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Introduction

Brexit Brief is published by the IIEA’s UK Project Group 
and covers developments in the UK’s withdrawal from the 
European Union. The Brief seeks to provide up-to-date 
information on the progress and content of the UK-EU 
negotiations, and to bring together relevant statements and 
policy positions from key players in Ireland, the UK and EU.

The Brief is part of a wider communications programme 
covering the work of the IIEA’s UK Project Group – involving 
commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which will 
be highlighted on the Institute’s website. (www.iiea.com)

Section One: State of Play

Ongoing Discussions and Deadlines

At the upcoming European Council meeting on 14-15 
December 2017, European Heads of State or Government 
will assess whether sufficient progress has been made to 
move forward to Phase II of the EU-UK negotiations. 
The complexity of the process has become increasingly 
obvious in London, Brussels and Dublin. 

The October European Council decided that work should 
commence within the EU institutions on preparations for 
the move to trade talks and discussion of the overall future 
relationship. 

Brexit Secretary, David Davis, told the House of 
Commons on 13 November 2017 that the most recent 
round of formal negotiations had narrowed to the few 
outstanding issues but that much remained to be agreed. 
For example he stated that, on the issues concerning the 
Irish border and North-South cooperation, “while we 

respect their desire to protect the legal order of the Single 
Market and Customs Union, that cannot be at the cost 
of the constitutional or economic integrity of the United 
Kingdom […] we cannot create a new border within the 
United Kingdom.”   

On the same day, Prime Minister Theresa May said at the 
Lord Mayor’s Banquet that “a global Britain has the ability 
and indeed the responsibility to rise to the moment. To 
work together to secure the best possible Brexit deal: a 
deal that is not just good for Britain and good for the EU,  
but also strengthens the liberal values we hold dear.”

Citizens’ Rights and the Brexit Bill

There is general agreement that a deal is within sight on 
the Citizens’ Rights issue and there have been positive 
developments on the ‘Brexit Bill’. On the latter point, it 
has been widely reported that Prime Minister May will 
make an offer which will cover all of the UK’s liabilities. 
The Irish Times reports that the negotiators are working on 
how to present the settlement as a net estimate, with the 
UK side pressing for an implied figure of between €40-
45bn once UK receipts and other deductions are taken 
into account. The same article quotes a senior EU official 
as saying: “They have promised to cover it all, we don’t 
care what they say their estimate is. We’re happy to help 
them present it.”      

Ireland and the Border

The final challenge is Ireland. On this issue, Brussels and 
Dublin continue to insist that there should be no post-
Brexit regulatory divergence which would necessitate a 
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hard border on the island. The Irish question has emerged 
as the most likely cause of a breakdown in talks, though 
the sides are working to avert this outcome, which Foreign 
Minister Simon Coveney has described as “very, very bad 
for Britain and for Ireland.”

In the words of Ireland’s Ambassador in London, Adrian 
O’Neill: “Every detail cannot be solved at this stage 
but what is needed is a firm commitment from the UK 
that the final outcome will maintain the openness and 
invisibility that characterises the Border today with its 
300 crossings along 300 miles, and that such an outcome 
will respect Ireland’s position and related responsibilities 
as an EU Member State.”

Transition and Future Relations

Brexit Secretary, David Davis, spoke at length about the 
proposed transition/implementation period in a speech 
to international financial companies, indicating that 
“access to the United Kingdom and European markets 
would continue on current terms – including for financial 
services. That means staying in all the EU regulators and 
agencies during this period, which we expect will be about 
two years….That means that companies will only have to 
prepare for one set of changes as the relationship between 
Britain and the European Union evolves.”    

On the  question of transition - critically important for 
UK businesses - a leaked internal memorandum, intended 
for a European Parliament committee, confirmed that the 
EU Task Force would favour an arrangement in which the 
UK remained in the Single Market and Customs Union, 
and under the jurisdiction of the ECJ. It suggested that  
negotiations on this could commence in February 2018, 
but that it might not be formalised until October 2018. 
On the future relationship, it was suggested that Britain 
would not be offered a bespoke trade arrangement but 
rather a deal similar to that negotiated with Canada.

