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Introduction 
 

The United Kingdom and the European Union have always had an unstable relationship. 

Their entrance to the European Community (EC) – European Union’s predecessor - was 

negotiated twice by two different 

governments. Although the Kingdom 

joined the organisation in 1973, only 

two years later the Labour government 

of Harold Wilson intended to 

renegotiate the terms of their 

participation and called a referendum 

on their membership in 1975, which 

resulted in 67% of the voters affirming 

that the country should remain in the 

European Community. Then when the 

Euro was created as the single 

currency for the economic union, the 

United Kingdom was the only country 

that opted out of along with Denmark. 

They were also excluded from the 

Schengen area, which granted them 

some autonomy while controlling their 

immigration intake. Their relatively 

loose ties to Brussels were eventually 

cut on 22 February 2016, when Prime 

Minister David Cameron, who was a 

Remainer along with his cabinet, responded to the Brexiteer pressures by calling a people’s 

vote on the matter. Conservative Party was deeply fractured between Brexiteers and 

Remainers, just like the main 

opposition party Labour. In the end, 

Brexiteer public campaign turned out 

to be more successful than that of the 

Remainer faction and people decided 

upon leaving the Union by a lead of 4 

points, 52% voting leave. Two days 

later, the Prime Minister announced 

his resignation and Theresa May won 

the Conservative Party leadership race, 

although two of his four opponents 

withdrew by their own will, 

effectively leaving the position to 
Brexiteer rally in Westminster. 

1975 referandum ballot paper. 
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former Home Secretary. After two years, Theresa May’s cabinet eventually came to terms 

with their EU counterparts and drafted a document called ‘Withdrawal Agreement’ which 

detailed the process of leaving the Union. However, when it came to passing it through the 

British legislative, Theresa May faced a firm opposition by Labour Remainers, many minor 

parties and Tory (Another name of the 

Conservative Party) rebels who stood up 

for a hard-Brexit. The most disliked 

clause in the agreement was the Irish 

backstop, which effectively kept the 

United Kingdom in a customs union with 

the EU if the British government and EU 

couldn’t agree on a definite settlement in 

six months. Also under the backstop 

arrangement, the UK had to make ‘level 

playing field’ commitments which meant 

the government had to observe certain 

employment, environment and tax rules 

of the Union. May’s Withdrawal Agreement failed to appease hard-Brexiteers and Remainers, 

thus it was voted down in the Parliament twice, which forced Theresa May to resign and give 

way to new leadership. Subsequent to another Conservative Party leadership race, Boris 

Johnson stood victorious, a staunch hard-Brexiteer. He urgently granted key Brexiteers like 

Dominic Raab, Michael Gove and Jacob Rees-Mogg cabinet positions, however also retained 

some Remainer cabinet members for critical positions like Sajid Javid as Chancellor of the 

Exchequer and Amber Rudd as Work and Pensions Secretary. However Johnson is a 

controversial character, especially for the Tory Remainers who believe a no-deal Brexit 

(leaving the Union without any deal) is disastrous and his working majority is cut down to 

only one seat after Conservatives lost a Welsh constituency in an off-year by-election, 

meaning the government allied with the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) of Northern 

Ireland, has only one more MP than the opposition parties while completely disregarding the 

rebel seats. The situation seems especially difficult for the Commons to make a decision while 

the United Kingdom will leave the Union on 31th of October by default and a no-deal is 

supposedly not beneficial for both parties, thus the MPs are assembled to finalise this three 

years-long struggle. 

 

Key Terms 
 

Brexit - An acronym for British Exit. The term is used for the United Kingdom’s departure 

from the European Union. 

 

Euroscepticism - Euroscepticism, also known as EU-scepticism, means criticism of the 

European Union (EU) and European integration. Eurosceptics oppose further federalisation of 

the EU. 

 

Euro federalism - The belief that the European Union should be centralised and national 

governments should further cede their sovereignty to the supranational government in 

Brussels. 

 

No Deal - A version of Brexit that would mean the UK leaving the European Union and 

cutting ties immediately, with no agreement in place. This is the default departure of the UK 

and if no settlement is reached, Britain will leave the Union with no deal. 

New Prime Minister Boris Johnson. 
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WTO Rules - If countries don't have free-trade agreements, they usually trade with each other 

under rules set by the World Trade Organization. Each country sets tariffs - or taxes - on 

goods entering. For example, cars passing from non-EU countries to the EU are charged 10% 

of their value. But tariffs on some agricultural products are much higher - dairy averages more 

than 35%. WTO rules mean each member must grant the same market access to all other 

members – except developing countries and those that have free trade agreements. Trade 

experts agree that the EU could not treat the UK differently to other states: rules currently 

imposed on third countries would apply. These rules will come in force between the EU and 

the UK if no agreement is made between two parties until 31 October. 

 

Article 50 - Part of an EU treaty that sets out how member countries can leave, with a two-

year timetable for leaving. Article 50 was triggered by Prime Minister Theresa May at the end 

of March 2017 and means the UK will leave the EU at the end of March 2019. The UK is 

allowed to stop the Article 50 process completely - but if it wants only to extend it, all the 

other EU countries must agree. The period was extended up until the end of October by two 

parties’ agreement, but the EU officials made it clear that no further extension will be granted 

to the UK. 

 

People’s Vote - An alternative solution proposed by the pro-Remain MPs, mostly from 

Labour and Liberal Democrats, that suggests a second referendum on the grounds that people 

were misguided by the Brexiteer campaigns before the first referendum. Naturally, it is 

opposed by the pro-Leave politicians and branded as ‘treachery’. 

 

Single Market – The European Single Market, Internal Market or Common Market is a 

single market agreement that seeks to guarantee the free movement of goods, capital, services 

and labour – the Four Freedoms – within the European Union. This is the most integrated 

trade system the UK participates in. Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine are granted the free 

movement of goods in selected sectors. Turkey also has access to the free movement of some 

goods via its membership in the European Union - Turkey Customs Union. The single market 

effectively removes tariffs between the member states and non-tariff barriers such as certain 

regulations – like food and chemical standards, working hours and safety measures – by 

making every member state to the single market follow the same set of rules. Membership 

requires an annual payment to the EU budget and accepting the jurisdiction of the European 

Court of Justice. 

 

Customs Union – The European Union Customs Union (EUCU) is a key component in of the 

Union, since its establishment in 1858. The Customs Union includes all of the member states 

of the European Union, Monaco and some British crown dependencies that are not inside the 

EU. In addition to these countries, the EU is in customs unions with Andorra, San Marino and 

Turkey through separate bilateral agreements. The European Commission negotiates for and 

on behalf of the Union as a whole in international trade relations – that are made with a third 

party. Unlike the single market, however, EUCU does not remove the non-tariff barriers 

although member states should still contribute to the EU budget and accept the European 

Court of Justice decisions on trade matters. 

 

Free Trade Area – The free trade area is a bloc of nations that together signed a free trade 

agreement (FTA). They are usually the loosest version of a trade partnership. These 

agreements intend to remove the tariffs and trade quotas between the member states. 

Exemptions can be made in the sectors that parties want: like agriculture and fisheries. 

However, due to the lack of integration in terms of non-tariff barriers, service movement 
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between the member states is usually inefficient. The EU has free trade agreements with 

certain countries around the world like Canada. 

 

The Withdrawal Agreement – The departure agreement of Britain drafted during Theresa 

May’s term. This deal detailed the citizen’s rights, created a transition period for further 

negotiations between the United Kingdom and the Union and created a measure called ‘Irish 

backstop’ to eliminate the possibility of a hard border between Northern Ireland and Ireland. 

The agreement was rejected three times in the parliament. 

 

Irish Backstop – A measure against a hard border between the UK and Ireland in the 

Withdrawal Agreement of Theresa May. Under the agreement, the UK would enter a 

transition period after 31 October 2019 which would last, at the latest, until December 2022. 

