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Introduction
The Brief seeks to provide up-to-date information on the 
progress and content of the UK-EU negotiations, and 
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

March European Council Meetings
On 23 March, the European Council, meeting in the 
Article 50 format, adopted Guidelines for the opening 
of negotiations on the overall framework for the future 

relationship between the United Kingdom and the 
European Union. The Guidelines welcomed the progress 
made on the financial settlement, transition and citizens’ 
rights, but noted that much more work remained to be 
done on the withdrawal issues, including Gibraltar and 
Northern Ireland. 

The Guidelines lay out the framework for the future re-
lationship, taking into account the UK’s stated positions 
regarding the Customs Union and Single Market: 

At the same time, the European Council has to 
take into account the repeatedly stated positions 
of the UK, which limit the depth of such a future 
partnership. Being outside the Customs Union 
and the Single Market will inevitably lead to 
frictions in trade. Divergence in external tariffs 
and internal rules as well as absence of common 
institutions and a shared legal system, necessitates 
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checks and controls to uphold the integrity of the 
EU Single Market as well as of the UK market. 
This unfortunately will have negative economic 
consequences, in particular in the United King-
dom.

[…] As regards the core of the economic relation-
ship, the European Council confirms its readiness 
to initiate work towards a balanced, ambitious 
and wide-ranging free trade agreement (FTA) 
insofar as there are sufficient guarantees for a level 
playing field. This agreement will be finalised and 
concluded once the UK is no longer a Member 
State. Such an agreement cannot however offer the 
same benefits as Membership and cannot amount 
to participation in the Single Market or parts 
thereof.

At the same time, the Council leaves the door open for 
the UK to reconsider its position at any time:

If these positions were to evolve, the Union will 
be prepared to reconsider its offer in accordance 
with the principles stated in the guidelines of 29 
April and of 15 December 2017 as well as in the 
present guidelines. 

The paper lists the key issues for consideration: trade in 
goods; reciprocal access to fishing waters; customs coop-
eration; technical barriers to trade; voluntary regulatory 
cooperation; trade in services; access to public procure-
ment market and protection of intellectual property 
rights.  Further sections deal with global challenges 
(climate change, sustainable development); provisions on 
movement of natural persons; socio-economic coopera-
tion; connectivity; research, education and culture; guar-
antees for a level playing field and safeguarding financial 
stability.  Emphasis is placed on the need for cooperation 
in law enforcement and judicial affairs and in the fields 
of foreign, security and defence policy.   

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, said that he would like 
to see “real engagement” from the United Kingdom in 
negotiations with the EU Task Force.  The onus was on 
the UK side to make proposals to avoid the ‘backstop’ 
option that would keep Northern Ireland in the EU 
system and subject to EU rules if there was no effective 
deal.  What was needed was “a solution that is legal and 
operable.”    

Formal talks will commence in Brussels a week after the 
concession by the UK that the ‘backstop’ option should 
be in the legal text of the Withdrawal Treaty.  The Irish 

Times commented that “While both sides agree that 
there needs to be default no-hard border backstop in 
the absence of any other solution, there is no agreement 
around either that option or another solution for the 
border question.”  

Draft Withdrawal Agreement   

On Monday 19 March 2018 the EU and UK nego-
tiators produced a text reflecting agreed terms for a 
21-month transition after Brexit.  

The transitional period will begin from Brexit day (29 
March 2019), and will end on 31 December 2020.  It 
is designed to smooth the way to the future permanent 
EU-UK relationship by providing for the extension of 
the UK’s participation in the EU Single Market and 
Customs Union for an extra 21 months, giving business-
es more time to make preparations and giving govern-
ments longer to make necessary changes to customs, 
immigration and regulatory systems.  Full agreement was 
reached on the key issues of citizens’ rights and the UK 
financial settlement.         

The EU chief negotiator, Michel Barnier, said that the 
agreement between the teams was ‘a decisive step’. “We 
were able to agree this morning on a large part of what 
will make up an international agreement for the ordered 
withdrawal of the UK.” The UK Brexit Secretary, David 
Davis, said that “our teams have worked hard and at 
pace to secure the terms of a time-limited implemen-
tation period that gives the certainty demanded by 
businesses and citizens across the European Union and 
United Kingdom.”  

The critical issue of the Irish border remained unre-
solved, though it was accepted by both sides that the 
‘backstop’ arrangement arising from the December 2017 
Joint Report would be part of the agreement subject to 
agreement on the legal language.   