Final Format of the Withdrawal Agreement

The final form of the Withdrawal Agreement remains 
contested between the sides. The UK is seeking a binding, 
detailed document as close as possible to the eventual 
trade deal, while the EU side is seeking a more broad-
brush approach, setting out principles as a basis for the 
longer negotiations on a trade treaty which could take 
years to finalise and ratify. 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Key Meetings 

Prime Minister Theresa May has met with several key 
political figures in recent weeks in an effort to drive the 
Brexit negotiations forward.

She met the European Council President, Donald Tusk, 
and the Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, at the Gothenburg Social 
Summit on 17 November 2017. Donald Tusk commented 
that he had told the Prime Minister that “progress needs 
to happen at the beginning of December at the latest” 
while the Taoiseach insisted that his Government needed 
written commitments on the demand that there would be 
no going back to the borders of the past.

At the EU Eastern Partnership summit in Brussels on 
24 November 2017, the Prime Minister met Donald 
Tusk again and had bilateral sessions with the German 
Chancellor, Angela Merkel, and the leaders of Belgium 
and Denmark. After his meeting with the Prime Minister, 
President Tusk highlighted the problem of avoiding a 
hard border in Ireland and concluded that “we need to 
see progress from the UK within ten days on all issues, 
including on Ireland.”

A key meeting has been scheduled for 4 December 2017 
when the Prime Minister will travel to Brussels for a 
working dinner with the Commission President, Jean-
Claude Juncker.

The implications of Brexit for the island of Ireland 

The impact of Brexit on the border and the island of 
Ireland has been the focus of significant debate throughout 
the month of November. The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, 
recently told the American Chamber of Commerce: 
“Protecting the Good Friday Agreement in all its parts 
and the gains of the peace process is a red line.” The 
Taoiseach was emphatic that the Irish Government would 
not accept a return to the hard borders of the past. 

On the EU request for the UK to clarify in December 
2017 how it intends to avoid a border on the island, the 
Financial Times commented: “Such an outcome clashes 
head-on with Mrs May’s pledge to make a clean break with 
the EU. It also puts the Prime Minister under pressure to 
reveal her negotiating hand on the future bilateral trade 
relationship between the EU and UK.” Commissioner 
Phil Hogan has told The Observer that it was a very simple 
fact that remaining inside the Single Market and Customs 
Union, or allowing Northern Ireland to do so, would end 
the standoff.

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
responsibility of the author.
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An Observer editorial on 26 November 2017 contained 
a searching analysis, arguing that “at stake is the ability 
of people and communities to connect across an island 
whose bitter history of subjugation, division and injustice 
is never far from the surface. At stake is the integrity of 
the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, the proud, shared 
achievement of Labour and Conservative Prime Ministers. 
At stake is future North-South cooperation and what the 
Irish term the ‘all-island economy’. At stake, potentially, 
is the amicable relationship between the UK and Ireland 
that has been painstakingly patched together amid the 
gravestones of centuries of tears and blood.”

The British position has been that it is necessary to move 
on to the second stage of the Brexit talks in order to answer 
questions on the Irish border. The UK Foreign Secretary, 
Boris Johnson, told a Dublin press conference that “in 
order to resolve those issues and get it right for our people, 
it is necessary now to move on to the second stage of the 
negotiations, which entail so many of those questions.” 

The RTÉ Brussels Correspondent, Tony Connelly, wrote: 
“To repeated British entreaties that the Irish border 
could only be properly solved in Phase II, Leo Varadkar 
had a clever riposte. Britain had unilaterally ditched 
membership of the Customs Union and Single Market 
before Phase II – the trade negotiations - had started. In 
that case, he said, they could also pull a hard border off 
the table before Phase II as well.”