During this transition period, the UK and EU would remain in the single market and customs 

union. After the transition period, ends and the two parties could not find a solution to solve 

the possible hard border between Ireland and Northern Ireland, the backstop insurance policy 

would kick in and the whole of the UK would enter a customs union with the EU, whose 

details are specified in the treaty. However Northern Ireland, as a region of the UK, would be 

liable to some extra EU rules to keep the border open. This is highly controversial among both 

Tory Brexiteers and Irish unionists – the ones who want to remain integrated with the rest of 

Britain -  for it would undermine the British sovereignty in Northern Ireland. The backstop 

would last until both parties come to a conclusion, which means, if the EU desires so, the UK 

can be trapped in this state forever – although this is subject to dispute.  

 

Topic Overview 

 

Brexit is a complicated topic that has varying reasons and results that must be analysed in 

detail in order to have a firm grasp of the topic and produce beneficial bills that tackle those 

social, economic and political issues. 

 

 

Background of the Referendum 

 

Britain’s view of Europe has traditionally been ‘to be with Europe but not in it’. Winston 

Churchill pledged in his 1946 Zurich speech for ‘a kind of United States of Europe’ led by 

France and Germany but did not involve Britain. In 1951, the Prime Minister refused to join 

the European Coal and Steel Community and explained his decision: “We have our own 

dream and our own task. We are with Europe but not of it. We are linked but not combined. 

We are interested and associated but not absorbed.” The British elites also did not assume 

Britain should or could take part as a simple member of the European communities at that 

time. The reservation was based less on economic considerations since European integration 

would have compensated the decreasing importance of trade within the Commonwealth of 

Nations (a loose political union between old British Empire territories) but on political 

philosophy. In Britain, the concept of unlimited sovereignty based on the British legal system 

and parliamentary tradition was, and is, held in high esteem. To put it simply, British people 
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believed that membership in European communities would have undermined their self-rule. A 

turning point in the United Kingdom – Europe relations was the Suez Crisis. In fact, even 

before the conflict, the United States and Britain and deteriorating relationships and the 

United States support to Egyptian side made the UK realise that the Kingdom was no longer 

the preferred partner of the States. This meant further integration to Europe for Britain, 

however even then, the British sought 

a leadership role in the Europe, not 

simple membership. In the 1960s the 

accession attempts of Conservative 

governments faced strong resistance 

from Europe, especially from the 

French President Charles de Gaulle. 

Instead of being offered a leadership 

role, Britain was put on a waiting list, 

a major humiliation for the pro-

European politicians in the UK and in 

1963, their membership was vetoed by 

France. Nevertheless, after De Gaulle 

was replaced by Georges Pompidou as 

the President, negotiations began once 

again under the pro-EU Conservative 

government of Edward Heath. The question of sovereignty, just like today, was also discussed 

back then in an official document (FCO 30/148) proposed by the Foreign Office to the Prime 

Minister. The document listed customs duties, agriculture, free movement of labour, services 

and capital, transport and social security as areas that will be affected by the entry to the 

European Communities and European legislation. Among disagreements, in 1972 the 

accession treaties were signed. However, as the predominantly Eurosceptic Labour Party 

came to power in 1974 February General Election, a 

referendum was organised to hear the public opinion on 

the membership to the Communities. British membership 

to EEC (European Economic Community) was endorsed 

by 67% of the voters, a major defeat for the anti-

marketeers (now Eurosceptics). 

 

In the 1970s and early 80s, Labour was the more 

Eurosceptic of the two parties. In 1979, the party 

manifesto clearly stated that ‘the Labour Party would 

oppose any move towards turning the Community to a 

federation’ and still favoured a withdrawal from the 

EEC. However, a speech by Jacques Delors, the then 

President of the European Commission helped to weaken the Eurosceptic inclination of the 

Labour MPs for it promised a ‘social Europe’. The Prime Minister of the time, Margaret 

Thatcher had also worked with Delors to build a single market and supported the Single 

European Act in 1986, however, but by 1988 she believed that the single market could lead 

Europe to further political integration which she firmly opposed. That year she warned in the 

Bruges speech of ‘a European super-state exercising a new dominance from Brussels’ and in 

late October 1990, just before her premiership ended, she Thatcher reacted strongly against 

Delors’ plans for a single currency in the House of Commons. Although she lost the office 

weeks later, her stance influenced others and possibly sparked the Brexit campaign. 

British Prime Minister Edward Heath signing the accession treaty. 

Margaret Thatcher while delivering the 

famous Bruges speech, 1988. 
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In the 1990s, single-issue parties that fought for a 

referendum on EU membership started to form. The 

United Kingdom Independence Party, formed by 

Alan Sked in 1993 was one of the first, although 

they garnered limited support initially, with a 

change in election rules, it was able to gain seats in 

the European Parliament by 1999. 

 

After the electoral defeat of Conservatives in 2001, 

Euroscepticism started to be an important issue 

while electing their party leaders. The new leader 

Iain Duncan Smith was deemed more Eurosceptic than his predecessor William Hague. As the 

opposition leader, Smith tried to move the Conservative MEPs in the European Parliament 

from the federalist European People’s Party to Union for a Europe of Nations group, however 

the MEPs vetoed this move as UEN group mostly consisted of neo-fascist parties of Europe 

whose domestic policies did not 

match with that of the British 

Conservative Party. This goal 

eventually happened under David 

Cameron’s premiership, after the 

Conservatives founded their own 

anti-federalist group Alliance of 

Conservatives and Reformists in 

Europe. However, Britain had 

long been unsuccessful while 

trying to achieve their aims in the 

European Parliament on key EU 

policies. British governments 

have not set an agenda but 

reacted to proposals from others 

by attempting to slow the pace of 

the integration or limit its impact. Although influential in some areas, such as the single 

market and defence, the UK is often in the minority group of states that oppose federalism. 

They failed to develop strong alliances to counter the Franco-German cooperation in the 

Parliament. 

 

Prior to 2010 General Election, the then Leader of the Conservative Party David Cameron had 

given a ‘cast-iron’ promise of a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, which was criticised by the 

British Eurosceptics on the grounds of further surrendering their national sovereignty to the 

EU legislation. However, he did not fulfil this promise after Czechs ratified the treaty as the 

last of the 27 EU nations and thus faced criticism from Conservative grassroots. When they 

attended the May 2012 NATO Summit, UK Prime Minister David Cameron, Foreign 

Secretary William Hague and Ed Llewellyn, an advisor to the Prime Minister, discussed the 

idea of using a European Union referendum to energise the Eurosceptic wing of the party 

which they disenfranchised after backtracking on their promise to deliver a Lisbon Treaty 

referendum. Cameron promised in January 2013 that, should the Conservatives win a 

Alan Sked, the founder of the UKIP, famous for 
their staunch Euroscepticism. 

European Parliament, the second chamber of the legislative of the 

Union where representatives from over 200 national parties voice their 

opinions on the supranational matters. 
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parliamentary majority at the 2015 General Election, the British government would negotiate 

more favourable arrangements for continuing British membership of the EU before holding a 

referendum on whether the UK remain in or 

leave the EU. The Conservative Party 

published a draft EU Referendum Bill in 

May 2013 and outlined its plans for 

renegotiation followed by an in-out vote 

(i.e. a referendum that is giving options 

only of remaining or leaving under the 

current terms), were the party re-elected in 

2015. The draft bill stated that the 

referendum shall take place no later than 31 

December 2017. Although the bill passed 

with 304 votes with almost no opposition, 

since almost all Labour and Liberal 

Democrat MPs abstained, however, the House of Lords blocked the bill. Additionally, Labour 

and Liberal Democrat MPs pledged to hold an in-out referendum only after the negotiations 

that Cameron mentioned took place, therefore the matter was suspended until the general 

elections. 

 

In 2015, the Conservatives once again gained the majority of the seats in the Parliament and 

Cameron reiterated his commitment to deliver the in-out referendum and in November of that 

year, he gave an update on the negotiations and further details of his aims. The European 

Union Referendum Act 2015 passed the Parliament in December 2015 and was extended to 

cover Gibraltar and came into force in 28 January 2016 upon the approval of the Gibraltarian 

Parliament.  

 

The outcome of the negotiations was announced in February 2016. The renegotiated terms 

were in addition to the Kingdom’s existing opt-outs, further sovereign control on immigration 

of EU nationals, additional rights to veto EU legislation for national parliaments and other 

minor changes in fiscal government; most of which weren’t considered dramatic changes by 

the Eurosceptics. Afterwards, the government announced that the British government would 

formally recommend to the British people that the UK should remain a member of a reformed 

European Union and that the referendum would be held on 23 June, marking the official 

launch of the campaign. 

