on the
World Trade Center, The New York
Times reports

TECH

Google Has Fired the Employee
Who Wrote an Anti-Diversity
Tirade, Report Says
Google has reportedly fired an
employee who wrote a scathing
internal memo critical of the…
company's diversity policies.
Bloomberg reports that the engineer
responsible for the note confirmed
that he was dismissed for
"perpetuating gender stereotypes"
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Jeff Sessions Fires Back After Chicago Sues Over
Sanctuary City Threat
Mayor Rahm Emanuel has taken his fight against President Donald Trump's immigration
policies to court, with Chicago becoming one of the first cities to sue over what many…
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After a Sailboat Struck a Power
Line on a Texas Lake
A third Boy Scout has died from
injuries suffered when a sailboat
struck an overhanging power line on…
a lake east of Dallas, an official said.
The 11-year-old Scout was sailing in
a catamaran with two older boys,
aged 16 and 17

Sanctuary City — At Least
According to the Trump…
AdministrationThe Trump Administration is no
longer treating Florida’s Miami-Dade
County as a so-called “sanctuary city…
after the county began extending the
detentions of local inmates who are

Scripts and Stolen HBO
Executive Emails
An individual using the name "Mr.
Smith" posted a fresh cache of stolen
HBO files, including related to Game…
of Thrones online, part of what the
purported hacker has claimed is a
much larger trove of stolen HBO
material

NEWSFEED

A Driver Dressed Up as His
Car's Seat and People Thought
It Was a Driverless Car
A man out to trick people on the road
decided to go out with a bang this
summer. A van that appeared to hav…
no driver behind the wheel made
headlines when people spread photos
of the alarming sight
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