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Brexit after Brexit 

 

When my visit to you was first planned for 13 November last year I would have been 

speaking in a quite different context from the one that exists now. Then we were still 

in the European Union and it was possible to hope that we could remain and to 

campaign for the Withdrawal deal and the Political Declaration on the future U.K./EU 

relationship which Boris Johnson had struck late in October to be put to the 

electorate in a referendum for a final decision one way or another. That hope died on 

Eleection Day in December. 

 

Many, pretty egregious errors were made, among which I would certainly include 

trying to revoke Article 50 without holding a referendum and triggering an election 

ahead of such a referendum; and the fact that, in our quasi-presidential election 

system, no opposition leader had much appeal to the electorate did not help, to put it 

mildly. But I do not wish to rake over those ashes this evening. 

 

Now we have left the European Union; and we all of us have to come to terms with 

the realities of Brexit. And we face at the very least 10 months of arduous and 

probably quite confrontational negotiations over the UK’s future relationship with the 

EU 27. I doubt if it makes much sense to speculate now whether that short period of 

time has much credibility and is likely to be achieved. We shall know the answer to 

that soon eough. 

 

There are roughly three possible broad outcomes – a deal is struck and ratified 

before the end of 2020, or we go over a cliff into a no deal situation and WTO trade 

terms (now called the Australian option despite the fact that the Australians 

themselves find this status so unattractive that they are negotiating a free trade area 

deal with the EU for themselves) at the beginning of 2021, or, thirdly, the transitional 

period is extended to allow time for further negotiation, a possibility which I do not 

believe can be completely discounted, however many times the Prime Minister says 

that it should be. 

 



What will be the pinch points in those 2020 negotiations, as we spend a year in 

transition – not the Implementation Phase as Theresa May’s Orwellian phrase would 

have it, but effectively a standstill arrangement – Brexit in name only you could call it, 

except that we will no longer have any say over the decisions applying to us? 

 

– Sequencing will be important. Theresa May got that comprehensively wrong, 

conceding from the outset the EU’s preferred sequencing, concentrating on the 

divorce settlement and consigning the future relationship to a vague and non-binding 

Declaration. Judging from the texts of the Commission’s draft mandate and our own 

government’s statement to Parliament, it appears as if repeating that sort of mistake 

and giving absolute priority to the trade in goods at the expense of everything else – 

trade in services, recognition of professional qualifications, data processing, 

cooperation on research and innovation, internal security and the fight against 

international crime, foreign and defence policy cooperation – is to be avoided this 

time round. But watch out. As the months wind by siren voices will be heard saying 

all we really need is a bare bones trade in goods agreement. They will need to be 

resisted. Going over a cliff edge on all the rest – 80% of our economy is in services 

and, unlike the trade in goods, our exports to the EU far exceed our imports from 

them – would be extraordinarily damaging. 

 

– Then we can certainly expect the government, as the autumn approaches, to trot 

out the mantra that “no deal is better than a bad deal” in the hope that this will put 

the wind up our negotiating partners. Well, it did not do so in 2017, in 2018, or in 

2019. And there is no sign to indicate it will do so now in 2020. Nor will wishful 

thinking about splits in the EU 27 coming to our rescue be that likely to materialise. I 

doubt if that will happen to any serious extent. The benefits to them of unity have 

already been demonstrated. And, in any case, you need the EU 27 to be agreed on 

a position if we are to strike a deal with them. 

 

– And then there will be that “level playing field”, to which both parties signed up in 

the Political Declaration, but from which our government now seems to wish to 

diverge as an issue of principle. That hardly seems wise, particularly since no 

mention is being made of the sectors where divergence might be beneficial to us – 

over cars, over chemicals, over data? – not all that likely given the large proportion of 



our production in such sectors which goes to the EU. But insisting on divergence as 

a principle will have an up-front cost in the terms of the free trade agreement we are 

trying to negotiate. And the concept of a level playing field commitment – on state 

aids and environmental standards as well as on other regulatory standards – is not 

just some idea dreamed up in Brussels. You will find it in the recently re-negotiated 

free trade agreement between Canada, Mexico and the United States and also in the 

Trans Pacific Agreement. It is an integral part of free trade area agreements between 

large developed economies in close geographical proximity to one another (which of 

course Canada and the EU are not). So there will be no ducking the level playing 

field issue in these negotiations. And starting out with such an across the board 

confrontational approach to it will certainly not make it easier to find common ground. 