Johnson and Gove Letter to the Prime Minister

On 11 November 2017, it emerged that Prime Minister 
May received an extraordinary letter from cabinet 
colleagues, Boris Johnson and Michael Gove, designed to 
push her towards a hard Brexit and seeking to minimise 
the influence of former advocates of Remain such as the 
Chancellor, Philp Hammond. The letter complained: “in 
some parts of government the current preparations are 
not proceeding with anything like sufficient energy.”

Problems continue in relations between the Government 
and the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales 
in respect of the policy of leaving the Single Market and 
Customs Union, certain provisions of the Withdrawal Bill 
and arrangements for consultation. The lack of a working 
Executive in Belfast is a further complication.

UK Withdrawal Bill Debate

The massive EU Withdrawal Bill continues to make slow 
progress through the House of Commons.

Prime Minister May introduced a major amendment 

to the Bill, putting the precise details of the UK’s exit 
day ‘on the face of the Bill’. This has been criticised by 
a significant number of pro-EU Conservative MPs – 
pictures of fifteen of them printed on the front page of 
The Telegraph branding them as ‘mutineers’ – who argued 
that setting a specific date could prevent the Government 
from extending talks with the EU. The Labour Party 
described the amendment as ‘reckless’ and ‘deeply self-
harming.’ This controversial amendment will come to a 
vote later in the Bill’s journey through the House.

In a key speech on 13 November 2017, the Brexit 
Secretary, David Davis, made a highly significant 
concession to critics of the Government position by 
stating that a specific piece of primary legislation would 
be introduced providing that Parliament “will be given 
time to debate, scrutinise and vote on the final agreement 
we strike with the European Union. The agreement will 
hold only if Parliament approves it.” 

Launch of Future of Europe Initiative

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, spoke at the launch of the 
Government’s Future of Europe Initiative which will see a 
series of public and sectoral meetings hearing the views of 
individuals and representative organisations on the future 
direction of the European project. 

He remarked that “on Sunday I was in Enniskillen for 
Remembrance Sunday. While there, remembering the 
dead, it struck me that we should never forget what 
Europe is - and how the project started. As John Hume 
once stated, the EU is the most successful peace process in 
history.  And, it is no coincidence that the development 
of the EU has coincided with the longest-ever period of 
peace and prosperity on the European continent. Today, 
across all the EU institutions, we see representatives of 
countries that went to war with each other twice in the 
past 100 years, sitting side by side.”

Commenting on Brexit, the Taoiseach said that “looking 
at this list of achievements, it’s hard to understand why 
anyone might want to leave. But, whatever happens in 
the next few years, one thing is certain. Ireland will always 
remain at the heart of the common European home we 
helped to build. So, that’s why it’s so important that we 
are actively engaged in shaping and influencing the debate 
about the future of Europe. It is a conversation that we 
would be having even if there was no Brexit, and it is one 
that is at least as important.”

Speaking some days later, at the Thanksgiving Lunch of 
the American Chamber of Commerce in Dublin, the 
Taoiseach commented that “this country continues to 
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believe that the optimal solution would be for the UK to 
remain in the Customs Union and the Single Market.  If 
the UK continues to rule out this option, the alternative 
solutions that it offers must be concrete and workable.”  

Barnier Speech to Brussels Think Tank

Michel Barnier addressed a conference on ‘The Future 
of Europe’ at the new Brussels office of the Centre for 
European Reform. He spoke of the Irish question and of 
the prospects for a final trade agreement.

On Ireland he said that “we need to preserve stability and 
dialogue on the island of Ireland. We need to avoid a hard 
border. I know that this point is politically sensitive in the 
UK. It is not less sensitive in Ireland.”  He went on to say 
that “There are over one hundred areas of cross-border 
cooperation on the island of Ireland. Such cooperation 
depends in many cases on the application of common 
rules and common regulatory space. What is therefore 
unclear is what rules will apply in Northern Ireland after 
Brexit, and what the UK is willing to commit to, in order 
to avoid a hard border.” He concluded that “the island of 
Ireland is now faced with many challenges. Those who 
wanted Brexit must offer solutions.”

On the search for a trade agreement, Michel Barnier 
argued: “the UK will, of course, have access to the Single 
Market. But this is different from being part of the Single 
Market.” To achieve this it will be necessary “to ensure a 
level playing field between us.This will not be easy.” 