 

 

The Campaigns 

 

The parties’ stances were more or less defined by the start of the campaigning period. The 

government recommended remaining in the EU, however, the Conservative Party took a 

neutral stance on the issue as it was extremely divided between Remainers and Eurosceptics. 

The main opposition party, Labour, committed to remain in the EU, however, the party also 

had Brexiteers that joined the Vote Leave campaign. Scottish National Party (SNP), and 

Liberal Democrats were also predominantly pro-remain. The fiercest Brexiteer party was the 

United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) under their charismatic leader Nigel Farage. 

Also, Democratic Unionist Party – later the ally of the Conservatives after the General 

Election of 2017, were generally Eurosceptic, although they didn’t favour a hard border in 

Northern Ireland.  

 

David Cameron, served as the PM from 2010 to 2016. 
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The official Remain campaign group, recognised by the Electoral Commission was Britain 

Stronger in Europe and their official rival was Vote Leave, the recognised Brexiteer campaign 

group. The main arguments of Remainers and Brexiteers would be worthy to analyse to see 

the issue from both perspectives and its results while drafting a favourable agreement with the 

EU. 

 

Remain Arguments Leave Arguments 

Contributions to the EU budget comes with 

its advantages and these benefits are far 

greater than the payments made to the 

European budget. 

Leaving the EU would result in an 

immediate cost saving as the country would 

no longer be obliged to contribute to the EU 

budget with 13.1 billion pounds per annum. 

More than 50% of the Kingdom’s imports 

are directed to Europe, the free trade without 

border checks and no tariffs are extremely 

beneficial to the country’s economy. 

Additionally, Britain takes advantage of the 

trade deals between other world powers and 

the EU, including Japan and Canada. 

The UK would compensate for the 

disadvantages by establishing its own trade 

agreements – and most small and medium-

sized firms, which have never traded 

overseas, would be freed of the regulatory 

burden that comes with EU membership. 

Therefore, the British economy will flourish. 

Brexit would result in the country giving up 

its influence in Europe and retreating from 

the global power networks of the 21st 

century. EU membership involved a worthy 

exchange of sovereignty for influence. 

Exiting the EU would allow Britain to re-

establish itself as a truly independent nation 

with connections to the rest of the world, 

restore the parliament’s power and deliver 

the correct representative democracy. 

Although the influx of immigrants from 

other EU member states due to the freedom 

of labour policy resulted in some housing 

problems, the net impact is positive as it 

provided a cheaper workforce in the market. 

With Brexit, the immigration control laws 

legislated by the EU bodies in Brussels will 

no longer affect Britain, finally, the UK will 

be able to cut the immigration and more 

importantly regain her national sovereignty. 

 

On 23 June 2017, people went to the ballot box to decide on whether the United Kingdom 

should remain in the EU or leave. As a result, leave votes led the majority by 52% of the 

votes. Scotland and Gibraltar 

marginally voted leave. 

Vote Leave campaigners. 

Blue constituencies voted leave while 

the yellow ones voted remain. Vote Remain campaigners. 
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The 2017 General Election and May’s Position 

 

In July 2016, after David Cameron’s resignation after the Brexiteers won the referendum, the 

No. 10 – an idiomatic phrase to refer to the office of prime ministry – was empty. Therefore, 

the Conservative Party held an in-party election to vote for their new leader. As a result, 

Theresa May, an old Remainer and the Home Secretary in David Cameron’s cabinet, was 

unopposed, therefore she became the second female Prime Minister of the UK after Margaret 

Thatcher. As soon as she assumed the office, she started the process of withdrawal from the 

Union – thus triggered the Article 50 on 29 March 2017, when Sir Tim Barrow, the Permanent 

Representative of the UK to the European Union, formally delivered by hand a letter signed 

by the Prime Minister Theresa May to Donald Tusk, the President of the European Council in 

Brussels. 

 

The following month, she announced a snap general election guided by the recent polls that 

suggested that the Conservative Party’s popularity was surging among the electorate. Her 

intention was the ‘strengthen her hand’ in Brexit negotiations with a stronger lead in the 

Parliament. There were even some polls that had shown a landslide Tory victory with a 20-

percentage point gap between Conservatives and Labour. On 8 June 2017, the elections took 

place and the Conservatives lost their majority in the Parliament and lost thirteen seats.   

However, an often-overlooked factor in this Conservative loss was the British electoral 

system. The first-past-the-post system in Britain – in which the party that had the majority in a 

constituency received the seat – worked in favour of the opposition parties in this election, 

because in fact, Conservatives vote share among the overall electorate increased by five 

percentage points. Nevertheless, Theresa May was in an even worse state to start the Brexit 

negotiations. 

 

Negotiations formally began on 19 June 2017, when David Davis, the UK’s Secretary of State 

of Exiting European Union arrived in Brussels to meet with Michael Barnier, the chief 

negotiator appointed by the European Commission. The overall stance of the EU on Brexit 

was punitive, as they wanted to strengthen the grip of Brussels over the Union and set an 

example of ‘what happens to the member states that want to leave’ for other secessionist 

2017 General Election results. The loss of the majority forced the Conservatives to ally with Democratic 

Unionist Party from Ireland in order to have a lead in the Parliament. 



 
10 NEVMUN’19 House of Commons Study Guide 

member states like Hungary and Italy, according to the Brexiteer leaders of Britain. Although 

this is open for debate, the negotiations turned out to be disastrous for Theresa May over the 

two years. On 14 November 2018, the European Commission and the British government 

released the results of their final agreement, which had to pass through the British Parliament 

to come in to force. However, before that, we will study the sticking points that the 

negotiators had to solve. 

 

 

Key Issues 

 

There were many issues that had to be tackled with, which we will analyse point by point. 

 

 

The Post-Brexit Trade Relations between the UK and the EU 

 

The EU, taken as a whole is the UK’s biggest trade partner. In 2018, UK exports to the EU 

were 289 billion pounds – 46% of all the UK’s exports. UK imports from the EU were 345 

billion pounds – 54% of all the UK’s imports. Services accounted for the 40% of British 

exports to the EU, most of which consists of financial and business services such as banking, 

accounting, advertising, research and development etc. 

 

Due to the magnitude of the trade between Britain and the EU, perhaps the most critical issue 

that has to be solved in an agreement with the EU is their future trade relations. Even the 

staunchest Brexiteers acknowledge 

that a no-deal Brexit scenario 

would cause short-term setbacks, if 

not a recession. Therefore, they 

have been – mostly the European 

Research Group, a Brexiteer faction 

with the Conservatives – had called 

for no-deal preparation. However, 

considering such preparations 

weren’t adequately made in the 

May ministry and there is an 

extremely limited period of time 

until 29 October 2019, it is a 

consensus that a planned 

withdrawal is favourable compared 

to a no-deal crash out. 

 

The European Commission has suggested that the UK faces a choice for its trading 

relationship post-Brexit – to become a rule-taker with full market access like Norway, or have 

a standard free trade agreement like Canada. The UK has rejected this “stark and binary 

choice” between two existing models, calling for a bespoke free trade agreement. The Prime 

Minister Theresa May rejected the Norway model on the grounds that becoming a rule taker 

with no formal vote would be politically unsaleable. The standard Canadian-style free trade 

agreement, which does not cover much of the service sector (around 80% of the UK 

economy), represents such a step change in market access that it would almost inevitably 

cause severe damage to the British economy.   

 

The main trade port for the entry of European goods into the UK, Dover. 
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The Remainers and Brexiteers’ main conflict on the issue is the EU rules that the UK would 

have to comply with in return of economic integration with the Union. While the Remainers, 

if there would be any Brexit at all, want to remain as integrated with the European market as 

possible. While even Theresa May’s relatively soft-Brexit government ruled out remaining in 

the customs union because it would mean taking away British sovereignty while negotiating 

their own free trade deals, it is easy to say such integration is simply unacceptable to the new 

Boris Johnson government that we will study later. However, Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party 

had drafted a plan of ‘customs union with a say in the trade deals’ which is not allowed under 

the current EU rules. A non-EU customs union member has no representation while deciding 

on the regulatory laws – thus defined ‘rule-takers’. For this reason, it is imperative that a trade 

deal that neither takes British sovereignty away nor disintegrates the trade relations between 

the UK and the EU must be found, to appease both sides. 