The negotiators have reached agreement on some 
elements of the draft Protocol. They further agree that 
the full set of issues related to avoiding a hard bor-
der covered in the draft reflect those that need to be 
addressed in any solution. There is as yet no agreement 
on the right operational approach, but the negotiators 
agree to engage urgently in the process of examination 
of all relevant matters announced on 14 March and now 
under way.” 

The Tanaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs, Simon 
Coveney, met Michel Barnier in Brussels before the 
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publication of the draft agreement and tweeted: “Brexit 
negotiations are moving forward - progress on Irish 
issues remains a key priority for both negotiating teams 
and solidarity with our EU partners remains strong.” 

Immediate reaction to the transitional deal from UK 
business circles was positive, with the CBI saying “This is 
what businesses have been calling for since last summer. 
It brings a welcome gift of time for firms on both sides.” 
The Federation of Small Businesses said that “today’s 
announcement will make it that much easier for firms to 
plan, grow, trade, invest and hire.” 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Prime Minister’s Letter to President Tusk 

Immediately after the Barnier-Davis announcement in 
Brussels, Prime Minister Theresa May wrote to the Pres-
ident of the European Council, Donald Tusk, expressing 
the hope that the Council’s meeting on 22-23 March 
“will welcome those agreements, give the process further 
impetus, and allow businesses, individuals and public 
services on both sides to plan with certainty.” 

A substantial part of the letter was devoted to the Irish 
issues which remain unresolved.  The Prime Minister 
stated that “I want to reinforce my commitment to the 
Joint Report in its entirety, including reaffirming the 
UK Government’s view that the Belfast or Good Friday 
Agreement of 1998 must be protected in all its parts.” 
She insisted that the UK remains committed to engaging 
in detail on all the scenarios agreed in the Joint Report 
and the planned programme of discussions will help 
achieve this: 

I continue to believe […] that we can achieve 
a close partnership that provides for such a deep 
trading relationship between the UK and the EU 
that specific measures in relation to Northern 
Ireland are not required. This would be in the best 
interests of Northern Ireland and, of course, of Ire-
land. If our future partnership cannot completely 
resolve the issues in such a way as to meet our 
commitments on the border, I will want to explore 
additional specific solutions that can address those 
unique circumstances, I am committed to agreeing 
in the Withdrawal Agreement operational legal 
text for at least the so-called ‘backstop option’ set 
out in the Joint Report in parallel with discussions 
of these other scenarios.

House of Commons Exiting the European Union 
Committee Report

The House of Commons Exiting the European Union 
Committee has published its third report on the prog-
ress of the UK’s negotiations on withdrawal from the 
European Union. The text of the report was adopted by 
a 12-7 vote which saw the Committee divided firmly 
between seven hard-line Brexiters and the rest. The Brex-
iters, led by Jacob Rees-Mogg, tabled an alternative text 
(reproduced in the Formal Minutes of the Committee 
but not adopted). 

The fifty-page report contains a range of comments and 
recommendations arising from its examination of the 
negotiations process and its interaction with key partic-
ipants in that process. On the Northern Ireland/Ireland 
question the report argues that little progress has been 
made on solving the problem of how to maintain an 
open Irish Border with no checks and no infrastructure 
if the UK leaves the customs union and the single mar-
ket. With reference to the future trade relationship the 
report states that it is “concerning that the Government 
drew red lines on the Future EU-UK trade relationship 
without having conducted any assessment of the possible 
impact of these red lines on the UK economy.” 

One proposal in particular provoked angry responses 
from the pro-Brexit side and led to the production of the 
alternative text.  

The majority report argues that “if a 21-month tran-
sition/implementation period is insufficient time to 
conclude and ratify the treaties/agreements that will 
establish the Future Partnership […] the only prudent 
action would be for the Government to seek a limited 
prolongation to avoid unnecessary disruption” and then 
proposes that “the Withdrawal Agreement include a 
provision to allow for the extension of the transition/im-
plementation period, if necessary, and with the approval 
of Parliament.” 

Jacob Rees-Mogg, who chairs the Brexit-supporting 
European Research Group, reacted by describing the 
majority report as “the prospectus for the vassal state. It 
is a future not worthy of us as a country and I am sure 
that Theresa May will rightly reject a report by the high 
priests of Remain.”    

Taoiseach in Berlin

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, made his first visit to 
Berlin on 19 March 2018 for discussions on Brexit and 
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the broader EU agenda with the newly re-elected Federal 
Chancellor, Angela Merkel. The Taoiseach was greeted 
with full military honours prior to a working lunch.