UK Budget Provision for Brexit

In his budget, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Philip 
Hammond, has committed £3 bn more to provide for the 
UK’s exit from the EU. Defending this level of spending 
as an absolute obligation for the Government, he told Sky 
News that “we’re going to need new arrangements and 
facilities at the border. We’re going to need new computer 
systems for clearing goods through customs and so on. We 
have to make these arrangements and these investments to 
make sure things are operating smoothly, that trade and 
business is not disrupted. These are sensible investments 
to make and we have to be prepared for a range of possible 
outcomes from these negotiations.”

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
responsibility of the author.
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Nicola Sturgeon announces new Scottish independence bill

European Council appoints Didier Seeuws as head of Brexit Taskforce

Bratislava Summit of 27

Michel Barnier starts role as Head of EU Commission Brexit Task Force  

Resignation of Ambassador Ivan Rogers, Permanent Representative of the United Kingdom 
to the European Union

Theresa May outlines the objectives and principles for the UK’s withdrawal

24th June 2016

9th September 2016

16th September 2016

13th October 2016

6th December 2016

3rd January 2017

17th January 2017

26th June 2016

David Cameron signals his intention to resign as UK Prime Minister

1st October 2016

24th January 2017 UK Supreme Court Ruling on Article 50

European Parliament names Guy Verhofstadt as the European Parliament’s Brexit negotiator

Michel Barnier holds first press briefing on Brexit, notes Northern Irish issues

23rd June 2016 The UK votes to leave the EU

Theresa May becomes the new Prime Minister of the UK13th July 2016

2016 - 2017Timeline

Northern Ireland Assembly elections. No new executive formed.2nd March 2017

UK Houses of Parliament pass the Article 50 Bill without amendment

9th-10th March 2017

13th March 2017

Re-election of Donald Tusk as European Council President

European Parliament adopts resolution on the UK’s withdrawal from the EU

29th March 2017

5th April 2017

UK invokes Article 50

60th Anniversary of the Treaty of Rome25th March 2017

19th April 2017 Theresa May calls for snap General Election on 8th June 2017

European Council adopts its guidelines for the Brexit negotiations29th April 2017

7th May 2017 Emmanuel Macron defeats Marine Le Pen to become President of France 

The General Affairs Council of the EU authorises the opening of negotiations with the UK22nd May 2017

29th May 2017 European Commission releases draft position papers on Article 50
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European Council Summit

Estonian Presidency of the Council of the EU begins

German Federal Elections. Chancellor Merkel elected to fourth term.

European Council Summit

European Council Summit

22nd-23rd June 2017 

1st July 2017

24th September 2017

19th-20th October 2017

14th-15th December 2017

1st January 2018 Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU begins

European Council Summit22nd-23rd March 2018

European Council Summit28th-29th June 2018 

Austrian Presidency of the Council of the EU begins1st July 2018

Austrian Parliamentary Elections. Sebastian Kurtz ÖUP wins the largest share of vote15th October 2017 

European Council Summit

European Council Summit

Romanian Presidency of the Council of the EU begins

Deadline for UK withdrawal

European Parliament Elections

October 2018

December 2018

1st January 2019 

29th March 2019

May 2019

2017 - 2019Timeline
You are here!

8th June 2017 UK General Election results in a hung Parliament. Minority Conservative government formed with support 
from the DUP

Negotiations between the UK and EU begin

18th June 2017 President Macron’s Party wins largest share of vote in French Legislative Elections

19th June 2017

Round two of UK-EU negotiations17th-20th July 2017

Round three of UK-EU negotiations28th - 31st August 2017

1st-4th October 2017 Conservative Party Conference 

Round four of EU-UK negotiations25th-28th September 2017

Round five of EU-UK negotiations9th-12th October 2017

22nd September 2017 Theresa May’s Florence speech 

Round Six of EU-UK Negotiations9th-10th November 2017

Coalition negotiations in Germany collapse19th November 2017
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