 

 

The Situation of British Nationals in the EU and EU Nationals in the UK 

 

Due to the single market, peoples of EU member states have been free to move to other 

European states to live, work, study and travel. As of 2019, there are 1.3 million British 

nationals in the EU and 2.9 million EU nationals residing in the UK. UK has already started a 

EU Settlement Scheme that grants a 

route for the EU civilians in the UK and 

a spokesman from the European 

Commission stated that: “In case of a 

‘no-deal’ scenario, the EU and the 

Member States have adopted 

contingency measures to ensure that UK 

nationals could remain legally resident 

in the period after a ‘no-deal’ 

withdrawal. The Commission has 

worked with the 27 Member States to 

ensure coherence in the overall 

approach.” Also, the UK and Ireland had 

signed a special deal that protects their 

citizens’ special rights in January 2019. 

“The new, post-Brexit arrangement will 

be mostly covered by a memorandum of 

understanding, as well as an 

internationally binding treaty between Ireland and Britain to cover social security and other 

deals on education,” said Simon Coveney, the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Ireland.  

 

However, the commitments made by both parties are definitely not enough for the citizens to 

continue their welfare after Brexit. Still, although Britain took action for the welfare of the EU 

nationals, EU is much more reluctant to act decisively on this matter. 

 

In relation to travelling, The Commission - the EU executive - has proposed visa-free travel 

for British visitors to the EU, provided the UK reciprocates. Under the political declaration 

agreed alongside the withdrawal deal the UK says "the principle of free movement of persons 

between the Union and the United Kingdom will no longer apply" after the transition. 

It speaks of "non-discrimination" and "full reciprocity" and says both sides "aim to provide, 

through their domestic laws, for visa-free travel for short-term visits". However, that 

British population in the EU member states. 
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declaration is not legally binding; it spells out ambitions for the future UK-EU relationship, 

yet to be negotiated. Under no deal, the declaration would be null and void. The UK would 

immediately be treated by the EU as a "third country" like other non-EU states. So the rules 

for Britons in the EU could well be the same as for Americans or Chinese - it will depend on 

the rules of the individual member states. Some of them have announced interim measures to 

protect UK citizens in the case of a no-deal Brexit, but they are generally only temporary, for 

example, Spain will offer transitional measures for 21 months after Brexit, Germany offers 

protection for nine months and France will put them in place for one year.  

 

No deal would also immediately hit Britons whose work currently takes them to more than 

one EU country. They would no longer be on a level playing field vis-a-vis EU citizens, who 

can easily move to another EU country and start a new job there. For Britons, post-Brexit, 

there will be more bureaucracy. Mobility in Europe is important for many private sector 

workers, especially in the tech sector, such as computer game designers. Specialists involved 

in pan-European research projects also need to be able to travel easily across the EU, often at 

short notice. Daniel Tetlow of campaign group British in Germany says "Brits are now being 

discriminated against in job applications". Post-Brexit, he said: "I have the right only to 

continue working in Germany - I'm effectively landlocked. This has huge career implications 

for all UK citizens, not just those living in the EU, as is often misunderstood," he told the 

BBC. British in Germany is part of the coalition British in Europe. It is not clear which UK 

professional qualifications will be recognised in the EU post-Brexit, and vice versa. Those 

details are yet to be negotiated. Under the withdrawal deal, which was rejected, British 

students in the EU27 could continue under the current system. But from 2021 they may face 

much higher tuition fees - those that non-EU students have to pay. Only Germany and 

Norway (which applies EU rules) offer free tuition for international students. 

 

No deal would mean the current reciprocal healthcare, shared by the UK and the EU27, would 

no longer apply. It could send health insurance premiums soaring for UK citizens who need 

sufficient cover for holidays or work in the EU. No deal would most likely delay the 

registration of some medicines and/or delivery of them. Britons could find their European 

Health Insurance Card (EHIC) - a passport to emergency medical treatment - is no longer 

valid in some EU countries. 

 

The House of Commons Library says that post-Brexit, if a UK national moves to the EU, 

access to benefits will depend on the host country's immigration policy and the terms of any 

bilateral social security agreement it has with the UK. In the EU, social security contributions 

are co-ordinated. So someone who has worked in more than one member state can make just 

one application to the relevant agency where they are living when they reach pension age. 

That agency notifies any other EU state where the individual has worked, and the national 

insurance contribution that he/she paid there becomes part of the pension. That reciprocity 

disappears under a no-deal scenario. It is not clear whether any old bilateral UK deals with 

individual EU states on social security will be revived. The UK tax treatment of overseas 

pension transfers could change post-Brexit. Transfers from the UK to non-EU countries have 

been subject to a 25% UK "overseas tax charge" since 2017. There is no guarantee that tax-

free transfers will continue for UK pensioners living in the EU. 

 

For these reasons, it is imperative that a withdrawal plan addresses all these issues in detail, 

ranging from tuition fees to international pension schemes. 
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Hard Border in Ireland 

 

The bitter memories of The Troubles caused deep reservations for the Northern Irish and 

British governments to the creation of another hard border – a border where physical 

infrastructure exists that check people and goods passing - between the Northern Ireland and 

the Republic of Ireland. The Good Friday Agreement signed in 1998, promises cross-border 

cooperation between the two states. Both the UK and the EU agree that, in negotiating a deal 

on the relationship after Brexit, it is important to keep the border open and uphold the terms 

of the Good Friday Agreement. 

 

The historical significance of this border roots from The Troubles, a violent sectarian conflict 

from about 1968 to 1998 in Northern Ireland between the overwhelmingly Protestant 

unionists (loyalists), who desired the 

province to remain part of the United 

Kingdom, and the overwhelmingly 

Roman Catholic nationalists 

(republicans), who wanted Northern 

Ireland to become part of the Republic of 

Ireland. 

 

At present, there is significant economic 

and social integration between Northern 

Irish and Irish communities spanning the 

border. In total the UK government 

estimates that there are 110 million border 

crossings every year, and £3.4 billion in 

exports went from Northern Ireland to Ireland in 2016. At least 30,000 people are thought to 

commute across the border for work every day, services such as health and education are 

often accessed across the border, and some villages have houses either side of the border. 

 

The Common Travel Area - which lets British and 

Irish citizens travel freely between the UK and 

Ireland - exists independently of EU law and will 

continue after Brexit regardless of whether a deal is 

reached. The situation for citizens of other countries 

living and working between Ireland and Northern 

Ireland may be more complicated. The UK 

government has said “The UK’s future approach to 

immigration controls for EU citizens will be fully 

compatible with the existing Common Travel Area 

(CTA) arrangements. These arrangements mean 

that there are no routine immigration controls on 

journeys from Ireland to any part of the UK, nor within the UK: this will not change.”  

 

However, if the withdrawal agreement isn’t signed and the UK leaves without a deal then 

customs and regulatory checks could be introduced on goods moving between Northern 

Ireland and Ireland. The House of Commons Library says that the solutions suggested during 

the negotiations to avoid a hard border are unlikely to be in place if the UK leaves with no 

deal. That could affect cross-border trade. Checks on goods entering Ireland or Northern 

Ireland could also cause delays “and probably reduce trade” according to the House of 

Current Ireland-Northern Ireland soft border. 

Ireland-Northern Ireland map. 



 
14 NEVMUN’19 House of Commons Study Guide 

Commons Library. Therefore this issue must be solved in an ideal Brexit deal. 

 

 

Gibraltar Issue 

 

Gibraltar is less spoken about but the situation here, in fact, is much more problemous here 

than the Irish border. Ken Clarke, remarked in 2018 in BBC’s Sunday Politics that this issue 

would ‘make the Irish problem look like a picnic’. 

 

There are differences between Northern Ireland and Gibraltar, obviously, based on geography, 

economics and history. Gibraltar isn’t in the UK, but as a close overseas dependent territory it 

may as well be, and it was given a vote in the EU referendum. For all its attachment to the 

Crown (98 per cent want to stick with Britain rather than join Spain), some 96 per cent of 

Gibraltarians voted to Remain in 2016, by far the highest anywhere. 