The Taoiseach has made clear his determination to 
build on the close relations between his predecessor, 
Enda Kenny and the Chancellor, both at the European 
Council and within the ‘family’ of the European Peoples 
Party (EPP).   

The talks covered Brexit, taxation and trade. At the 
subsequent press conference the Taoiseach thanked 
the German Government for its understanding of the 
unique Irish concerns over Brexit and of the importance 
of protecting the Good Friday Agreement. He spoke of 
“the strength and depth” of that support. For her part, 
the Chancellor made it clear that “Ireland can depend 
on us with no conditions”, declining to link tax matters 
to the Brexit scenario.  

ESRI Report

In study commissioned by the Competition and Con-
sumer Protection Commission, the Economic and Social 
Research Institute (ESRI) concluded that “a hard Brexit 
would increase the cost of living for all households in 
Ireland by 2 per cent to 3.1 per cent – an annual increase 
of €892 to €1,360 per household.”

For a number of Brexit scenarios the study examined 
the prices of a range of imported goods. It found that if 
tariffs were introduced – and that other trade costs also 
increased following a hard Brexit - the price of bread 
and cereals could rise by up to 30 per cent, while milk, 
cheese and eggs prices could increase by 46 per cent.

Costs would rise the most for lower-income households, 
which spend a greater share of household expenditure 
on food products, many of which are imported from the 
UK and would be subject to tariffs.  They would face a 
4 per cent price increase in the highest-impact scenario. 
Households in the highest-income group would face a 
2.4 per cent price increase. The percentage increase faced 
by the poorest households would be 70 per cent more 
than the percentage increase faced by the wealthiest 
households. 

One of the report’s authors, Martina Lawless, was 
reported as commenting: “As Ireland imports a consider-
able amount of food products from the UK, a hard Brex-
it could have an immediate impact on the cost of living. 
Unfortunately, we find that this impact would likely fall 
disproportionately on lower-income households.”

Prime Minister’s Letter to Businesses

Immediately after the European Council meetings, 
Prime Minister Theresa May wrote an open letter to UK 
businesses, referring to the agreement on the transition 
period and arguing that “Today’s endorsement of that 
agreement by the March European Council marks 
another important milestone in our withdrawal from 
the EU, providing certainty and clarity to businesses and 
citizens in the UK and the EU about the arrangements 
that will apply during the implementation.”

She went on to indicate that the implementation period 
would act as a bridge to the future partnership, giving 
business the time it needs to put new arrangements in 
place. 

The Prime Minister concluded that “We must now turn 
our attention to the future UK-EU relationship. The EU 
has today published its guidelines for the future relation-
ship. I welcome their renewed emphasis on a balanced, 
ambitious and wide-ranging agreement. A fundamental 
principle of my negotiating strategy is that trade at the 
UK-EU border should be as frictionless as possible, and 
I outlined in my speech how that could be achieved 
through a comprehensive system of mutual recognition 
of regulatory standards, and the customs options that 
the Government has set out.”

House of Lords Committee Report on Irish Border

The House of Lords Northern Ireland Affairs Commit-
tee has published a detailed report on ‘The land border 
between Northern Ireland and Ireland’.  The report is 
based on months of hearings and research on the subject.

Recalling that “the UK government and the EU have 
both expressed their commitment to avoiding a hard 
border, including physical infrastructure or related 
checks and controls” the report makes the significant 
statement that:

we have, however, had no visibility of any tech-
nical solutions, anywhere in the world, beyond 
the aspirational, that would remove the need for 
physical infrastructure at the border. We recom-
mend the government bring forward detailed 
proposals, without further delay, that set out how 
it will maintain an open and invisible border. 
These proposals should provide detail about how 
customs compliance will be enforced if there is 
regulatory and tariff divergence between the UK 
and Ireland.
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The report supports the UK Government’s clear rejec-
tion of proposals in the draft withdrawal agreement 
which would result in a customs border down the Irish 
Sea. “The issues of the land border cannot be resolved by 
creating a costly barrier to trade with Northern Ireland’s 
largest market, neither would such a measure be compat-
ible with the spirit and intent of the Belfast/Good Friday 
agreement.”

The Irish Times commentator, Pat Leahy, remarked 
that the report “again highlights the gulf between the 
British Government’s commitments to avoiding a hard 
border and the lack of proposals as to how that might 
be achieved.  This is also becoming a source of growing 
exasperation in Dublin and other EU capitals.”
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