 

One pinch point, fisheries, is already apparent – and it is likely to be prominent, not 

so much because of its economic significance, which is small, but because of its 

sensitivity in fishing communities on both sides of the English and Irish Channels and 

the North Sea; and also because of its totemic significance in the Leave campaign 

which held out some pretty unrealistic promises. 

 

Any deal on fisheries to be struck will need to contain three elements – first the 

shared management of fish stocks between the U.K. and EU, recognising the 

inconvenient fact that fish do not recognise boundaries and Exclusive Economic 

Zones and avoiding inflicting irreparable damage to those stocks from over fishing. 

Second, some access for vessels from each side to the territorial waters and EEZs 

of the other. And third tariff treatment in the EU market to which a steadily increasing 

proportion of our catches has been going in recent years. 

 

Of these three elements, the second one, access to waters will be the most difficult. 

But just remember that, long before the Common Fisheries Policy ever existed and 

long before the U.K. joined the EU, in 1964 we negotiated the London Convention 

which recognised limited historical rights of access to our territorial waters which we 

were extending from 6 to 12 miles to our continental neighbours. So there is no issue 

of principle at stake here, just ones of politics and practicality. 

 



And I would warn against ingenious suggestions of swapping concessions by us on 

fish for financial services. Such ideas are likely to make achieving a balanced 

outcome on the three elements I have identified and a deal which will offer better 

returns to our fishermen than they have now, which I believe are attainable, more 

difficult to negotiate. 

 

That is quite enough to demonstrate that there are some hard choices to be made in 

2020 which will determine whether our new mutual relationship with the EU gets off 

on a reasonably harmonious or on an acrimonious footing. How about the medium to 

longer term? 

 

Much of course will depend on those 2020 negotiations. If we do end up without a 

deal at the beginning of 2021, or if we end up with one which it becomes clear is 

damaging to our economy, to our security and to our influence in the world – and 

also to the rights we have had during our time as members, then it would hardly be 

surprising if the opposition parties were to campaign on a platform of negotiating a 

better, closer deal if they were to form a government after the next general election. 

But, with the exception of the SNP in the particular circumstances of their campaign 

for independence and of the Republican parties in Northern Ireland, I would not 

expect any of the main parties in the U.K. to take up the cause of re-joining the EU – 

now that remaining is no longer an option – any time soon. 

 

Clearly, if I am correct in that forecast, that creates some difficult problems for those 

of us who continue to believe that this country has made a disadvantageous choice. I 

would not dream of trying to tell the European Movement what to do in those 

circumstances. There will be one major task which does not involve any binary 

choices and that is to ensure that the EU is seen as it is and not as its critics and 

enemies, so strongly entrenched within the print and social media, would have us 

believe it is. That will be no easy task, particularly in the near term, but it will be an 

essential one if the tide is ever to turn at some point in the future. That would involve, 

too, not being uncritically supportive of every twist and turn in EU policy making. 

Better surely to speak out as we would have done had we still been a member. I 

myself find no difficulty in criticising the French-led decision to refuse to open 

accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania; or to arguing that 



imposing quotas of third country immigrants by a majority vote was quite simply a 

bridge too far. I believe our credibility with our friends in the EU will be strengthened 

and not damaged by such frankness. 

 

I am afraid that is as far as my crystal ball will take me just now. You may yourselves 

have better ideas. The one thing we must not do is the retreat into silence and 

mourning just because things have not turned out as we would have wished them to 

do. 

 