 

Gibraltar is also an example of how tightly interdependent Britain is with certain EU 

countries. Britain is one of Spain’s largest economic partners. Gibraltar is a hub for the 

finance and insurance industries, online gambling, and gaming. 

 

At the same time, Gibraltar offers a glimpse of the pressure points in future UK-EU relations. 

Since Gibraltar opted out of the EU customs union in 1972, it has set much lower taxes than 

its European neighbour. It has, for example, a corporate tax rate of 10%, compared to Spain’s 

25%. As a result, Spain has long regarded Gibraltar as a de facto tax haven, resenting its 

parasitical existence on its southern border, however, most of Spain also regards Gibraltar 

rightful Spanish clay. 

 

Above all, Gibraltar shows the 

problems that will arise if Britain 

leaves the EU on terms that 

include a hard UK-EU border. The 

local Spanish province of Cádiz 

evidently benefits from cross-

border trade and traffic, even under 

the current controlled conditions. 

Meanwhile, Gibraltar itself relies 

on Spanish workers, money, 

goods, and services through eased 

access to the single market. 

Imposing a hard border would 

certainly hurt Spain, but 

Gibraltar’s economy would suffer 

unimaginable, irreparable damage. 

 

On the Gibraltar question, the Spanish position has remained unchanged since before the 

referendum. For Gibraltar to have access to the European single market, Spain must be given 

co-sovereignty, at least for a transitional period. The British position is that the whole UK, 

including Gibraltar, must exit the EU, without any violation of British sovereignty. 

 

 

 

Gibraltar-Spain map. 
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Fishing Industry 

 

The fishing industry constitutes a small but powerful voice when it comes to Brexit 

negotiations. Who gets to fish in UK waters and how much they get to fish, as well as the UK 

fishing industry’s access to EU 

markets, have been front and centre of 

debates over the UK’s future 

relationship with the EU. 

 

It’s widely recognised that the UK 

fishing industry voted for Brexit. The 

Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), 

which regulates fishing rights in the 

EU, is seen as a huge source of 

discontent among UK fishermen. 

Perhaps most notably, some fishermen 

suggested that Brexit is not entirely 

about reversing the CFP, in the sense 

that foreign vessels should be banned 

from accessing UK fish stocks in UK 

waters. Rather, it is about the UK 

managing its own waters after Brexit 

more fairly than is possible within the CFP. There is an awareness that most UK fish exports 

are destined for EU markets and so maintaining a good working relationship is important. 

 

In fact, the CFP is credited with some positives, such as bringing in management rules that 

helped the industry survive. But most agree that the CFP is now a burden to the industry that 

imposes impractical rules like the discard ban and gives away a UK resource at the cost of the 

UK fishing industry. 

 

There is also an awareness of the possibility that the fishing industry ends up in a worse 

position, if negotiations with the EU go badly. What they want is for the UK government to 

provide a plan that ensures the future of their industry and their communities, while dealing 

fairly with fishermen from the EU, where a significant part of their business plan relies on 

access to UK waters. 

 

The industry also cares about a future EU-UK trade deal, as the majority of fish products 

exported from the UK go to the EU. Currently, there are no tariffs or customs checks on these 

products. But there are concerns that tariffs on seafood exports would increase the price of 

their products which could reduce sales. Plus, any delays from customs checks would reduce 

the quality of the fresh produce as it increases the time between catching and arriving at 

supermarkets and restaurants on the continent15.  

 

 

The Withdrawal Agreement 
 

Now that we have studied the major problems that Brexit brought for the negotiators, we 

should examine Theresa May’s infamous Withdrawal Agreement.  

 

The United Kingdom served the withdrawal notice under Article 50 of the Treaty on European 

British EEZ zones shared with the EU fishermen. 
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Union on 29 March 2017. This started a two-year negotiation period but negotiations did not 

formally begin until 19 June 2017. The UK Government published several proposals during 

2018, including the Chequers plan in July which sought to serve as the basis of the UK-EU 

trade deal, and a draft Withdrawal Agreement which the UK Government and EU agreed in 

November 2018. The Chequers plan led to the resignation in July of David Davis as the UK's 

Secretary of State for Exiting the European Union and his replacement, Dominic Raab, 

resigned in November after the publication of the draft Withdrawal Agreement. He was 

replaced by Stephen Barclay. Negotiations over the Irish border question and the Irish 

backstop were frequently central to the debate around the Withdrawal Agreement. On 25 

November 2018, the European Council endorsed the Withdrawal Agreement and approved the 

Political Declaration setting out the framework for the future relationship. 

 

The draft Brexit withdrawal agreement stands at 599 pages long. It sets out how the UK 

leaves the European Union. Its key points can be classified under six points. 

 

Transition Period 

 

As a ‘unique trade deal’ was time-consuming to create for both sides, May’s cabinet and the 

EU officials created a ‘transition period’ for both sides to continue negotiating the details of 

Britain and the Union’s future relations. 

 

- The transition period was to last for 21 months. 

- The UK will need to abide by all of the EU rules it used to accept before Brexit but 

will lose membership of its institutions therefore stripped of her voting rights. 

- The transition period can be extended up to two more years. 

- Both the UK and the EU must agree to an extension. 

 

Although this clause bought time for the businesses and the government to prepare for Brexit, 

it will be ceding all of her voting rights in the EU institutions and would have no presence in 

the European Parliament, European Commission and European Court of Justice. The UK will 

have no formal say in making or amending the EU legislations within that period, therefore its 

efficiency can be disputed. 

 

Payments 

 

There had to be a ‘divorce bill’ that the British government had to pay to settle all of her legal 

obligations before leaving. This clause detailed the payments that will be made to the EU. 

 

- While no figure appears in the document, it is expected to be at least £39 billions and 

it will be paid over a number of years. 

- Part of that money will be the financial contribution that the UK has to make during 

the transition period. In 2018/19 the UK's contribution to the EU budget is forecast to 

be a net £10.8 billions.  

- If the transition is extended, there will have to be additional UK payments to the EU 

budget, which will be agreed separately. 

 

It seems a long time now since the size of the "divorce bill" was the big issue that was never 

going to be resolved, but the government knew that without a financial settlement, progress 

on other issues would be impossible. 
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Money remains a cause of controversy, though, because many Brexit supporters hate the fact 

that large sums will be handed over without any cast-iron guarantee about the nature of the 

UK's future trade relationship with the EU. Any refusal to pay, on the other hand, would sour 

relations and could - in extremis - end up in court. 

 

Citizens’ Rights 

 

An extremely important topic as the European Union was not only a single market anymore, 

but the free movement of labour created a culturally integrated Europe. 

 

- UK citizens in the EU, and EU citizens in the UK will retain their residency and social 

security rights after Brexit. 

- Citizens who take up residence in another EU country during the transition period 

(including the UK of course) will be allowed to stay in that country after the transition. 

- Anyone that stays in the same EU country for five years will be allowed to apply for 

permanent residence. 

 

The European Parliament has promised to make citizens' rights its top priority. But while 

politicians on all sides are telling citizens that they want them to stay, the Brexit process has 

caused an enormous amount of anxiety and uncertainty. 

 

British citizens in other EU countries, for example, still don't know whether they will be able 

to work across borders after the transition period, because their right to reside only applies to 

the specific country where they live. Recognition of professional qualifications and access to 

university education on the same terms they have now are also unresolved issues. 

 

Northern Ireland Backstop 

 

 

The importance of retaining a soft border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of 

Ireland has been reiterated several times by both sides and this clause set out an insurance 

policy that keeps the border open even if the sides couldn’t agree on a deal within the 

transition period. 

 

- If no long-term trade deal has been agreed by the end of 2020 that avoids a hard 

border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and if there is no 

extension to the transition period, then a backstop consisting of "a single customs 

territory between the (European) Union and the United Kingdom" will be triggered. 

- Northern Ireland will be in a deeper customs relationship with the EU than the rest of 

the UK; it will also be more closely aligned with the rules and regulations of the EU 

single market. 

- As long as the backstop is in operation, the UK will be subject to "level playing field 

conditions", to ensure it cannot gain a competitive advantage while remaining in the 

same customs territory. 

- The UK cannot leave the backstop independently, it needs to be decided together with 

the EU. 

 

The single customs territory is basically another name for a temporary customs union and, if it 

were needed, it would ensure that completely frictionless trade could continue across the Irish 

border. But it would also prevent the UK from implementing any trade deals with other 
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countries around the world that involve removing tariffs on goods. 

 

That upsets supporters of Brexit, especially as there is no guaranteed route out of this 

backstop unless the EU gives its consent. The Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland was the 

toughest part of the draft agreement to negotiate and this measure wasn’t regarded as very 

successful by key Brexiteers. 

 

Fishing 

 

The fishing industry, although it is and was a relatively small sector, had been one of the 

tokens of EU’s harmful impacts on the British economy and had been continuously under the 

spotlight of politicians. 

 

- A separate agreement will need to be reached on access to EU fishing in UK waters. 

- The document says: "The Union and the United Kingdom shall use their best 

endeavours to conclude and ratify 'an agreement' on access to waters and fishing 

opportunities." 

 

Fishing has been left out of plans for a single customs territory because several countries 

objected to the idea that UK fish produce would be allowed unimpeded access to EU markets, 

without any corresponding guarantee that EU boats would be granted access to UK fishing 

waters. 

 

It's an example of how negotiations on a temporary customs union were bound to throw up a 

host of complications - and a reminder of how tough negotiations on a future trade agreement 

are likely to be. 

 

Laws and Disputes 

 

 

The European jurisdiction ‘made by the unelected bureaucrats in Brussels’ had been one of 

the points that had been constantly attacked by the Brexiteers and the agreement set out the 

legal liabilities the UK had towards the EU. 

 

- The UK will remain under the European Court of Justice (ECJ) jurisdiction during the 

transition. 

- A joint UK-EU committee will be set up to try to resolve any disputes on the 

interpretation of the withdrawal agreement. 

- If the backstop is triggered and the UK forms a single customs territory with the EU, 

the ECJ will not be able to resolve disputes between the UK and EU directly. 

- Instead, the whole dispute resolution procedure will be backed up by an arbitration 

panel. However, if any dispute rests on the interpretation of EU law, the arbitration 

panel refers the case to the ECJ for a binding decision. 

 

Most of this draft agreement deals with matters of EU law, so the European Court of Justice 

casts a long shadow. The arbitration system for resolving disputes creates a semblance of 

independence and ECJ rulings will no longer have direct effect in the UK once the transition 

is over. 

 

That is an important point of principle for the UK government, but the European Court will 
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continue to have indirect influence over the UK for many years to come. 

 

 

Parliamentary Discontent and May’s Resignation  
 

During the first week of December, a House of Commons vote found May’s government in 

contempt of Parliament for refusing to publish in full Attorney General Geoffrey Cox’s legal 

advice for the government on the Brexit agreement. According to that advice - which was 

initially reported to Parliament in overview only but subsequently published in its entirety - if 

Britain and the EU failed to reach long-term agreement on the details of withdrawal, the terms 

of the backstop plan could endure “indefinitely,” legally blocking the UK from terminating 

the agreement without EU approval. The controversial backstop was at the centre of five days 

of debate that were scheduled to culminate in a “meaningful vote” on the withdrawal 

agreement on December 11. 

 

Facing the likelihood of a humiliating rejection of the agreement by the House of Commons, 

however, May interrupted the debate after three days, on December 10, and postponed the 

vote, promising to ask for new assurances from the EU regarding the backstop. The 

opposition responded by threatening to hold a vote of confidence and to seek an early 

election, but it was a group consisting of Conservative hard Brexiteers that upped the political 

stakes for May. On December 12 a vote on her leadership of the party was held after the 

required 15 per cent of the parliamentary party (48 of 317 MPs), spurred on by the European 

Research Group, a hard-line Brexit faction led by Jacob Rees-Mogg, requested that vote. May, 

who went into the secret-ballot vote pledging to contest it “with everything that I’ve got,” 

nevertheless told the assembled party that she would step down as leader before the next 

general election. Needing the votes of 159 MPs to survive, May received 200. According to 

Conservative Party rules, she could not be challenged for another year, but whether May 

would still face pressure to 

relinquish power remained to be 

seen. 

 

May sought assurances from the EU 

regarding concerns over the 

backstop protocol, and European 

Council Pres. Tusk and European 

Commission Pres. Jean-Claude 

Juncker responded with a joint letter 

in which they indicated that, if the 

backstop had to be invoked, they 

would endeavour to limit its 

application to the “shortest possible 

period.” Few critics of the 

agreement seemed to take comfort in 

this assurance, however. Debate on 

the agreement resumed on January 9, with Corbyn not only arguing for rejection of the 

agreement but also calling for an early general election. As was widely expected, in the 

meaningful vote, held on the evening of January 15, the agreement was rejected, though by a 

dramatically larger margin than had been anticipated, 432 to 202. Almost immediately after 

the first rejection of Theresa May’s deal, Jeremy Corbyn tabled a vote of confidence in the 

government to be held the next day, which May survived by a vote of 325–306, as she held 

Theresa May, the second PM to resign due to Brexit. 
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onto the support of the DUP and rebellious Conservatives who had deserted her in the vote on 

the agreement. 

 

With another “meaningful vote” by the House of Commons on her Brexit plan, May won 

promises of cooperation from the EU regarding the contentious backstop plan, including 

agreement to a “joint legally binding instrument” that would allow the UK to initiate a 

“formal dispute” with the EU if the bloc were to seek to indefinitely lock Britain into the 

backstop agreement. In addition, a “joint statement” committed the UK and the EU to 

negotiate a replacement for the backstop agreement by December 2020. Moreover, Britain 

declared that there was nothing that could prevent it from disengaging from the backstop 

arrangement if negotiations between the EU and the U.K. on an alternative solution were to 

collapse without a reasonable prospect of reconciliation. 

 

In the view of Attorney General Cox, these pledges reduced the risk of the UK’s becoming 

trapped indefinitely in the backstop agreement, but they did not fundamentally transform the 

legal status of the agreement. Although the promises garnered additional support for May’s 

plan when it was put to a vote in the House of Commons on March 12, it still failed, albeit by 

a lesser margin (149 votes, 391–242) than its earlier rejection by Parliament. 

 

On March 13 2019, the House of Commons 

voted 312–308 against leaving the EU 

without a deal in place, although most 

Brexiteers stated that this vote wouldn’t 

overrule the fact that Britain will leave the 

Union without a deal by default. The next 

day, by just two votes, May survived a vote 

that would have taken control of Brexit 

away from her and handed it to Parliament. 

In a letter to EU leaders on March 20, she 

requested that the date of Britain’s 

departure from the EU be delayed until 

June 30. Ultimately, the EU agreed to delay 

Brexit until May 22 but only if Parliament 

approved May’s deal by the week of March 

24. That failing, the EU would give the UK 

until April 12 to decide whether to cancel 

Brexit, leave the EU on that date without a 

withdrawal agreement, or request a 

significantly longer delay. That last option 

would require Britain to participate in 

elections in May for the European 

Parliament, a prospect abhorred by hard-

line Brexit advocates. 

 

May’s frustration at the failure to have a 

deal in place for the scheduled March 29 departure deadline came spilling out in an address 

on March 21 in which she laid the blame on Parliament. “Do they want to leave the EU with a 

deal? Do they want to leave without a deal? Or do they not want to leave at all?” she asked, 

before answering her own question: “So far, Parliament has done everything possible to avoid 

making a choice.” A backlash from angry MPs quickly followed. 
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May seemed to be under assault from all sides. On March 23, hundreds of thousands of 

demonstrators marched in London demanding that another referendum on Brexit be held. 

“Time’s Up, Theresa” the front page of The Sun newspaper read on March 25, introducing an 

editorial that advised May to announce that she would leave office as soon as her plan was 

approved and Britain was out of the EU. Calls for her resignation multiplied. On March 25 the 

House of Commons voted 329–302 to temporarily usurp the government’s control of the 

body’s agenda to allow for “indicative votes” (nonbinding tallies intended to gauge support) 

on alternatives to May’s plan, with the debate and voting to take place on March 27. 

 

Sixteen alternative proposals to May’s plan were advanced by MPs, of which Speaker of the 

House John Bercow chose eight to put to a vote. None of the proposals was able to command 

a majority. A plan to seek to create a ‘permanent and comprehensive UK - wide customs 

union with the EU’ came closest to winning majority support, falling short by six votes (265–

271). The so-called Common Market 2.0 (“Norway plus”) plan, calling for U.K. membership 

in the European Economic Area (EEA) and the European Free Trade Association (ETFA), 

failed 283–188. A proposal for another referendum on Brexit came closer, with 268 MPs 

supporting it and 295 opposing it. The door was left open to holding new votes in the coming 

week. 

 

Also on March 27, in a closed-door meeting with rank-and-file members of the Conservative 

Party, May pledged to resign as party leader and prime minister if the House of Commons 

were to approve her plan. “I am prepared to leave this job earlier than I intended in order to do 

what is right for our country and our party,” she said, according to government sources. May 

indicated that she would step down sometime after the May 22 withdrawal date. The promise 

of her departure garnered support for the plan from several prominent opponents, including 

Boris Johnson. 

 

In the meantime, Speaker of the House Bercow had invoked a procedural rule dating to 1604 

(and last applied in 1920) that prohibited the House of Commons from voting on the same 

matter more than once during the same sitting of Parliament. As a result, when the House of 

Commons convened on March 29 to reconsider May’s plan, the vote was limited to one 

component of the plan: the withdrawal agreement (the terms of the transition period during 

which the long-term arrangement between the UK and EU would be established, including the 

interim trade relationship between them). Thus, the ‘political declaration’ addressing what 

both sides expected of their long-term relationship was left off the table. May’s self-sacrificial 

gambit did win more support for her plan but not enough. It was voted down 344–286, 

leaving the future of Brexit and that of May hanging precariously. 

 

May responded by asking the EU to extend the deadline for Brexit until June 30. On April 11 

the European Council announced that it was granting a “flexible extension” until October 31, 

before which Britain could still ratify the existing agreement, reconsider its whole Brexit 

strategy, or revoke Article 50 and cancel Brexit altogether. The next day Nigel Farage, who 

had played a catalytic role in the original push for Brexit as leader of the United Kingdom 

Independence Party, announced the formation of the Brexit Party to compete in elections for 

the European Parliament as advocates for hard Brexit. 
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Theresa May and Jeremy Corbyn have vowed to press ahead with seeking a cross-party 

solution to the Brexit deadlock at Westminster, after voters punished both major parties in 

local elections. The Conservatives’ net loss of more than 1,300 seats on their 2015 figures 

marked their biggest defeat since John Major was prime minister. Disillusioned voters 

deserted the party in droves, including in traditional Tory areas such as Chelmsford and 

Surrey Heath. Labour had expected to make gains, but instead suffered a net loss, and lost 

control of a string of 

councils, including 

Burnley, Darlington and 

Wirral. Vince Cable’s 

remain-supporting 

Liberal Democrats were 

the major beneficiaries, 

taking control of 10 

councils, including 

Cotswold and 

Winchester, while the 

Greens and a string of 

independents also fared 

unexpectedly well. 

 

Having been unable to 

win sufficient support 

from her own party for 

her Brexit deal, May and the government then entered into negotiations with Labour leaders 

in an attempt to garner opposition backing for a compromise approach. In the meantime, 

growing disenchantment among Conservatives led to renewed calls for May to step down and 

to jockeying for position to replace her. On May 16 the prime minister announced that she 

would be putting in place a timetable for her resignation in June regardless of the results of 

the next vote on a withdrawal plan. This development prompted Corbyn to end roughly six 

weeks of cross-party negotiations, largely out of fear that agreements reached with May might 

not be honoured by her successor. 

 

In a last-ditch effort to push her Brexit deal across the finish line, on May 21 the prime 

minister proposed that a new version of it that included tweaks relating to workers’ rights and 

environmental protection, along with a temporary customs relationship with the EU, be voted 

on in June. Perhaps most important, the proposal also included a pledge to hold a 

parliamentary vote on whether to stage another referendum on Brexit. Already mindful that 

opinion polling was projecting the Brexit Party to be the big winner in the European 

Parliament elections, May’s cabinet revolted against her latest proposal. Farther out on the 

limb than she had ever been, May stepped outside of Number 10 Downing Street on May 24 

and announced that she would resign as Conservative Party leader on June 7 but would 

remain as caretaker prime minister until her party completed the steps necessary to choose her 

successor. 

 

The campaign to replace her began with 10 candidates being put to a vote by the 

parliamentary party. Subsequent voting winnowed the competitors to two candidates, Boris 

Johnson and Jeremy Hunt, who then stood in an election in which all of the party’s roughly 

160,000 members were eligible to vote. By capturing some 66 per cent of that vote, Johnson 

ascended to the leadership and officially replaced May as prime minister on July 24. 
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Johnson’s Premiership and Latest Developments 

 

Boris Johnson had been a persistent hard Brexiteer who won the support of the majority of the 

grassroot Conservatives  – he won 66.4 per cent of the Conservative Party votes. He was seen 

as a ‘saviour’ after Theresa May’s catastrophic leadership – during which a total of 36 

ministers resigned two of them being Brexit secretaries. He was seen able to unite the 

Conservative votes against the Brexit Party and therefore received extensive support. 

 

More than half of Theresa 

May's old cabinet, including 

leadership rival Jeremy Hunt, 

quit or were sacked by Mr 

Johnson. A total of 18 cabinet 

ministers were removed - 

several more than during other 

recent reshuffles after a new 

prime minister has come into 

power without an election. 

Johnson has many cabinet 

members who originally voted 

to remain in the 2016 EU 

referendum. But leading 

Brexiteers Priti Patel and 

Dominic Raab have been 

rewarded with the posts of Home Secretary and Foreign Secretary respectively. 

 

The former foreign secretary has pledged the UK will leave the EU on 31 October, "do or 

die", accepting that a no-deal Brexit will happen if an agreement cannot be reached by then. 

He has called the withdrawal agreement "dead" but says he will "take the bits that are 

serviceable and get them done" - such as guaranteeing the rights of 3.2 million EU citizens in 

the UK. 

 

Boris Johnson wants to ditch the Irish backstop - he's called it "a prison". He has said there are 

"abundant, abundant technical fixes" to avoid checks at the border. He concedes there is "no 

single magic bullet" but points to a "wealth of solutions" instead. The UK and the EU have 

previously looked for technological solutions to the Irish border without success. EU deputy 

chief negotiator Sabine Weyand said in January: "We looked at every border on this Earth, 

every border the EU has with a third country - there's simply no way you can do away with 

checks and controls." There are "alternative arrangements" which could help: trusted trader 

schemes (where businesses are certified to make sure they meet certain standards) and ways 

of making customs declarations away from the border, but they wouldn't eliminate the need 

for checks altogether. After Brexit, the EU would still require inspections of things like animal 

and plant products entering its single market, and the new entry point to that market would be 

at the Irish border. 

 

The new Prime Minister wants to ditch the Irish backstop - he's called it "a prison". He has 

said there are "abundant, abundant technical fixes" to avoid checks at the border. He concedes 

there is "no single magic bullet" but points to a "wealth of solutions" instead. However, the 

Boris Johnson, the Kingdom's current Prime Minister. 
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UK and the EU have previously looked for technological solutions to the Irish border without 

success. EU deputy chief negotiator Sabine Weyand said in January: "We looked at every 

border on this Earth, every border the EU has with a third country - there's simply no way you 

can do away with checks and controls." There are "alternative arrangements" which could 

help: trusted trader schemes (where businesses are certified to make sure they meet certain 

standards) and ways of making customs declarations away from the border, but they wouldn't 

eliminate the need for checks altogether. After Brexit, the EU would still require inspections 

of things like animal and plant products entering its single market, and the new entry point to 

that market would be at the Irish border. 

 

While accepting that a "disruptive... badly handled" no-deal Brexit would be costly, Mr 

Johnson said it was "vanishingly inexpensive if you prepare" and added that "much of this 

work has been done". Johnson's view of the cost of a no-deal Brexit is at odds with the vast 

majority of economists, a significant number of his own backbenchers, and organisations such 

as the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR), which calculates the government's forecasts 

for the economy. The OBR said no deal would push the UK economy into recession. 

 

Johnson has said he 

would mitigate the 

effects of no deal on the 

UK economy (which he 

admits would cause 

"disruption") by relying 

on a piece of trade law 

known as Article 24. He 

originally said this 

would allow the UK and 

the EU to have zero 

tariffs (taxes on imports) 

on trade while the two 

sides negotiated a trade 

deal. This would, in 

theory, help keep trade 

flowing and would stop 

the EU imposing tariffs 

on goods being imported 

from the UK (cars, for 

example, are subject to a 

10% import tax from 

non-EU countries, and 

on agricultural produce, 

it's even higher). 

However, Boris Johnson 

was wrong to say Article 

24 would automatically allow for a standstill in trade relations, and indeed - when challenged 

in interviews - he later accepted that it would require the agreement of both sides. Also, 

Article 24 only covers the trade in goods (not services) and it does not cover non-tariff 

barriers such as regulations. The EU has ruled out signing any Article 24 agreement 

immediately after a no-deal Brexit. However, although the new Prime Minister is ‘energetic 

and motivated’ to create a new favourable deal and ‘deliver the Brexit people voted for’ he 
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faces great obstacles in the Parliament and European Commission. The above graph 

demonstrates how ‘hung’ the parliament is, Boris Johnson’s plain working majority is cut 

down to only one seat after a by-election in the constituency of Brecon and Radnorshire after 

over 10% of electorate demanded a new election due to the fraud allegations of the region’s 

MP. Liberal Democrats won the by-election, which made the situation even worse for the 

government. We already know there are enough Conservative rebels to sink any legislation 

that would propel the UK towards no deal or to pass measures to prevent it from happening or 

to obstruct the prorogation of parliament. Before recess, 17 Conservatives voted for Dominic 

Grieve’s amendment to the Northern Ireland bill, which was aimed at preventing prorogation, 

including the former ministers Alistair Burt, Sarah Newton, Margot James and Steve Brine. 

Newly backbench former cabinet ministers and ministers include the no-deal sceptics Philip 

Hammond, David Gauke, Greg Clark, David Mundell, Stephen Hammond and Tobias 

Ellwood. It remains highly unpredictable what these MPs would do in a confidence vote if 

that was the only way of preventing no deal. Grieve and Ken Clarke are the only MPs who 

have said they would be willing to vote down their own government – and that may not be 

enough if rebels in other parties decide to go another way. There is also the question of pro-

Brexit rebels – the ones who sank Theresa May’s premiership – though many of them such as 

Priti Patel, Dominic Raab, Esther McVey and Jacob Rees-Mogg are now in Johnson’s cabinet. 

There are some hard Eurosceptics such as Steve Baker still out in the cold, however, and one 

of them, Mark Francois, has suggested there are 60 pro-Brexit rebels willing to torpedo the 

withdrawal agreement even if the backstop is removed. That is likely to be an overestimate – 

only 34 voted against May’s deal at the final vote – but it could be the case that Brexiters 

scupper any “great deal” that Johnson claims he can bring back. 

 

There are also between 10 and 20 Labour MPs who are determined to see through Brexit. 

Some are pro-leave themselves and others such as Caroline Flint, Melanie Onn, Gareth Snell 

and Sarah Champion want to stop a second referendum because of the strength of feeling 

among their pro-leave constituents. Astonishingly, very few of these MPs voted for May’s 

Brexit deal, though it is highly likely more would vote for a deal if one was presented to 

parliament in the coming months. It is unclear if they would be enough in number for the deal 

to pass. Most Labour rebels, even if they want to deliver Brexit, are squeamish about a no 

deal. Some hardliners, such as Kate Hoey, would be prepared to oppose moves to block no 

deal, and views among some others are hardening. Champion has said she would not block no 

deal. However, it is likely none of these Labour MPs who might rebel on Brexit would be 

prepared to back the government in a confidence vote. To vote confidence in a Johnson 

government would be to end their careers and have the Labour whip removed. Hoey, who has 

said she will stand down at the next election, is the only real possibility. 

 

Johnson has spent many hours since he entered Downing Street trying to woo back the 

Democratic Unionist Party, and its leaders have expressed confidence in his pursuit of an EU 

exit, deal or no deal, by 31 October. 

 

Johnson’s new Northern Ireland secretary, Julian Smith, is likely to be able to keep them on 

board for now and they should be dependable votes for the government if a confidence vote is 

triggered. It is less predictable how they would move if there is some new deal presented by 

Johnson that contains any elements of the backstop. 

 

On 21 August, Boris Johnson met with Angela Merkel, German chancellor, who said that ‘in 

30 days, a viable alternative to the Irish backstop can be reached’. However one day later, in 

Paris where he met the French President Macron, he made it clear that ‘the Irish backstop is 
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indispensable’. These meetings met with firm criticism, the handshake between the PM and 

the president was warm and long-lasting. But it was the words that mattered. President 

Macron said that, while he had been portrayed as the "hard boy" of the EU, he was simply 

being clear about where he stood. He described the backstop both as an "indispensable 

guarantee" of "stability in Ireland" and the means of protecting the integrity of the European 

single market. But the expectation that he'd refuse point-blank to renegotiate the Brexit deal 

didn't materialise. Instead, he simply warned that any withdrawal agreement that the two sides 

might reach in the next month wouldn't be very different from the existing one. And he asked 

for more "visibility" from the UK on its alternative proposals. It would seem that both Macron 

and Angela Merkel are determined not to shut the door entirely in Boris Johnson's face, and 

perhaps equally determined not to be blamed for no deal. 

 

There are also plans to topple Boris Johnson’s government by the Remainers and install 

Jeremy Corbyn at the head of a single-issue caretaker government to stop a no-deal Brexit. 

However, for that to happen, he needs the votes of every single opposition party member’s 

votes and Jo Swinson, Liberal Democrats’ new leader, refuses to support a caretaker 

government led by Jeremy Corbyn. She instead proposes a moderate Conservative or Labour 

MP, like Ken Clarke or Hilary Benn, to unite the Remainers as she states that: “Jeremy 

Corbyn is unfortunately a deeply divisive figure and in trying to stop a no-deal Brexit it is not 

my purpose to help him into Downing Street.” Additionally, key Tory Remainers that 

negotiated with Corbyn rejected to vote him into office. In contrast; SNP, Plaid Cymru and 

Greens agreed to Corbyn’s suggestion. To summarise, the pro-European faction in the 

Commons is divided and it seems very difficult for them to unite and oust Johnson. 

 

In the end, both factions have to compromise and this parliamentary session will be the best 

opportunity to start this process. 

 

 

Timeline 

 

23 June 2016 – The European Union membership referendum takes place. 

13 July 2016 – Theresa May assumes the office after winning the Conservative Party 

leadership election. 

8 June 2017 – General Elections take place, resulting in the Conservatives’ loss of majority in 

the Commons. 

19 June 2017 – Negotiations between the UK and the EU on the matter of Brexit starts. 

14 November 2018 – European Commission and the British government released the results 

of their final agreement, which had to pass through the British Parliament to come in to force. 

12 December 2018 – Theresa May faces a leadership contest within her own party, however 

clings on the power after promising to step down before the next general election. 

15 January 2019 – The first ‘meaningful vote’ on May’s Withdrawal Agreement was held, 

was voted down with 432 to 202. 

16 January 2019 – Jeremy Corbyn, leader of the Labour Party, tabled a vote of confidence in 

the government to be held the next day, which May survived by a vote of 325-306, with the 

support of the rebellious Brexiteers and the DUP. 

12 March 2019 – The second ‘meaningful vote’ on May’s Withdrawal Agreement, refused 

242 to 391. 

29 March 2019 – The third ‘meaningful vote’ on May’s deal, refused once again with 286 to 

344. 

2 May 2019 – Local elections took place, all major parties lost councillors, especially 
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Conservatives. Liberal Democrats made gains. 
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Further Reading 

 

Although this guide is perfectly capable of addressing the key points of Brexit, further reading 

is always recommended. Past speeches made by the delegates and their party manifestos are 

useful sources for the delegates to make an accurate representation of their beliefs. 
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